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Abstract: This study seeks to critically examine the scope, causes, and consequences of transnational crime in the African context,
and to assess the adequacy of regional and continental policy responses. It aims to provide actionable, evidence-based strategies that
can enhance cooperation, law enforcement capacity, and community resilience across African states. Transnational organised crime
presents a rising threat to Africa’s development, peace, and governance. It is fueled by weak border control, political instability,
institutional fragility, corruption, and socio-economic exclusion. Despite the existence of frameworks such as the AU Continental
Strategy for Combating Transnational Organised Crime (2023) and SADC’s 2023-2027 Strategic Plan, implementation remains
fragmented and under-resourced. Criminal networks exploit legal and institutional loopholes across regions, undermining state
authority, rule of law, and citizen safety (UNODC, 2023; Global Initiative, 2024). Criminal syndicates have diversified across Africa,
with drug trafficking, human trafficking, cybercrime, arms smuggling, and environmental crimes rising sharply in the last decade.
Institutional corruption and poor coordination between states are major enablers. Youth unemployment and poverty are primary
recruitment drivers into criminal economies. Cybercrime is an emerging frontier, with most African states ill-equipped to respond.
Regional strategies exist, but face gaps in harmonisation, funding, and data sharing. This research contributes to transnational crime
scholarship by offering a context-specific, African-led perspective, integrating criminological, political, and developmental insights. It
identifies actionable policy reforms and proposes a collaborative regional security model grounded in legal harmonisation, intelligence
coordination, and community resilience. It supports Agenda 2063 and the Sustainable Development Goals (particularly SDG 16). The
study will adopt a qualitative research design, combining desktop policy analysis, regional case studies, and thematic content analysis
of secondary data. Key sources include AU, UNODC, Interpol, and civil society reports from 2021-2024. Expert interviews may be

used to validate findings from regional security practitioners.

Systematic Approach using a multi-level analytical framework, the study will: Map key types and routes of transnational crime in
Africa, examine political-economic drivers and governance failures, Analyse the effectiveness of continental and regional institutional
responses, and propose practical, implementable policy solutions for AU member states. Transnational crime is no longer a peripheral
issue in Africa it is central to the continent’s governance, peace, and development trajectory. This study demonstrates that combating it
requires a whole-of-continent approach, integrating law enforcement, legal reform, economic inclusion, and regional solidarity.
Without decisive and coordinated action, Africa risks deeper criminal infiltration, weakened governance, and stunted social progress.
This research equips stakeholders with the knowledge and tools necessary to disrupt criminal networks and build a safer, more resilient

continent.
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Introduction

Transnational crime has emerged as a major threat to peace,
development, and security across the African continent. In the
wake of globalisation, rapid urbanisation, and technological
advancement, Africa has increasingly become both a source and
transit region for illicit flows, including human trafficking, drug
smuggling, arms proliferation, wildlife trafficking, cybercrime, and
money laundering (UNODC, 2023). These crimes transcend
national borders and challenge the capacity of individual African
states to respond effectively, especially in regions already
grappling with weak governance, porous borders, and economic
instability.

The African Union (AU, 2023) has acknowledged the urgent need
to strengthen continental cooperation and harmonised legal
frameworks to counter transnational organised crime, recognising
it as a major barrier to achieving Agenda 2063. For example, the
Sahel region has witnessed a dangerous convergence of terrorism,
arms trafficking, and illicit migration networks, posing complex
security risks to both national and regional stability (International
Crisis Group, 2024). In Southern Africa, the rise in cross-border
smuggling of illicit goods and human trafficking has exposed deep
institutional and regulatory gaps, exacerbated by corruption and

Copyright © 2026 The Author(s): This open-access article is distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution—-NonCommercial 4.0
International License (CC BY-NC 4.0), permitting non-commercial use, sharing, and reproduction with proper credit to the author(s) and source.

32



© 2026 MRS Journal of Accounting and Business Management | Published by MRS Publisher, India

insufficient policing resources (SADC Regional Organised Crime
Report, 2023).

Moreover, the growth of digital platforms has enabled
sophisticated cyber-enabled crime syndicates, exploiting financial
systems and social vulnerabilities across borders (Interpol Africa
Cybercrime Report, 2023). These criminal networks are often
deeply embedded in state and non-state structures, making
enforcement particularly difficult and, in some instances,
politically sensitive.

While African regional bodies like ECOWAS, SADC, and IGAD
have launched strategic action plans to combat these crimes,
enforcement remains hampered by a lack of coordination, resource
disparities, and insufficient data-sharing mechanisms (AU
Commission, 2022). There is thus an urgent need for evidence-
based research to understand the evolving nature of transnational
crime in Africa and to support the development of more robust,
collaborative, and preventative approaches.

Background

Transnational organised crime has become a significant driver of
instability and underdevelopment across Africa. It exploits
systemic vulnerabilities such as weak border control, limited law
enforcement capacity, poverty, corruption, and fragile state
institutions. As global criminal networks grow more sophisticated,
African countries increasingly find themselves not only as transit
zones but also as production and consumption points for illicit
goods and services (UNODC, 2023; AU, 2023).

Africa's geographical position linking key international trade routes
between Europe, Asia, and the Americas has made it an attractive
corridor for drug trafficking, human smuggling, and illicit arms
trade. According to the Interpol Africa Transnational Threats
Assessment (2023), East and West African ports are increasingly
used to smuggle heroin and cocaine to Europe and Asia, while
regions such as the Sahel have become epicentres for arms
trafficking and terrorist-linked criminal economies. Criminal
syndicates operate with impunity in many regions, often in
collusion with corrupt officials and leveraging informal economies
and conflict zones to thrive (Transparency International, 2022;
Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, 2024).

A notable challenge in the African context is the lack of
harmonised legal frameworks, operational coordination, and data-
sharing systems across jurisdictions. Despite efforts by regional
bodies such as the Southern African Development Community
(SADC), Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS), and East African Community (EAC), there remains
significant fragmentation in policies, capacities, and enforcement
strategies. The African Union's 2023 report on transnational crime
warns that the absence of integrated continental frameworks and
operational taskforces is undermining progress on security and
development goals.

Compounding the problem is the emergence of cybercrime and
digital financial fraud, which have enabled criminal networks to
expand their reach across borders while remaining relatively
anonymous. The Interpol Cybercrime Threat Report (2023)
highlights a surge in online scams, financial fraud, and identity
theft in Southern and Eastern Africa, noting that the region is ill-
equipped to respond to these rapidly evolving threats.

Furthermore, youth unemployment, inequality, and internal
displacement due to conflict and climate change have contributed

to the vulnerability of populations to exploitation by criminal
groups. With over 60% of Africa’s population under the age of 25
and many facing limited economic opportunities, criminal
networks often find a steady stream of recruits in communities
experiencing economic marginalisation (AfDB, 2023).

This complex and evolving landscape of transnational crime calls
for a deeper, evidence-based understanding of its regional
dimensions, the political and socio-economic factors that sustain it,
and the effectiveness of current policy responses. Without such
insight, the continent risks further destabilisation, economic
disruption, and erosion of state legitimacy.

Problem Statement
Central Problem

The central problem addressed in this study is the persistent
inability of African states to effectively prevent, coordinate, and
respond to transnational organised crime, despite the existence of
regional and continental frameworks. This failure is driven by
institutional weaknesses, fragmented legal systems, limited
intelligence-sharing, and weak inter-agency cooperation, which
collectively create an enabling environment for increasingly
sophisticated and interconnected criminal networks to operate with
impunity across borders.

This problem is further intensified by corruption, political
interference, porous borders, and socio-economic vulnerabilities
such as youth unemployment and poverty, which not only facilitate
criminal activities but also sustain recruitment into illicit networks.
As a result, current strategies remain inconsistently implemented
and inadequately resourced, undermining governance, weakening
the rule of law, and threatening sustainable development across the
African continent.

Transnational organised crime has grown into a formidable and
adaptive threat in Africa, undermining peace, security, governance,
and sustainable development. Despite regional and continental
frameworks aimed at addressing organised criminal activities,
African states continue to face significant challenges in preventing
and responding to crimes that transcend borders including human
trafficking, illicit drug and arms trade, wildlife poaching,
smuggling, money laundering, and cybercrime (UNODC, 2023;
African Union, 2023).

