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Foreword

The thought process behind this project was long in the making, and the execution of
it coincided closely with the adoption of the revised EU Environmental Crime Direc-
tive — a development that has brought a promise and obligation to advance the lands-
cape this research set out to describe. The worsening climate and environmental degra-
dation only add to the urgency of this line of research. Police organisations across the
European continent, and elsewhere, are being asked to take on a role of environmental
protection that, for most of their institutional history, was never truly theirs. This re-
port is, in many ways, a snapshot of that transition as it is being lived and recounted by
the people responsible for making it work.

This research starts with the insights from the Netherlands and then adds the compar-
ative nuances from fieldwork in France, Sweden, and Spain. Through conversations
with 70 practitioners and scholars, this research traces how these three countries build
the capacity to police and investigate a category of crime that does not always look like
crime, does not always have a clear victim, but does always require multilevel collabo-
ration across multiple sectors and institutions.

Although the differences between the countries' environmental enforcement models
— interestingly shaped by their geographical dispositions — are real and instructive, so
too are the shared underlying tensions such as fragmentation between actors, unclear
or overlapping roles, thin resources, political pressures, and a persistent gap between
the cooperative ideals of modern environmental governance and the operational reali-
ty of the police officers and other actors trying to make it function on the ground.
This study was undertaken for the Dutch Police Academy, in close collaboration with
the Sustainability and Environmental Safety Team and the High Impact Environmen-
tal Crime Unit of the Dutch Police, to help consolidate and extend the progress already
underway within Dutch environmental crime enforcement. However, my hope is that
the strategic lessons drawn from France, Sweden, and Spain — alongside the Nether-
lands — inform the ongoing work of building a more coherent and confident environ-
mental crime identity within any police organisation ready to take that step forward.

I am grateful to have had the opportunity to undertake this research, and I hope the
pages that follow prove genuinely useful to those doing this work every day.

dr Anna Matczak
The Hague University of Applied Sciences






Executive summary

Introduction

In this project, we set out to understand how police organisations in Europe are
adapting to an expanded role within environmental crime enforcement structures.
This is an area not traditionally associated with police work, yet one that is incre-
asingly incorporated into policing mandates due to worsening ecological and cli-
matic conditions and the subsequent growth of environmental regulation.

This study coincided with the adoption of the revised Environmental Crime Direc-
tive (ECD) on 11 April 2024 and its subsequent transposition process, marking a
significant milestone in the development of EU environmental criminal law and
corresponding enforcement capacities. The Directive expands both the scope of
police responsibilities and the range of prosecutable offences. Taken together, these
developments are already increasing the demands placed on police and regulatory
authorities across EU Member States.

The comparative analysis of France, Sweden, and Spain, with the Netherlands ser-
ving as a departure-point case, reveals four distinct environmental crime enforce-
ment models. These models are shaped by divergent policing traditions, institutio-
nal legacies, legal architectures, geographical and administrative arrangements,
political contexts, and organisational capacities. This finding aligns with earlier
comparative research emphasising the context-dependent nature of environmental
enforcement systems and the decisive influence of national legal and policy frame-
works (Sundari Akella & Cannon, 2009; Philipsen & Faure, 2015; Spapens, 2025),
alongside a range of additional factors discussed in this report. Our study adds to
these by grounding these observations in contemporary policing practice and their
operational realities.

The primary national target audiences of this research project include the Dutch
Police Academy, Dutch Police Sustainability and Environmental Safety Team, High
Impact Environmental Crime Unit, environmental crime and other strategic ad-
visors, and police leaders responsible for implementing environmental and sustai-
nability regulations within the Dutch Police, as well as police officers involved in
investigating environmental crimes. Although the primary objective of this ap-
plied research is to strengthen the Dutch Police’s capacity to respond to and inves-
tigate environmental crime, the research process itself highlighted an additional,

11



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

emergent objective, which is to facilitate mutual learning among the selected police
organisations in Sweden, Spain, France, and beyond.

