
Spain's 'Ndrangheta-Linked Crime Networks: Economic Infiltration and 
Trafficking Logistics 

Executive Summary 
The dismantling of 'Ndrangheta-linked networks in Spain, most notably through a coordinated 
international operation in September 2022, reveals a sophisticated criminal model that 
transcends simple drug distribution. These networks have successfully embedded themselves 
within the legitimate Spanish economy, specifically in the real estate and tourism sectors. By 
leveraging Spain’s strategic maritime position and the high-volume cash economy of tourist 
hubs like Ibiza, the 'Ndrangheta and its associates have developed a "single criminal operating 
environment" that combines international trafficking with sophisticated money laundering and 
local extortion.Critical takeaways from recent investigative findings include: 

●​ Strategic Infiltration:  Criminal groups use legitimate businesses (tourist apartments, 
real estate firms) to mask illicit activity and house operational infrastructure. 

●​ Logistical Sophistication:  The use of maritime routes via sailing boats and vehicles 
with hidden compartments facilitates the movement of cocaine from South America and 
synthetic drugs across Europe. 

●​ Economic Pollution:  Illicit proceeds are not merely stored; they are reinvested into 
property and tourism to produce "legitimate" revenue and establish territorial control. 

●​ Transnational Alliances:  The modern 'Ndrangheta operates through fluid, multinational 
alliances involving Italian, Albanian, and Hungarian nationals, rather than isolated cells. 

●​ AML Fragility:  Traditional Anti-Money Laundering (AML) controls often fail to detect 
these networks due to ownership opacity and the fragmented visibility of transactions 
across different financial institutions. 

The September 2022 Operational Breakdown 
In September 2022, law enforcement agencies from Spain and Italy, supported by Europol and 
Eurojust, executed a series of searches and arrests that exposed the scale of 'Ndrangheta 
operations in Spain. 

Scope of Operations 

The coordinated action spanned several key Spanish regions: 
●​ Ibiza 
●​ Barcelona 
●​ Málaga 
●​ Tenerife 

Seizures and Arrests 

Authorities arrested 32 suspects and seized a significant cache of illicit assets and evidence:| 
Category | Item(s) Seized || ------ | ------ || Cash | Approximately €300,000 || Narcotics | 18kg 
amphetamine, 4.5kg cocaine, 600-plant cannabis plantation || Armaments | Firearms and 
ammunition || Logistics | Evidence of maritime routes and hidden vehicle compartments | 



Two-Pronged Investigation 

1.​ The Milan-Ibiza Connection:  Focused on a mafia-type organization based near Milan 
but operating in Ibiza. The suspected leader is allegedly related to a powerful Calabrian 
'Ndrangheta family. This group was suspected of drug trafficking, money laundering, and 
exercising "territorial control" through extortion. 

2.​ The South American Pipeline:  Focused on a Spain-based network importing cocaine 
from South America via sailing boats. This group utilized real estate enterprises and 
tourist rentals to conceal their activities and launder proceeds. 

Strategic Positioning and Trafficking Logistics 
Spain serves as a primary European gateway for illicit goods due to its geography and 
infrastructure. The 'Ndrangheta exploits these legitimate features for criminal gain. 

Maritime Exploitation 

Criminal networks utilize Spain’s extensive coastline and commercial ports (like the one where 
13 tonnes of cocaine were seized in 2024) but increasingly rely on smaller-scale maritime 
logistics: 

●​ Sailing Boats:  These vessels are often used to transport cocaine from South America. 
They blend in with legitimate Mediterranean leisure activity and can transfer cargo at sea 
or change crews to avoid detection. 

●​ Speedboats:  Used for high-speed coastal transport. 
●​ Legitimate Cover:  Operational expenses for these vessels—such as marina fees, fuel, 

and maintenance—appear as ordinary commercial transactions. 