The African continent is particularly vulnerable due to porous
borders, institutional weaknesses, socio-economic inequality, and
fragmented criminal justice systems. As noted by the Global
Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (2024), many
African countries struggle with limited enforcement capabilities,
weak inter-agency cooperation, and lack of access to reliable
intelligence. This results in low arrest and prosecution rates for
transnational crime, allowing criminal networks to operate with
relative impunity.

Moreover, corruption and political interference in some
jurisdictions hinder meaningful law enforcement efforts. The
Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index (2023)
highlighted how corruption continues to facilitate organised crime,
with state officials in some regions either complicit in or turning a
blind eye to criminal networks in return for bribes or political
loyalty.

Compounding the problem is the lack of harmonised legislation
and data-sharing protocols between African states and regional
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bodies. Although initiatives such as the AU’s 2023 Continental
Strategy and the SADC Regional Strategy on Transnational Crime
(2023-2027) exist, implementation remains inconsistent due to
resource constraints, weak monitoring, and differing legal
interpretations. These gaps are exploited by transnational criminal
groups that are increasingly interconnected, well-financed, and
technologically sophisticated (Interpol, 2023).

The problem is further exacerbated by youth unemployment, urban
poverty, displacement caused by conflict and climate change, and
digital vulnerabilities all of which create fertile ground for
recruitment into illicit networks (AfDB, 2023). Without a
coordinated, multi-sectoral, and intelligence-driven response, the
continued growth of transnational crime will erode public trust,
destabilise governments, and threaten Africa’s progress towards
Agenda 2063.

Aim of the Study

The primary aim of this study is to critically examine the evolving
nature, drivers, and impacts of transnational crime across Africa,
and to assess the effectiveness of current regional and continental
responses, with the goal of proposing evidence-based, context-
specific strategies to enhance cross-border crime prevention, law
enforcement cooperation, and governance resilience.

In light of increasing criminal convergence across Africa including
drug trafficking, arms smuggling, cybercrime, and human
trafficking there is a need to develop more adaptive and
intelligence-led approaches that align with continental priorities
such as Agenda 2063 and the AU Continental Strategy for
Combating Transnational Organised Crime (AU, 2023). Recent
studies by the UNODC (2023) and Global Initiative Against
Transnational Organized Crime (2024) have highlighted the gaps
in legal harmonisation, data sharing, and enforcement coordination,
further underscoring the need for targeted academic inquiry and
policy innovation.

The study will also seek to contribute toward the operationalisation
of key frameworks, such as the SADC Strategy on Transnational
Organised Crime (2023-2027), by offering actionable insights into
institutional barriers, community resilience, and intergovernmental
mechanisms needed to disrupt criminal networks and safeguard
human security in Africa.

Objectives of the Study
The study is guided by the following key objectives:

» To examine the dominant forms and regional trends of
transnational crime in Africa, with a focus on illicit
networks operating across borders.

Linked Source: UNODC (2023) highlights regional crime typologies
including drug trafficking in West Africa, cybercrime in East Africa,
and arms smuggling in the Sahel.

» To analyse the socio-political, economic, and
institutional factors that facilitate transnational organised
crime on the continent.

Linked Source: Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized
Crime (2024) identifies drivers such as corruption, state fragility,
and poverty.

» To evaluate the effectiveness of African regional and
continental strategies in combating transnational crime,
such as those advanced by the AU, SADC, and ECOWAS.

Linked Source: AU (2023) and SADC (2023) policy frameworks
note uneven implementation and lack of coordination.

» To propose evidence-based policy and operational
recommendations for improved cross-border
cooperation, intelligence sharing, and crime prevention
strategies.

Linked Source: Interpol (2023) recommends integrated cyber and
border enforcement frameworks to address evolving threats.

Research Questions

To achieve the above objectives, the study seeks to answer the
following research questions:

What are the predominant forms and patterns of transnational
crime across African regions, and how have they evolved over
the past decade?

Related to Objective 1 and informed by: UNODC
(2023), Interpol (2023)

Which structural and contextual factors (e.g., governance,
poverty, technology) contribute to the persistence and
expansion of transnational criminal networks in Africa?

Linked to Objective 2 and supported by: Global Initiative (2024),
Transparency International (2023)

How effective are existing African Union and regional
economic community strategies in addressing transnational
crime, and what are their operational gaps?

Corresponds to Objective 3, based on: AU (2023), SADC (2023),
ECOWAS Annual Security Report (2022)

What integrated, multi-stakeholder approaches can be
developed to enhance law enforcement, border control, and
regional legal cooperation across the continent?

Directly tied to Objective 4, informed by: Interpol (2023), African
Development Bank (2023).

Significance of the Study

This study is significant as it addresses one of the most pressing and
complex challenges confronting Africa, namely the rapid expansion
of transnational organised crime and its impact on governance,
development, and human security. While transnational crime has
been widely acknowledged in policy and academic discourse, there
remains a critical need for context-specific, evidence-based research
that integrates security, governance, and socio-economic
perspectives within the African context.

Firstly, the study contributes to academic knowledge by advancing
an interdisciplinary understanding of transnational crime through the
integration of criminological, political, and developmental theories.
By combining perspectives such as Routine Activity Theory, State
Fragility Theory, and Transnational Crime Governance Theory, the
research moves beyond traditional crime analysis and provides a
more comprehensive framework for understanding the systemic and
structural nature of organised crime in Africa. This contributes to the
growing body of literature that recognises transnational crime not
merely as a law enforcement issue, but as a governance and
development challenge.

Secondly, the study holds significant policy relevance for African
governments, regional bodies, and international organisations.
Existing frameworks such as the African Union Continental Strategy
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(2023) and regional initiatives by SADC and ECOWAS have
identified key priorities, yet their implementation remains uneven
and fragmented. This study provides practical, actionable
recommendations aimed at strengthening legal harmonisation,
improving intelligence-sharing mechanisms, and enhancing cross-
border cooperation. In doing so, it supports the operationalisation of
continental agendas such as Agenda 2063 and aligns with global
priorities under Sustainable Development Goal 16, which
emphasises peace, justice, and strong institutions.

Thirdly, the study is important for law enforcement and criminal
justice practitioners, particularly within African policing agencies.
By identifying institutional weaknesses such as limited investigative
capacity, poor inter-agency coordination, and corruption, the
research provides insights that can inform training, resource
allocation, and organisational reform. The emphasis on intelligence-
led policing and integrated approaches is particularly relevant in
enhancing the effectiveness of responses to complex, cross-border
criminal networks.

Furthermore, the study contributes to developmental and socio-
economic discourse by highlighting the link between transnational
crime and structural inequalities such as poverty, youth
unemployment, and marginalisation. It underscores how criminal
networks exploit these vulnerabilities, thereby reinforcing cycles of
underdevelopment and instability. By incorporating community
resilience and socio-economic interventions into the analysis, the
study advocates for a more holistic approach to crime prevention
that integrates development strategies with security responses.

In addition, the study has regional and continental significance as it
promotes a collaborative, African-led approach to addressing
transnational crime. Rather than relying solely on externally driven
models, the research emphasises the importance of local ownership,
regional solidarity, and context-sensitive solutions. This is
particularly important in strengthening the legitimacy and
sustainability of interventions across diverse African contexts.

Finally, the study is significant in its practical applicability, as it
proposes a multi-level strategic framework that can be adapted by
policymakers, law enforcement agencies, and regional institutions.
By bridging the gap between theory and practice, the research
provides a roadmap for more coordinated, effective, and sustainable
responses to transnational organised crime in Africa.

Research Gaps

Despite the growing body of literature on transnational organised
crime in Africa, several critical gaps remain, which this study seeks
to address.

Firstly, there is a lack of context-specific, African-centred empirical
research that captures the complexity and diversity of transnational
crime across different regions of the continent. Much of the existing
literature is based on global or externally driven analyses, which
often fail to account for local socio-political dynamics, cultural
contexts, and governance realities. This study addresses this gap by
adopting a regionally grounded approach that reflects African
experiences and perspectives.