Conceptually, this study is informed by the New Environmental Governance
(NEG) framework, introduced to capture a shift, beginning in the 1980s, from pre-
dominantly command-and-control approaches toward more polycentric, adaptive,
and cooperative models of environmental governance and enforcement. The NEG
framework provides a useful lens for understanding the plurality of actors involved
in contemporary environmental enforcement and the shifting balance between
“steering” and “rowing” across governance landscapes. In this respect, NEG helps
to explain the structural complexity observed across all four case-study countries,
where police organisations operate alongside regulators, inspection services, muni-
cipalities, and civil society actors. However, this normative orientation does not
always reflect enforcement conditions on the ground. The NEG’s often-cited “nor-
mative optimism” contrasts sharply with the realities identified in this study, where
deep fragmentation, weak coordination, lack of role clarity, competition between
enforcement actors, limited trust, poor communication, and resource scarcity re-
main the defining features of environmental crime enforcement.

Selection of case studies

12

France presents a highly fragmented and multi-actor model of environmental cri-
me enforcement, characterised by overlapping mandates across regulatory, admi-
nistrative, and criminal justice actors. This institutional complexity closely mirrors
the Dutch context. However, France has, in recent years, assumed a growing inter-
national role in environmental crime enforcement, largely through the expanding
presence and influence of the gendarmerie, particularly CESAN, its specialised
unit dedicated to environmental offences. France was also selected as it represents
one of the few national contexts in which the policing of environmental crimes has
recently been examined in substantial depth from an academic perspective.

Sweden, like the Netherlands, has a long-standing tradition of prioritising environ-
mental protection and environmental governance. Furthermore, Sweden places
primary responsibility for investigating environmental crimes within its National
Police, which was an important comparative factor in relation to the situation in
the Netherlands. Sweden is also internationally recognised for its highly specialised
prosecutorial structures in environmental crime and for maintaining a steady flow
of cases through the justice system.

Spain was selected primarily due to the central role of SEPRONA (Servicio de Pro-
teccion de la Naturaleza), the environmental protection unit of the Spanish Civil
Guard. Since its establishment in 1988, SEPRONA has not only evolved into a na-
tional cornerstone of environmental enforcement, but is currently one of the most
recognised specialised units worldwide. Its gradual accumulation of technical, in-
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vestigative, and operational expertise has positioned it as a global pioneer and lea-
der in the development of policing capacity for environmental crime enforcement
and investigation.

Methodology

For this study, we adopted a qualitative, multi-case study design to answer the main
research question: What can the Dutch Police learn from how police forces in Swe-
den, France, and Spain ensure they can handle the increasingly extensive and com-
plex task of tackling environmental crimes? The case studies were selected to pro-
vide analytical variation across different policing traditions, institutional
architectures, and enforcement models, while remaining comparable enough to
draw lessons for the Dutch context. This comparative strategy allows the study not
only to identify country-specific innovations but also to uncover cross-cutting me-
chanisms that underpin effective environmental crime enforcement across diverse
settings.

Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with participants from di-
verse backgrounds, site visits, analysis of secondary data, and desk research. This
combination of methods made it possible to triangulate findings across different
sources and to examine both formal organisational arrangements and the lived ex-
periences of practitioners engaged in environmental crime enforcement. The pro-
ject commenced in September 2024 and was followed by a literature-review phase
and preparatory work for the country visits. The main phase of data collection took
place between January and March 2025. In total, 70 participants contributed to the
study (25 in France, 20 in Sweden, and 25 in Spain). Each visit lasted approximate-
ly two weeks and was formally hosted by an institutional partner. Data collection
methods varied and included fully recorded individual and group interviews as
well as interviews documented through detailed note-taking. All recorded inter-
views were transcribed, and the complete set of interview data was subsequently
coded and thematically analysed.

Key findings

While all four countries and their respective policing actors face broadly similar
challenges (albeit to varying degrees), several indicators emerge as being particu-
larly salient when differentiating the enforcement models. These include: (1) the
degree of fragmentation and the positioning of police within the enforcement sys-
tem; (2) the clarity and structure of the interface between administrative and crim-
inal domains, including the presence of hybrid or intermediary policing-like enti-
ties; (3) the relationship between police and prosecution; (4) the presence, maturity,
and strategic use of environmental crime intelligence; (5) the extent and quality of
police collaboration with civil society actors and the degree of civilianisation within
environmental crime policing; and (6) the international presence and engagement
of police organisations. Another factor that may be of limited importance to police
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operational capacity and strategic vision, but was shown to be immensely signific-
ant in this study, is (7) the amount and quality of scholarly knowledge on environ-
mental policing in each respective country.