Regional Focus: Ibiza 

Ibiza is a high-value target for 'Ndrangheta implantation due to: 
●​ Economic Profile:  Intensive property activity, luxury consumption, and high volumes of 

cash-intensive nightlife and tourism businesses. 
●​ Operational Cover:  Large-scale seasonal employment and cross-border payments 

provide a "noise" floor that masks illicit financial flows. 
●​ Territorial Control:  Investigators found evidence of "mafia practices" where the group 

used extortion to regulate local business activity, similar to traditional practices in Italy. 

Economic Infiltration and Money Laundering Mechanisms 
The 'Ndrangheta’s resilience stems from its ability to convert drug proceeds into social and 
economic power through reinvestment. 

Real Estate as a Laundering Engine 

Property remains the primary vehicle for integration. Criminal proceeds fund purchases or 
renovations, which then generate "legitimate" rental income. 

●​ Tourist Apartments:  These are particularly attractive as they allow for the mixing of 
genuine revenue with fabricated income. Occupancy and pricing fluctuations in the 
tourism sector make verification difficult for financial institutions. 



●​ Operational Value:  Properties serve as safe houses, storage for drugs/cash, and 
meeting locations for members traveling under false identities. 

Extortion and Local Influence 

Extortion is used not just for revenue, but as a strategic tool to suppress reporting and force 
cooperation from legitimate business owners (e.g., restaurants and marinas). 

●​ Coerced Cooperation:  Legitimate businesses may be pressured to employ associates 
or store illicit goods. 

●​ Financial Red Flags:  Payments for extortion may be disguised as "consulting fees," 
loan repayments, or supplier invoices. 

The Organizational Structure: Family and Alliances 
The 'Ndrangheta’s global expansion is supported by a unique organizational model that is 
difficult for law enforcement to penetrate. 

●​ Family-Based Trust:  Discipline is maintained through blood and marriage relationships, 
which are harder to breach than loose criminal associations. 

●​ Clan Autonomy:  Individual clans operate with significant autonomy, allowing the 
organization to expand internationally without a single point of failure. 

●​ Multinational Ecosystems:  The 2022 operation involved Italian, Hungarian, and 
Albanian suspects. These networks are often fluid, involving "independent traffickers, 
transporters, property managers, and financial intermediaries" who collaborate based on 
complementary capabilities. 

Challenges for Financial Intelligence 
Conventional Anti-Money Laundering (AML) controls are often insufficient to detect 
'Ndrangheta-linked activity due to several factors: 

1.​ Plausible Cover:  Transactions for property maintenance or marina fees are ordinary 
and do not trigger traditional alerts. 

2.​ Fragmented Visibility:  Criminal activity is often spread across multiple banks, with no 
single institution having a complete view of the network. 

3.​ Ownership Opacity:  The use of relatives, nominees, or foreign legal structures hides 
the beneficial owners. 

4.​ Inadequate Screening:  Many facilitators do not have criminal records or adverse 
media profiles when their relationships with the network begin. 

Conclusions and Recent Developments 
The threat posed by 'Ndrangheta-linked networks in Spain is persistent and evolving. Following 
the 2022 bust, authorities have continued to see activity: 

●​ 2024:  Spanish authorities reported the country's largest single cocaine seizure to date 
(13 tonnes). 

●​ August 2025:  Arrests of three separate 'Ndrangheta-linked fugitives in Ibiza and 
Barcelona, involving the recovery of cash, jewelry, and false identity documents. 



Strategic Recommendations for Financial Institutions 

To effectively counter this infiltration, financial crime leaders should prioritize: 
●​ Network Analytics:  Connecting customers through shared addresses, counterparties, 

devices, and directors rather than reviewing accounts in isolation. 
●​ Source-of-Wealth Verification:  Rigorous assessment of capital injections for 

high-value property purchases and company investments. 
●​ Beneficial Ownership Analysis:  Moving beyond registered shareholders to identify the 

individuals exercising actual control. 
●​ Retrospective Reviews:  Conducting thorough historical analysis of portfolios whenever 

law enforcement identifies new personas or companies linked to organized crime. 
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