Secondly, there is limited research on the effectiveness of existing
regional and continental frameworks. While organisations such as
the African Union, SADC, and ECOWAS have developed
comprehensive strategies, there is insufficient empirical evaluation
of their implementation, coordination, and impact. Most studies tend
to describe these frameworks without critically assessing their

operational challenges, resource constraints, and outcomes. This
study contributes by providing a critical analysis of these
frameworks and identifying practical barriers to their effectiveness.

Thirdly, there is a notable gap in the literature regarding inter-
agency and cross-border cooperation mechanisms. Although
coordination is widely recognised as essential in combating
transnational crime, there is limited research on how information-
sharing systems, joint operations, and legal cooperation function in
practice across African states. This study seeks to explore these
dynamics and propose strategies for improving collaboration and
intelligence integration.

Another significant gap relates to the role of communities and local
resilience in addressing transnational crime. Existing research is
heavily state-centric, focusing on law enforcement and institutional
responses, while largely overlooking the role of communities in
prevention, intelligence gathering, and resistance to criminal
networks. This study addresses this gap by incorporating
community-based perspectives and emphasising the importance of
social and economic interventions.

Furthermore, there is insufficient attention given to emerging forms
of transnational crime, particularly cybercrime and digital financial
crimes, within the African context. While global literature on
cybercrime is extensive, African-focused studies remain limited,
particularly in relation to institutional readiness, legal frameworks,
and capacity challenges. This study contributes by examining
cybercrime as a growing frontier of transnational organised crime in
Africa.

In addition, the literature reveals a gap in understanding the
intersection  between transnational crime and governance,
particularly the concept of criminal governance, where organised
crime groups assume quasi-state functions. Although this concept
has been explored in limited studies, it has not been sufficiently
integrated into broader analyses of African governance and security.
This study expands on this perspective by examining how criminal
networks influence governance structures and legitimacy.

Finally, there is a lack of integrated, multi-sectoral approaches in
existing research. Many studies focus on either security, legal, or
socio-economic aspects in isolation, without recognising the
interconnected nature of these dimensions. This study addresses this
gap by adopting a holistic framework that integrates law
enforcement, governance reform, economic development, and
community resilience.

Theoretical Framework

This study draws on an interdisciplinary theoretical framework
combining Routine Activity Theory, State Fragility Theory, and
Transnational Organized Crime Governance Theory to explore the
causes, dynamics, and policy gaps related to transnational crime in
Africa.

Routine Activity Theory (RAT)

Cohen & Felson (1979) originally developed Routine Activity
Theory to explain how crime occurs when three elements converge
in time and space: a motivated offender, a suitable target, and the
absence of capable guardianship. In the African context, UNODC
(2023) and Interpol (2023) affirm that regions with unmonitored
borders, weak digital infrastructure, and limited law enforcement
create optimal environments for transnational criminal activity.
Smugglers, traffickers, and cybercriminals exploit such
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vulnerabilities especially in post-conflict or under-resourced
communities to commit crimes with minimal resistance.

The Global Initiative (2024) notes that cross-border criminal
networks rely heavily on predictable trade and migration flows,
informal economies, and weak security presence in rural and urban
border zones. The absence of “capable guardians,” such as trained
border police and judicial systems, directly aligns with RAT
assumptions.

State Fragility and Institutional Weakness Theory

This theory holds that fragile or failing states are more vulnerable
to transnational organised crime due to weak institutions, lack of
legitimacy, corruption, and poor service delivery (Rotberg, 2002).
In the African context, Transparency International (2023) and
AfDB (2023) show how institutional fragility and corruption fuel
criminal enterprise by creating permissive environments for illicit
activities.

According to the AU Continental Strategy (2023), organised crime
often thrives in areas where public institutions lack capacity,
legitimacy, or will act. This is particularly visible in the Sahel and
Horn of Africa, where weak state presence allows trafficking
networks to flourish.

Transnational Organized Crime Governance Theory

Emerging scholarship now recognises that transnational crime
groups increasingly operate as de facto governance actors in some
African regions, filling voids left by the state by providing jobs,
protection, or economic opportunities (Shaw & Mangan, 2021).
These actors blur the lines between criminality and governance,
making traditional enforcement strategies less effective.

The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (2024)
argues that in parts of West and Central Africa, criminal networks
often assume informal regulatory or political roles, creating
“criminal governance ecosystems.” This theory underscores the
complexity of state responses, which must move beyond traditional
security frameworks and integrate community resilience and socio-
political reform.

Synthesis of Theories

By integrating these theories, the study provides a comprehensive
lens to:

» Explain why and where transnational crime occurs
(Routine Activity Theory),

» Understand how state fragility enables it (State Fragility
Theory), and

» Analyse the evolving governance role of criminal
networks (Transnational Organized Crime Governance
Theory).

This framework supports a multi-dimensional analysis, enabling
the development of tailored interventions that address both security
gaps and the socio-political environment that sustains criminal
economies.

Literature Review

Transnational crime has become one of Africa’s most complex
security and developmental challenges, as criminal networks
exploit weak governance, porous borders, and technological gaps
to expand their influence across regions. A growing body of

academic and policy literature explores the evolving patterns,
enabling factors, and institutional responses to this phenomenon.

Evolving Patterns and Regional Dimensions of Transnational
Crime

Recent research by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC, 2023) highlights that transnational organised crime in
Africa is increasingly trans-regional, spanning from North Africa's
smuggling corridors, West Africa's drug and human trafficking
routes, to Southern Africa’s illicit trade in wildlife, minerals, and
counterfeit goods. The SADC Regional Threat Assessment (2023)
further emphasises the rise of poly-criminal syndicates involved in
multiple illicit activities simultaneously, adapting quickly to law
enforcement strategies.

Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (2024)
found that organised crime is no longer an underground operation
in many parts of Africa; instead, it is often integrated into political
and economic systems, especially in fragile and conflict-affected
states such as Mali, Libya, and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Drivers and Enablers of Transnational Crime in Africa

Multiple scholars and agencies agree that transnational crime is
closely tied to institutional fragility, socio-economic inequality,
and high levels of corruption. Transparency International (2023)
and AfDB (2023) point out that corruption among customs, police,
and political elites allows criminal networks to operate with
impunity. These weaknesses are compounded by unemployment,
weak educational systems, and migration pressures. Shaw and
Mangan (2021) argue that in certain African contexts, criminal
networks operate as informal governance structures, providing
social services, employment, or protection in areas where state
authority is absent or contested. This reinforces the idea of
“criminal governance ecosystems,” which blur the lines between
crime, politics, and survival.

Emerging Threats: Cybercrime and Digital Financial Crime

The digitalisation of African economies has given rise to new
forms of cyber-enabled transnational crime. According to Interpol
(2023), African countries have seen a surge in phishing scams,
cryptocurrency-based money laundering, and ransomware attacks
with Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa among the hardest hit. Yet,
few countries have dedicated cybercrime units or updated
legislative frameworks, leaving them exposed to global cybercrime
syndicates.

Regional and Continental Response Mechanisms

Policy and institutional responses have increased in recent years.
The African Union (2023) adopted a Continental Strategy for
Combating Transnational Organised Crime, calling for harmonised
legal frameworks, intelligence sharing, and cross-border task
forces. Similarly, ECOWAS and SADC have adopted strategic
plans, though implementation remains inconsistent due to limited
technical capacity and political will (ECOWAS, 2022; SADC,
2023).

Academic assessments (Aning & Okyere, 2022) note that regional
strategies often fail due to lack of coordination between police,
judicial, and border control agencies across countries. Moreover,
reliance on donor-driven programs rather than local ownership has
weakened long-term sustainability.

Themes of the Study
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Regional Patterns and Typologies of Transnational Crime in
Africa

This theme explores the different forms of transnational crime
prevalent across African regions including drug trafficking in West
Africa, arms smuggling in the Sahel, human trafficking in North
Africa, and wildlife poaching and cybercrime in Southern and
Eastern Africa.

Key Focus: Nature, scale, and evolution of crime types by region.

Enabling Factors: Governance Weakness, Corruption, and
Border Insecurity

This theme investigates how institutional fragility, corruption, and
porous borders enable criminal networks to operate with impunity.
It will also explore the role of informal economies, political
complicity, and security vacuums in sustaining cross-border crime.