Each country case description in the main report is accompanied by a graphic vi-
sualisation of the respective environmental crime enforcement model. The Discus-
sion section also includes a comparative table summarising the key features of each
studied country, including the Netherlands, highlighting differences across the
identified indicators.

The French case study exemplifies a highly fragmented and pluralised enforcement
landscape with multiple actors in which the military police, French Gendarmerie,
and its most recent institutional development CESAN, occupy the main police ro-
les in the enforcement model. However, this model is also characterised by a uni-
que semi-hybrid position of the Office Francais de la Biodiversité (OFB), adminis-
trative in nature however with expanding policing roles and even referred to in
France as “Environmental Police”. Unlike in other countries, the French context of
environmental policing is extremely well documented by scholarly publications
that show the developing relationship between CESAN and civil society actors as
well as a significant international presence and engagement.

The Spanish case study represents a comparatively less fragmented enforcement
model, again with the military police, the Guardia Civil, and SEPRONA its highly
specialised environmental branch, occupying a central and dominant role in the
enforcement model. SEPRONA’ historical development, intelligence-led policing
approach, and investigative capacity demonstrate significant institutional adaptabi-
lity in response to the evolving nature of environmental crime and harm. Its com-
prehensive investigative model increasingly relies on technological tools. A parti-
cularly distinctive feature is SEPRONA’ team of highly specialised officers and
experts responsible for producing environmental crime impact assessments, often
in collaboration with civil society organisations. The Spanish model is also charac-
terised by strong, sustained, and institutionally embedded participation in inter-
national fora, active contributions to international training and capacity-building
initiatives, and leadership roles in multi-country operations.

The Swedish case study reflects a model of environmental crime enforcement that
is strongly prosecutor-led, administratively initiated, and (National) police-execu-
ted with limited international presence. In this system, regulatory and supervisory
agencies act as the primary detectors of environmental offences and submit reports
directly to the police. The police rarely engage in independent inspection or detec-
tion but function primarily as an investigative body under the close legal and stra-
tegic guidance of specialised prosecutors. This results in a highly hierarchical, legal-
ly driven, and reactive enforcement model, with administrative expertise serving as
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the primary reporting base. However, a notable development in this model is the
integration of civilian investigators into police environmental crime teams, facilita-
ting the incorporation of much-needed environmental science expertise. This in-
ternal diversification stands in sharp contrast to the absence of collaboration be-
tween the Swedish Police and third-sector organisations.

o The Dutch case represents a deeply fragmented enforcement model, similar in se-
veral respects to France, which also includes hybrid policing entities, particularly
the Special Investigative Services (Bijzondere Opsporingsdiensten, BODs). It exhi-
bits a dispersed environmental intelligence configuration, with intelligence spread
across the Permitting, Supervision, and Enforcement system (VTH; Dutch: Ver-
gunningverlening, Toezicht en Handhaving) and the National Police. While this
produces valuable information, it also results in fragmented flows that require
strong coordination mechanisms to translate intelligence into operational outco-
mes. Civil society engagement remains limited, although there are comparatively
strong ties with universities and knowledge institutions. International engagement,
largely driven by VTH actors, tends to be intermittent and often depends on indi-
vidual initiatives or project-based participation rather than stable organisational
commitments.

o From a comparative perspective, the Dutch model shares characteristics with each
of the analysed systems and is not unique in its shortcomings, which are evident in
varying degrees across all countries. The Dutch enforcement landscape resembles
France in its dense and fragmented structure, Sweden in its reliance on prosecutors
and administrative inspectors, and contrasts with Spain in lacking a strong, centra-
lised specialist policing component (which can also be problematic). The Dutch
Police operate within a system that is ambitious in scope (as manifested in internal
and external strategic police documents and environmental crime risk assess-
ments) but structurally constrained. The strategic prioritisation of environmental
crime represents a significant step forward, and while several of the recommended
actions are already in progress, more work needs to be done on establishing a cohe-
sive environmental crime identity within the National Police that will strengthen its
position and relevance in the Dutch enforcement model.

o Environmental crimes are inherently economic in nature and must therefore be
understood in relation to the organisational dynamics of the economic system that
produces them and that sustains continual economic expansion. However, an im-
portant novelty in this report is to include a brief section on each of the country’s
geographical disposition. The geographical distribution of environmental crime in
a country reflects the intersection of industrial geography, natural resource density,
and socio-economic structures. Certain regions exhibit structural vulnerabilities
due to concentrated industrial activity, extensive logistical corridors, land use pat-
terns, or ecologically sensitive landscapes. Such a multifaceted geographical dispo-
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sition not only affects distribution of environmental crimes and the nature of laws
created and applied, but it can also provide important information for the police’s
regional preparedness to respond to environmental crimes.