Key Focus: State capacity, corruption, institutional failure.
Digital Transformation and Emerging Cybercrime Threats

This theme addresses the growing threat of cyber-enabled
transnational crime, including digital fraud, identity theft,
ransomware, and cryptocurrency-based laundering. It also
examines the lack of cybercrime laws and enforcement capacity in
many African states.

Key Focus: Rise of cybercrime and law enforcement capacity
gaps.

Summary of Thematic Areas

Theme Focus Area

1.Regional Crime Typologies  Crime types by region

2. Enabling Factors
3. Cybercrime
4. Institutional Responses

5. Community Vulnerability

Corruption, weak governance
Digital fraud, enforcement gaps
AU, SADC, ECOWAS strategies

Youth, unemployment, resilience

The Role of Regional and Continental Institutions

This theme evaluates the strategies and effectiveness of African
Union bodies, Regional Economic Communities (RECs), and inter-
governmental agencies in combating transnational crime. It will
assess legal harmonisation, intelligence sharing, and joint
operations.

Key Focus: Institutional frameworks, implementation, cooperation
gaps.

Community  Vulnerability, Youth Unemployment, and
Criminal Recruitment

This theme highlights the socio-economic conditions such as
poverty, inequality, and youth unemployment that create fertile
ground for recruitment into criminal networks. It also explores the
resilience or vulnerability of communities to criminal exploitation.

Key Focus: Socio-economic drivers and human security.
Gaps in Policy, Enforcement, and Inter-State Cooperation

This theme identifies limitations in national policies, lack of
harmonised legislation, under-resourced law enforcement, and
weak border management. It explores how these gaps are exploited
by criminal networks and what reforms are necessary.

Key Focus: Operational challenges, legal fragmentation, and
capacity building.

Key Sources

UNODC 2023, GI-TOC 2024

AU 2023, T1 2023, AfDB 2023

Interpol 2023, UNODC 2023

AU 2023, SADC 2023, ECOWAS 2022

AfDB 2023, GI-TOC 2024

6. Policy and Enforcement Gaps Legal fragmentation, lack of coordination Aning & Okyere 2022, AU 2023

Discussion and Key Findings
Introduction to the Discussion

This section interprets and critically analyses the key findings of
the study in relation to the research objectives, research questions,
and theoretical framework. The discussion demonstrates that
transnational organised crime in Africa is not an isolated security
issue, but a systemic, adaptive, and deeply embedded phenomenon
shaped by governance failures, socio-economic inequalities, and
evolving global dynamics.

The Evolving Nature and Patterns of Transnational Crime in
Africa

The findings confirm that transnational organised crime in Africa
has undergone a significant transformation over the past decade,
evolving from isolated criminal activities into highly networked,
poly-criminal systems. Criminal syndicates are no longer confined
to single illicit markets; instead, they operate across multiple
sectors simultaneously, including drug trafficking, human
trafficking, arms smuggling, wildlife crime, and cybercrime.

This convergence reflects a shift toward diversified criminal
portfolios, where networks minimise risk and maximise profit by
engaging in multiple illicit economies. The findings further reveal
that Africa functions not only as a transit hub but increasingly as a
source and destination market, indicating the deepening
entrenchment of organised crime within domestic economies.

Regionally, distinct patterns emerge. The Sahel continues to serve
as a corridor for arms trafficking and terrorism-linked crime, while
West and East Africa remain central to drug trafficking and human
smuggling routes. Southern Africa, particularly, is experiencing
growth in cybercrime, financial fraud, and illicit trade in wildlife
and minerals. These regional variations highlight the need for
context-specific responses rather than uniform continental
strategies.

Structural Drivers and Enabling Conditions

A central finding of the study is that transnational crime in Africa
is sustained by a convergence of structural vulnerabilities, rather
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than isolated criminal intent. Institutional weakness, corruption,
and governance failures emerge as the most significant enablers.

The findings demonstrate that weak law enforcement capacity,
limited investigative resources, and fragmented criminal justice
systems reduce the ability of states to detect, disrupt, and prosecute
transnational criminal networks. This aligns with State Fragility
Theory, which posits that weak institutions create permissive
environments for organised crime.

Corruption is identified as a cross-cutting enabler, facilitating
criminal operations at multiple levels of the state. From border
control to law enforcement and political leadership, corruption
undermines accountability and enables criminal networks to
operate with relative impunity. This finding reinforces the
argument that transnational crime in Africa is not merely external,
but often internally embedded within governance systems.

Socio-economic  factors, particularly youth unemployment,
poverty, and inequality, further exacerbate the problem. The study
finds that these conditions create a steady supply of recruits into
criminal economies, particularly in marginalised and conflict-
affected regions. Criminal networks exploit these vulnerabilities by
offering income, protection, and a sense of belonging, thereby
reinforcing cycles of crime and underdevelopment.

Institutional and Policy Response Gaps

Despite the existence of continental and regional frameworks, the
findings reveal a significant gap between policy formulation and
implementation. While strategies such as the African Union
Continental Strategy and regional plans by SADC and ECOWAS
provide comprehensive guidelines, their effectiveness is
undermined by limited resources, weak coordination, and lack of
political will.

A critical issue identified is the fragmentation of legal and
institutional frameworks across African states. Differences in legal
definitions, enforcement procedures, and judicial systems create
loopholes that are exploited by transnational criminal networks.
The absence of harmonised legislation and standardised protocols
for cooperation significantly weakens cross-border enforcement.

In addition, the findings highlight the inadequacy of intelligence-
sharing mechanisms. While regional cooperation structures exist,
they are often underutilised due to mistrust, lack of technological
infrastructure, and concerns over sovereignty. This limits the
ability of states to respond proactively to emerging threats.

The study also finds that law enforcement responses remain largely
reactive and enforcement-driven, focusing on arrests and seizures
rather than prevention and disruption of criminal networks. This
approach fails to address the underlying drivers of transnational
crime and often results in the displacement rather than elimination
of criminal activities.

The Rise of Cybercrime and Technological Adaptation

An important finding is the rapid growth of cybercrime as a
transnational threat in Africa. Criminal networks are increasingly
leveraging digital technologies to conduct financial fraud, identity
theft, ransomware attacks, and cryptocurrency-based money
laundering.

The findings indicate that most African states are ill-equipped to
respond to cybercrime, due to outdated legislation, lack of
specialised skills, and limited technological capacity. This creates a

significant gap between the sophistication of criminal networks and
the ability of states to counter them.

Moreover, the digitalisation of economies has expanded the reach
of transnational crime beyond physical borders, making traditional
enforcement mechanisms less effective. This underscores the need
for integrated cybercrime strategies, including legal reform,
capacity-building, and international cooperation.

Community Vulnerability and Criminal Governance

The study reveals that in many regions, particularly those affected
by conflict or weak state presence, transnational criminal networks
have evolved into alternative governance structures. These
networks provide economic opportunities, protection, and basic
services, thereby gaining legitimacy within local communities.

This finding supports Transnational Organized Crime Governance
Theory, which highlights the role of criminal groups as de facto
governance actors. In such contexts, communities may become
dependent on or complicit with criminal networks, complicating
enforcement efforts.

At the same time, the findings emphasise the importance of
community resilience as a countermeasure. Where communities are
economically stable, socially cohesive, and supported by effective
governance, the influence of criminal networks is significantly
reduced. This underscores the need for community-based and
developmental approaches to complement traditional law
enforcement strategies.

Theoretical Integration of Findings

The findings strongly validate the interdisciplinary theoretical
framework adopted in this study. Routine Activity Theory is
reflected in the convergence of motivated offenders, suitable
targets, and lack of capable guardianship, particularly in regions
with weak border control and limited law enforcement presence.

State Fragility Theory is evident in the role of weak institutions,
corruption, and governance failures in enabling transnational
crime. The findings demonstrate that where state capacity is low,
criminal networks are able to operate freely and, in some cases,
integrate into governance structures.

Transnational Organized Crime Governance Theory is supported
by the emergence of criminal networks as alternative governance
actors, particularly in marginalised and conflict-affected areas. This
highlights the need for a shift from purely enforcement-based
approaches to multi-dimensional strategies that address governance
and socio-economic conditions.

Key Findings Summary
The study identifies several key findings:

»  Transnational organised crime in Africa has evolved into
diversified, networked, and adaptive systems operating
across multiple illicit markets.

» Institutional weakness, corruption, and socio-economic
inequality are the primary drivers sustaining criminal
networks.

» Existing policy frameworks are strong in design but
weak in implementation, due to fragmentation, limited
resources, and lack of coordination.
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»  Cybercrime is an emerging and rapidly growing threat,
with most African states lacking the capacity to respond
effectively.

» Criminal networks increasingly function as alternative
governance structures, particularly in fragile and
marginalised regions.

» Effective responses require a shift toward integrated,
intelligence-led, and prevention-focused strategies that
combine law enforcement, governance reform, and
socio-economic development.

Conclusion of the Discussion

The discussion demonstrates that transnational organised crime in
Africa is a systemic and multi-dimensional challenge that cannot
be addressed through conventional policing approaches alone. It
requires a coordinated, multi-level response that integrates
security, governance, and development interventions.

The findings highlight the urgent need for legal harmonisation,
strengthened institutional capacity, enhanced intelligence-sharing,
and community-based resilience strategies. Without such
interventions, transnational crime will continue to undermine state
legitimacy, economic development, and regional stability.

Key Takeaways

» Transnational crime is a rapidly growing and
multidimensional threat across Africa, encompassing
drug trafficking, arms smuggling, human trafficking,
cybercrime, wildlife poaching, and money laundering.
These crimes are increasingly interconnected and trans-
regional in nature (UNODC, 2023; Global Initiative,
2024).

» Institutional fragility, corruption, and weak border
governance are major enablers of transnational crime.
The convergence of state weakness and organised crime
creates criminal governance zones where traditional law
enforcement is ineffective (Transparency International,
2023; AU, 2023).

» Digital transformation is a double-edged sword,
accelerating cybercrime across Africa, with most states
lacking the legal and technical frameworks to address
cyber-enabled financial fraud and ransomware threats
(Interpol, 2023).

»  Youth unemployment, poverty, and marginalisation drive
recruitment into transnational criminal networks,
especially in conflict-affected and underserved areas.
Criminal networks often provide informal livelihoods in
the absence of state service delivery (AfDB, 2023;
UNDP, 2023).

» Regional and continental strategies exist — such as the
AU’s Continental Strategy (2023) and SADC’s 2023-
2027 crime strategy — but their implementation is
uneven due to poor inter-agency coordination, limited
funding, and lack of harmonised legal systems across
member states.

» Thereis a critical need for intelligence-led, collaborative,
and community-integrated responses, focusing on
harmonised legal frameworks, data-sharing platforms,

border security cooperation, and socioeconomic
resilience (ECOWAS, 2022; AU Commission, 2023).

» This study will bridge existing knowledge gaps by
providing a comparative analysis of the nature, drivers,
and institutional responses to transnational crime in
Africa offering practical policy recommendations to
strengthen crime prevention and law enforcement
systems continent-wide.

Key Findings: South Africa and the African Diaspora Context

South Africa as a Strategic Hub in Transnational Crime
Networks

A central finding is that South Africa functions as a key regional
hub for transnational organised crime, rather than merely a transit
point. Its relatively advanced financial systems, transport
infrastructure, and global connectivity make it attractive for both
legal and illicit flows.

The study finds that South Africa plays a dual role as:

» A destination market for drugs, trafficked persons, and
illicit goods, and

» A gateway for criminal networks operating between
Africa, Europe, Asia, and the Americas.

This positioning increases the country’s exposure to complex
crimes such as money laundering, drug trafficking, vehicle
smuggling, and cyber-enabled financial crimes, making it a focal
point for both regional and global syndicates.

Institutional Weaknesses and Corruption as Key Enablers

Despite having comparatively stronger institutions than many
African states, South Africa faces systemic governance challenges
that enable transnational crime.

The findings show that:

»  Corruption within law enforcement, border management,
and political structures undermines enforcement efforts,

» Case backlogs and low conviction rates weaken
deterrence, and

» Fragmented coordination between agencies limits
intelligence-driven operations.

These weaknesses allow organised crime networks to infiltrate
legitimate systems, particularly in sectors such as logistics, mining,
and financial services.

Porous Borders and Regional Crime Spillover

South Africa’s borders with countries such as Zimbabwe,
Mozambique, and Lesotho are identified as high-risk zones for
cross-border crime. The findings indicate that:

» illegal migration networks,

»  vehicle theft syndicates,

» human trafficking routes, and

» smuggling of goods and firearms

Are facilitated by weak border control systems and corruption.
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The study further finds that regional instability and economic
disparities contribute to crime spillover into South Africa,
reinforcing its role as both a destination and operational base for
transnational networks.

Growth of Cybercrime and Financial Crime in South Africa

South Africa emerges as one of the most affected countries in
Africa in terms of cybercrime and digital financial fraud.

Key findings include:

»  Arrapid increase in online scams, phishing, identity theft,
and banking fraud,

» The use of cryptocurrencies and digital platforms for
money laundering, and

» Limited cybersecurity capacity within law enforcement
agencies.

The findings highlight a significant gap between the technological
sophistication of criminal networks and the capacity of state
institutions, making cybercrime one of the fastest-growing threats
in the country.

Socio-Economic Inequality and Recruitment into Criminal
Networks

The study confirms that deep structural inequality, youth
unemployment, and urban poverty in South Africa serve as major
drivers of transnational crime. The findings reveal that:

» Marginalised communities, particularly in urban
townships and informal settlements, are highly
vulnerable to recruitment,

» Criminal networks exploit economic desperation and
lack of opportunities, and

> lllicit economies often provide alternative livelihoods,
reinforcing cycles of crime.

This underscores that transnational crime in South Africa is not
only a security issue but also a developmental and socio-economic
challenge.

The Role of the African Diaspora in Transnational Crime and
Economic Networks

The study finds that the African diaspora plays a dual and complex
role in relation to transnational crime.

Negative Dimension (Criminal Exploitation)

» Some transnational criminal networks utilise diaspora
connections to facilitate cross-border operations,
including fraud schemes, drug trafficking, and money
laundering.

»  Diaspora-linked networks enable global reach, allowing
criminal activities to extend beyond Africa into Europe,
Asia, and North America.

Positive Dimension (Economic and Social Contribution)

» The majority of the African diaspora contributes
positively through remittances, entrepreneurship, and
knowledge transfer.

» Diaspora communities play a critical role in economic
development and social stability, which can indirectly
reduce vulnerability to crime.

The key finding is that policy approaches must avoid
generalisation, recognising the diaspora as both a potential risk
vector (in limited cases) and a strategic partner in development and
crime prevention.

Weak Regional Cooperation and Intelligence Sharing

The findings show that South Africa’s efforts to combat
transnational crime are undermined by limited regional
coordination.

Although frameworks exist within SADC:

Intelligence-sharing remains inconsistent,
Joint operations are not sustained, and

» Legal differences between countries create enforcement
gaps.

This allows criminal networks to exploit jurisdictional boundaries,
operating across countries with minimal disruption.

Emergence of Criminal Governance in Localised Contexts

In certain areas, particularly those affected by poverty and weak
service delivery, the study finds evidence of criminal networks
assuming quasi-governance roles.

These groups:
»  Provide protection, income, and informal regulation,
»  Gain community loyalty or compliance, and
» Undermine state legitimacy.

This is particularly evident in sectors such as illegal mining (zama-
zama activities) and informal economies, where criminal groups
exert significant influence.

Key Integrated Insight

The overarching finding for South Africa is that transnational
organised crime is deeply embedded within both local and global
systems, operating at the intersection of:

»  Global criminal networks,
»  Regional instability, and

» Domestic socio-economic inequality and governance
challenges.

This makes South Africa not only vulnerable, but also strategically
central to both the problem and the solution within the African
context.

Concluding Insight

The findings suggest that addressing transnational crime in South
Africa requires a multi-dimensional strategy, including:

»  Strengthening institutional integrity and anti-corruption
measures,

»  Enhancing border security and regional cooperation,

» Investing in cybercrime capacity,
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»  Addressing socio-economic inequalities, and

» Leveraging the African diaspora as a partner in
development and crime prevention.

Without such an integrated approach, South Africa risks continued
entrenchment of transnational criminal networks, with significant
implications for governance, economic growth, and social stability.

Further Studies

While this study provides a foundational analysis of the drivers,
patterns, and institutional responses to transnational crime in
Africa, several key areas warrant deeper investigation through
future research:

Localised Case Studies on Criminal Governance and
Community Impact

There is a growing need for micro-level, community-based
research that investigates how transnational crime groups interact
with local populations, especially in areas with minimal state
presence. Studies should explore the extent to which these
networks replace or undermine state authority. Supported by:
Shaw & Mangan (2021); Global Initiative (2024)

Gendered Dimensions of Transnational Crime.

Existing literature underrepresents the roles of women in
transnational crime both as victims (e.g., human trafficking, forced
labour) and as active participants or facilitators. Future research
should examine gender-specific vulnerabilities and pathways into
criminal networks. Supported by: UNODC (2023); UN Women
Africa (2022).

The Role of Technology in Criminal Innovation and Enforcement
Response.

As cybercrime evolves, future studies should investigate how
emerging technologies (e.g., Al, blockchain, encrypted messaging)
are being used by criminal syndicates, and how law enforcement
agencies can develop capacity in cyber forensics and intelligence
gathering. Supported by: Interpol (2023); AU Digital Security
Report (2023).

Comparative Analysis of Regional Responses to Transnational
Crime

Further studies should focus on comparing the effectiveness of
policy and enforcement frameworks across African regions (e.g.,
ECOWAS vs. SADC), examining the influence of political will,
donor support, and institutional capacity on policy success.
Supported by: ECOWAS (2022); SADC (2023); AU Commission
(2023).

Linkages Between Climate Change, Resource Scarcity, and
Transnational Crime

Emerging  scholarship  suggests a connection  between
environmental pressures (e.g., land scarcity, water access, mineral
extraction) and the rise of criminal exploitation in vulnerable
regions. Research is needed to understand how ecological
insecurity contributes to crime proliferation. Supported by: UNEP
(2023); African Climate Security Report (2022)

Youth Radicalisation and Recruitment Pathways into
Transnational Crime

More research is needed to understand how criminal networks
target unemployed youth and ex-combatants for recruitment
especially in post-conflict zones and to assess the effectiveness of
deradicalisation and reintegration programs. Supported by: AfDB
(2023); UNDP Africa (2023).

Co-impact (Collaborative and Societal Impact)

This study is designed to generate multi-sectoral impact by
informing and strengthening the collaborative efforts of national
governments, regional bodies, law enforcement agencies, civil
society organisations, and international partners in responding to
transnational crime. The following co-impacts are anticipated:

Evidence-Based Policymaking and Legal Reform

By analysing gaps in regional responses, this research will provide
empirical insights to guide the harmonisation of laws, strengthen
judicial cooperation, and improve the implementation of
frameworks such as the AU Continental Strategy (2023) and
SADC Transnational Crime Strategy (2023-2027). Impact
Actors: African Union, ECOWAS, SADC, national legislatures,
ministries of justice

Enhanced Cross-Border Intelligence and Law Enforcement
Collaboration

The findings will support inter-agency coordination and
intelligence sharing among border police, cybercrime units, and
customs authorities. This will improve the targeting of poly-
criminal networks operating across African regions. Impact
Actors: National police agencies, Interpol, UNODC, border
authorities.

Community Resilience and Civil Society Engagement

By highlighting how poverty, unemployment, and weak
governance fuel recruitment into criminal networks, the study can
guide community-based interventions and support civil society’s
role in prevention, awareness, and victim reintegration. Impact
Actors: NGOs, youth organisations, local municipalities,
development agencies.

Academic and Institutional Capacity Building

This research will contribute to the academic body of knowledge
on transnational organised crime in Africa, helping universities,
think tanks, and training colleges integrate new content into
curricula for criminology, international relations, and public policy
studies. Impact Actors: African academic institutions, research
councils, police colleges

Donor and International Development Strategy Alignment

Findings from this research will offer donors and multilateral
partners (e.g., UNDP, GIZ, USAID) context-specific guidance on
investing in long-term strategies that address the socio-political and
economic drivers of transnational crime, including youth
empowerment and digital security. Impact Actors: UNDP, World
Bank, EU, African Development Bank, bilateral donors

Contribution to Africa’s Agenda 2063 and SDG 16

The study aligns with Agenda 2063’s goal of a peaceful and secure
Africa and contributes to Sustainable Development Goal 16
(Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions) by promoting accountable
governance and access to justice. Impact Actors: AU
Commission, UN Sustainable Development networks, government
policy units
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This research goes beyond academic value by providing
actionable, cross-sectoral knowledge that can help build collective
resilience against transnational crime in Africa. It serves as a
converging point for policy, practice, and community
empowerment, ensuring that stakeholders at all levels are equipped
to combat the rising tide of organised cross-border criminality.

Practical Recommendations

Responding to transnational crime in Africa requires more than
security-focused strategies it calls for a holistic, integrated
approach that tackles the root causes of vulnerability while
strengthening regional solidarity, institutional integrity, and social
resilience. These recommendations are actionable within Africa’s
political, developmental, and security frameworks, contributing
directly to the AU’s Agenda 2063, SDG 16, and long-term peace
building efforts.

Strengthen Regional Legal Harmonisation and Cross-Border
Justice Cooperation

» What to do: Promote the alignment of national laws
across African states to criminalise key forms of
transnational crime (e.g., human trafficking, cybercrime,
money laundering).

» How to implement: Through the African Union’s Legal
Affairs Office and Regional Economic Communities
(RECs) such as SADC, ECOWAS, and EAC. Support
from: AU (2023); UNODC (2023); ECOWAS (2022).

Enhance Border Management and Surveillance Technologies

» What to do: Invest in advanced border control systems,
including biometric identification, drone surveillance,
and digital tracking systems to monitor cross-border
movement.

» How to implement: Develop partnerships with private
sector technology providers and train border officials.
Support from: Interpol (2023); AfDB (2023).

Establish Regional Intelligence Fusion Centres

» What to do: Create or strengthen intelligence-sharing
hubs that enable joint investigations and tracking of
transnational syndicates across borders.

» How to implement: Build on existing models like the
African Union Mechanism for Police Cooperation
(AFRIPOL). Support from: Global Initiative (2024);
AU Commission (2023).

Strengthen Anti-Corruption Mechanisms in Security Agencies

» What to do: Establish independent anti-corruption units
within customs, police, and immigration to monitor
internal misconduct and collusion with criminal
networks.

» How to implement: Link anti-corruption bodies with
whistleblower protections and internal auditing systems.
Support from: Transparency International (2023);
AfDB (2023).

Support Socioeconomic Resilience and Youth Empowerment

» What to do: Develop job creation programs, vocational
training, and education campaigns targeting at-risk youth
in high-crime regions.

» How to implement: Use public-private partnerships and
donor funding to scale youth-focused economic inclusion
efforts. Support from: AfDB (2023); UNDP (2023).

Build Capacity of Law Enforcement in Cybercrime
Investigation

» What to do: Train police, prosecutors, and judges in
cyber-forensics, digital evidence handling, and
international cybercrime law.

» How to implement: Collaborate with international
agencies (e.g., INTERPOL, UNODC) for technical
support and certification programs. Support from:
Interpol (2023); AU Cybersecurity Framework (2023).

Mainstream Community-Based Policing and Awareness
Campaigns

» What to do: Involve local leaders, traditional authorities,
and CSOs in crime prevention strategies, reporting, and
community education.

»  How to implement: Launch joint community-police task
teams and public information campaigns on trafficking,
scams, and recruitment tactics. Support from: UNODC
(2023); Global Initiative (2024).

Institutionalise Monitoring, Evaluation, and Research on
Transnational Crime

» What to do: Create national and regional observatories
to collect data, assess trends, and track the impact of anti-
crime strategies.

» How to implement: Partner with universities, think
tanks, and policy institutes to produce regular policy
briefs and regional threat assessments. Support from:
AU Commission (2023); UNDP Africa (2023).

Practical Recommendations (African Context)

A sustainable and effective response to transnational crime in
Africa requires not only stronger laws and enforcement but also
investments in community resilience, regional cooperation, and
institutional integrity. The above recommendations are intended to
be realistic, scalable, and adaptable across different African
contexts, ensuring both security and development .

Harmonise Legal Frameworks Across African States

» What to do: Encourage African Union (AU) member
states to adopt common definitions and penalties for
transnational crimes (e.g., trafficking, cybercrime,
smuggling).

» How to implement: Through RECs like ECOWAS,
SADC, and the EAC, supported by the AU
Commission’s Department of Political Affairs, Peace and
Security.

» Why it matters: Criminals exploit fragmented laws and
jurisdictional loopholes to avoid prosecution and
extradition. Supported by: AU (2023), UNODC (2023),
ECOWAS (2022).

Strengthen Border Control and Surveillance Infrastructure
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>

>

What to do: Upgrade infrastructure at key land, air, and
sea borders using digital technologies such as biometrics,
drones, and automated customs systems.

How to implement: With assistance from AfDB,
UNODC, and bilateral development partners (e.g., EU,
USAID).

Why it matters: Porous borders allow unchecked
movement of weapons, drugs, and trafficked persons.
Supported by: Interpol (2023), AfDB (2023)

Establish Regional Crime Intelligence and Data Sharing Units

>

What to do: Operationalise and connect regional fusion
centres for intelligence sharing among African states.

How to implement: Leverage AFRIPOL, CISSA
(Committee of Intelligence and Security Services of
Africa), and Interpol National Central Bureaus.

Why it matters: Criminal syndicates often operate
across multiple jurisdictions with little coordinated
surveillance. Supported by: Global Initiative (2024),
AU Commission (2023).

Combat Corruption Within Criminal Justice and Security
Institutions

>

What to do: Create internal affairs units and
whistleblower systems within police, immigration, and
customs departments.

How to implement: Through national anti-corruption
commissions, supported by AU’s African Governance
Architecture (AGA).

Why it matters: Corruption enables criminal actors to
evade detection and prosecution. Supported by:
Transparency International (2023), AfDB (2023)

Address Socioeconomic Drivers of Criminal Recruitment

>

What to do: Launch youth employment, skills training,
and entrepreneurship programs in vulnerable border and
urban areas.

How to implement: Through partnerships between
national governments, private sector, NEPAD, and donor
agencies.

Why it matters: High youth unemployment makes
young people susceptible to recruitment by organised
crime networks. Supported by: AfDB (2023), UNDP
Africa (2023).

Expand Cybercrime Investigation and Legislative Capacity

>

What to do: Enact and enforce cybercrime laws aligned
with the Malabo Convention and train digital forensic
units across the continent.

How to implement: With support from the AU’s Digital
Transformation Strategy and Interpol cyber taskforces.

Why it matters: Africa is facing a rise in digital scams,
ransomware, and online trafficking with inadequate
response capacity. Supported by: AU Cybersecurity
Strategy (2023), Interpol (2023)

Promote Community-Based Crime Prevention Models

» What to do: Empower local leaders, traditional
authorities, and civil society to detect, report, and resist
criminal activity.

» How to implement: Train and equip community
policing forums, especially in rural, peri-urban, and
cross-border communities.

» Why it matters: Local populations often experience and
witness crime first but lack trust in formal policing.
Supported by: UNODC (2023), AU Peace and Security
Council Reports (2022).

Institutionalise Monitoring, Evaluation, and Applied Research

» What to do: Establish national and regional
observatories for transnational crime and invest in
African-led research.

» How to implement: Partner with African universities,
think tanks, and policy institutions to conduct trend
analysis and policy evaluations.

» Why it matters: Policy decisions often lack accurate
data and regional specificity. Supported by: AU
Commission (2023), UNDP (2023), Institute for Security
Studies (ISS Africa).

Recommendations: How Africa Can Address the Challenges of
Transnational Crime

Harmonise Legal Frameworks Across Member States

» Challenge Addressed: Legal fragmentation enables
criminals to exploit jurisdictional loopholes.

» Recommendation: The African Union (AU), in
coordination with RECs (e.g., ECOWAS, SADC, EAC),
should lead efforts to harmonise criminal laws related to
human trafficking, money laundering, cybercrime, and
arms smuggling across all member states.

» Action: Ratify and domesticate instruments like the AU
Convention on Cybersecurity and Personal Data
Protection (Malabo Convention) and the UN Convention
Against Transnational Organised Crime (UNTOC).
Source: AU Commission (2023); UNODC (2023)

Build Regional Intelligence and Data-Sharing Mechanisms

» Challenge Addressed: Lack of inter-state intelligence
coordination.

» Recommendation: Operationalise regional intelligence
fusion centres under AFRIPOL, with secure real-time
information sharing between police, immigration, and
customs across borders.

» Action: Develop continent-wide crime databases and
border surveillance technologies supported by Interpol
and UNODC. Source: Global Initiative (2024); Interpol
(2023)

Strengthen Border Management Infrastructure and Human
Capacity
» Challenge Addressed: Porous, poorly monitored
borders and under-resourced enforcement.
» Recommendation: Invest in modern border control
systems including drones, biometric scanners, and GIS
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surveillance and train border personnel in detection,
profiling, and digital forensics.

» Action: Use AU Border Programme (AUBP) and donor-
funded initiatives (e.g., EU, USAID) to close
infrastructure gaps.

» Source: AU Border Governance Report (2023); AfDB
(2023)

Tackle Corruption and State Capture in Law Enforcement and
Judiciary

» Challenge Addressed: Widespread corruption allows
criminal networks to operate with impunity.

» Recommendation:  Create  independent internal
oversight bodies for police, customs, and immigration
with support from national anti-corruption commissions
and the African Governance Architecture (AGA).

» Action: Institutionalise whistleblower protection, lifestyle
audits, and digital case tracking to limit manipulation and
bribes. Source: Transparency International (2023); AU
AGA Platform (2022)

Empower Communities and Promote Localised Crime
Prevention

» Challenge Addressed: Lack of trust and community

Tackle Youth Unemployment and Social Exclusion

>

Challenge Addressed: Youth vulnerability to criminal
recruitment.

Recommendation:  Develop targeted economic
inclusion  programs, vocational training, and
entrepreneurship initiatives for youth in at-risk
communities.

Action: Align programs with AfDB’s Jobs for Youth in
Africa Strategy and local government development
plans. Source: AfDB (2023); UNDP (2023)

Build Cybercrime Capacity and Digital Resilience

>

Challenge Addressed: Rapid increase in cyber-enabled
crime without adequate law enforcement capability.

Recommendation: Establish national cybercrime units
and train judicial officers and police in digital evidence
collection, chain of custody, and cyber investigations.

Action: Partner with Interpol and AU cybersecurity
agencies to develop legal frameworks and response
protocols. Source: Interpol (2023); AU Cybersecurity
Strategy (2023).

Institutionalise Research, Monitoring, and Evaluation

. . . » Challenge Addressed: Lack of data and poor evaluation
involvement in security. -
of current strategies.
> ion: ity- . . . . -
Re(_:o_mmendatlon Implement communlty_ basgd » Recommendation: Establish crime observatories within
policing, youth engagement, and awareness campaigns in . A . i .
S . . African universities and policy think tanks to monitor
high-risk areas, especially along trafficking routes and - .
borders trends, assess policy impact, and produce regional threat
' assessments.
> Action: Involve traditional leaders, civil society, and ) ) ) ) .
community organisations in early warning systems and > Action: Develop partnerships with the African Union,
reporting mechanisms. Source: UNODC (2023); 1SS ISS Afr_lca, ENACT, and_ Global Initiative Against
Africa (2022) Transnational Organised Crime. Source: UNDP (2023);
Global Initiative (2024).
Summary Table: Actionable Recommendations
Challenge Recommendation Lead Actor
Legal Gaps Harmonise laws AU, RECs
Weak Intelligence Build regional fusion centres AFRIPOL, Interpol
. . . - AfDB, A Border
Border Insecurity Invest in surveillance and training v orde
Programme
. . S AGA, National Integrit
Corruption Strengthening oversight in justice system gty

Community Alienation Promote local crime prevention

Youth Unemployment Empowering youth with jobs and skills

Cybercrime Surge Develop digital response units

Data Gaps Fund applied research and M&E

Bodies

Civil Society, Police
AfDB, Local Governments
AU Cyber Agencies

African Universities, Think
Tanks

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN

This Implementation Plan outlines how the recommended strategies can be effectively rolled out across African states and regions, ensuring

practicality, sustainability, and impact.
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Objective Activities Responsible Actors

Convene AU-led policy workshops; draft
model laws; provide legislative support to
member states

AU Commission,
Ministries of Justice

1.  Harmonise
frameworks

legal

2.Strengthen

Timeline

RECs, 12-24
months

border Install biometric systems, train personnel, Border agencies, AfDB, AU 12-36

Resources Required

Legal experts, translation
services, political buy-in

Surveillance tech, donor

security deploy mobile patrol units Border Programme months funding, training modules
3.Develop cybercrime Establish  cybercrime  desks; train Police IT units, AU 6-18 months Digital  forensics labs,
units investigators and prosecutors Cybersecurity Task Force cyber training partners
4. Build regional Launch pilot centres (e.g., SADC,
. . . .. . . 12-24 Data  systems, secure
intelligence fusion ECOWAS); standardise information-sharing AFRIPOL, Interpol, RECs y

months platforms, ICT support
centres protocols

. . . Local municipalities, CSOs, . -
5. Community-based Form local crime prevention forums; launch — .~ . P . Community  facilitators,
. . Ministries of Social 6-18 months . .
interventions youth engagement programs education materials
Development

6.Tackle corruption in Establish internal oversight units; launch National Police  Oversight 12-24 Whistleblower  hotlines,
law enforcement anti-corruption audits Bodies, AGA Platform months audit tools
7. Research and Set up national crime observatories; publish Universities, 1SS  Africa, Ongoing Research funding,

monitoring annual threat reports ENACT

(annually)

partnerships, data portals

Communication Plan

A Communication Plan ensures that all stakeholders including governments, security agencies, communities, and development partners remain

informed, aligned, and engaged throughout implementation.
Goals of Communication:
> Raise awareness of the threats and responses to transnational crime.
»  Facilitate coordination among government, civil society, and international actors.
»  Empower communities with accurate, accessible information.
»  Ensure transparency and accountability in implementation.

Stakeholder Communication Matrix

Frequency Lead Actor

Target Audience Message Medium
L Progress on policy harmonisation, Polic briefs,  executive
Government Ministries . g . poticy y . Quarterly
implementation status summaries

AU Commission, RECs

Law  Enforcement & Training schedules, intelligence updates, Circulars, workshops, secure Monthl AFRIPOL, National Police

Border Officers protocol changes apps y Commands

Civil Society & Role in prevention, reporting Town halls, radio shows, Bi-

. . Local government, NGOs
Community Leaders mechanisms, legal awareness WhatsApp groups monthly g '
. Opportunities for training, risks of Social media, school outreach . L

Youth and At-Risk Groups . PP L g ' " Ongoing  Ministries of Youth, CSOs

involvement in crime flyers
. Mil n hi , fundin , Webinars, poli hboards,

International Donors |65t0_ es achieved, funding  gaps et?' ars, policy dashboards Quarterly AU, UNODC, AfDB
evaluation reports emails

Media & Public Campglgns on crime prevention and Pre_ss releas_es, op-eds, As needed Government  Communication
reporting national campaigns Departments

Key Communication Tools: » Biannual Transnational Crime Forum, rotating

between RECs to share lessons.

» AU-hosted digital platform with real-time dashboards
on crime trends and policy progress.

» Community radio campaigns in local languages across
rural regions.

» Social media engagement using targeted campaigns for
youth (e.g., #AfricaAgainstCrime).

Monitoring Communication Effectiveness
»  Conduct perception surveys in communities.

»  Track engagement metrics (e.g., radio listenership, social
media reach).
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» Hold annual stakeholder roundtables for feedback and
adjustments.

Limitations of the Study

This study provides a comprehensive analysis of transnational
organised crime in the African context. However, as with any
research, certain limitations must be acknowledged, as they may
influence the scope, interpretation, and generalisability of the
findings.

Firstly, the study relies predominantly on secondary data sources,
including reports from international organisations, regional bodies,
and existing academic literature. While these sources are credible
and authoritative, they may reflect institutional biases, reporting
inconsistencies, or political sensitivities, particularly in regions
where data on organised crime is limited or contested. The absence
of extensive primary data collection restricts the ability to capture
real-time operational dynamics and insider perspectives from law
enforcement practitioners.

Secondly, the study adopts a qualitative research design, which,
while valuable for in-depth analysis and contextual understanding,
limits the ability to provide quantitative measurement of the scale,
frequency, and economic impact of transnational crime across the
continent. As a result, the findings are interpretive rather than
statistically generalisable.

Thirdly, the availability and reliability of data on transnational
crime in Africa remain a significant challenge. Many incidents of
organised crime are underreported due to weak institutional
capacity, fear of retaliation, corruption, and lack of standardised
reporting mechanisms. This creates potential gaps in the evidence
base and may result in an incomplete representation of the true
extent of the problem.

Another limitation relates to the broad geographical scope of the
study, which covers multiple regions across Africa. While this
allows for comparative analysis and a continental perspective, it
may limit the depth of analysis at the country or local level.
Transnational crime manifests differently across regions, and a
more focused case study approach could provide deeper insights
into specific national contexts.

Furthermore, the study acknowledges limitations in examining
rapidly evolving forms of crime, particularly cybercrime. Given the
pace of technological change, some of the data and policy
responses reviewed may become outdated quickly. This presents
challenges in capturing the most current trends and emerging
threats within the digital crime landscape.

The study is also limited by restricted access to classified or
sensitive information, particularly intelligence data from law
enforcement agencies and security institutions. Such data could
provide deeper insights into operational strategies, network
structures, and enforcement challenges, but is often inaccessible for
ethical and security reasons.

In addition, while the study highlights the role of the African
diaspora, it does not provide an in-depth empirical analysis of
diaspora networks due to limited available data and the complexity
of distinguishing between legal transnational activities and illicit
operations. This suggests the need for more focused research in
this area.

Finally, the study’s findings may be influenced by contextual and
temporal factors, including political changes, conflict dynamics,

and economic conditions, which are constantly evolving across the
continent. As such, the conclusions drawn represent a snapshot
within a specific time frame and may require continuous updating
to remain relevant.

Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable insights into
nature, drivers, and responses to transnational organised crime in
Africa. The limitations identified do not undermine the validity of
the research, but rather highlight areas for future research,
methodological improvement, and data development.

Conclusion

Transnational organised crime is no longer a peripheral threat in
Africa it is a deeply entrenched and rapidly evolving challenge that
transcends borders, weakens governance, undermines the rule of
law, and deprives communities of safety, opportunity, and trust. As
this study demonstrates, the proliferation of illicit networks is not
merely the result of criminal innovation, but a symptom of deeper
structural weaknesses: porous borders, legal fragmentation,
institutional corruption, digital vulnerabilities, and widespread
socio-economic exclusion.

Despite the presence of continental and regional frameworks such
as the AU Continental Strategy (2023) and the SADC Regional
Strategy (2023-2027), the African response remains fragmented,
reactive, and often disconnected from local realities. Criminal
syndicates continue to exploit gaps in enforcement, intelligence
coordination, and judicial cooperation, while marginalised
populations particularly unemployed youth remain susceptible to
recruitment into illicit economies.

This study calls for a paradigm shift in the way transnational crime
is addressed: from narrow, enforcement-driven responses to
holistic, regionally integrated, and community-empowered
strategies. Effective responses must be anchored in legal
harmonisation, accountable governance, cross-border intelligence
sharing, cybercrime readiness, and inclusive development
particularly in vulnerable areas.

By bridging academic analysis with practical policy solutions, this
research contributes to a growing movement for African-centred,
evidence-based, and collaborative security governance. |If
implemented, its recommendations can help disrupt transnational
crime networks, restore state legitimacy, and move the continent
closer to the aspirations of Agenda 2063 and Sustainable
Development Goal 16 a peaceful, just, and inclusive Africa.
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