Conclusion and recommendations

16

With this study, we demonstrate that while environmental crime enforcement mo-
dels vary considerably across France, Sweden, Spain, and the Netherlands, they are
united by a common set of structural challenges that place a significant strain on
police organisations and their partners. By grounding comparative analysis in con-
temporary operational realities, the report moves beyond abstract governance ide-
als and offers a practice-sensitive assessment of environmental policing in Europe.

Among the most (and continuously) important general recommendations relevant
for any police organisation interested in expanding their environmental crime ca-
pacity are: (1) improving their knowledge base on environmental crimes, (2)
measuring the impact and performance of environmental policing, (3) approa-
ching environmental crime investigations as a systemic learning process that requi-
res time and space, and (4) strengthening international presence, cooperation and
education at EU-level and beyond.

More-specific recommendations for the Dutch Police include: (1) strengthening
data collection about investigating environmental crimes and their internal and
external accessibility, (2) establishing a cohesive environmental policing identity,
(3) consolidating specialist capacity and reducing organisational fragmentation,
(4) exchanging practices about multi-level training (cross-sectoral, sequential trai-
ning model) and education pathways, and (5) strengthening joint operational pro-
tocols and shared evidence standards.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Aim of the project

In this project, we set out to gain an understanding of how police organisations in Eu-
rope are adapting to an expanded role in the policing of environmental crime. This is
an area not traditionally associated with police work, but one that is increasingly incor-
porated into policing mandates due to worsening ecological and climate conditions
and the subsequent growth of environmental regulation. Although the primary objec-
tive of this applied research is to strengthen the Dutch Police’s capacity to respond to
and investigate environmental crime, the research process itself highlighted an addi-
tional, emergent objective, which is the facilitation of mutual learning among the selec-
ted police organisations in Sweden, Spain, and France, and beyond. As this particular
type of comparative study is being undertaken for the first time, the project also seeks
to engage the police organisations from other countries in a collective dialogue on
effective approaches to and models of environmental crime enforcement.

In this study, we emphasised the aspect of generating an in-depth understanding of
each country through an exploratory case study approach. This report is the outcome
of a multi-site fieldwork and data collection in Sweden, Spain, and France; a scoping
first case study in the Netherlands; an extensive validation process with all study par-
ticipants; consultations with environmental crime specialists from EUROPOL and IN-
TERPOL; an extensive literature review; and several additional educational activities
conducted at The Hague University of Applied Sciences, including an undergraduate
thesis related to the project and a collaboration with undergraduate students on the
development of a serious game focused on policing illegal fishing and waste-related
offences.

Consequently, the report is structured as follows. This introductory section outlines
the complexity of policing environmental crimes and the evolving EU landscape in this
domain. It also presents the conceptual framework guiding the study and describes the
methodological approach. In the next chapter, we examine the current landscape of
environmental crime enforcement in the Netherlands, which serves as a point-of-de-
parture case in this comparative design. This is followed by a detailed analysis of each
country, organised into the following components: (1) geographical context and dispo-
sition, (2) environmental legal and policy framework, (3) the environmental crime
landscape in the country, (4) environmental crime enforcement model, (5) opportuni-
ties for strengthening environmental policing capacity, and (6) conclusions. Each en-
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forcement model is accompanied by a visual representation. The report concludes with
a comparative discussion of environmental crime policing and a set of recommendati-
ons primarily directed at the Dutch Police, while acknowledging their relevance for
other police organisations.

Although the numerous established and emerging networks can enhance police res-
ponses to environmental crimes, we expect that our findings will further contribute to
strengthening connections among environmental crime officers and experts in strate-
gic roles, thereby supporting the exchange of experiences and best practices.

1.2 Understanding and defining environmental crimes

The term environmental crimes encompasses a broad spectrum of activities that incre-
asingly occur across borders and adversely affect ecosystems, wildlife, and human
health. One way to conceptualise and define environmental crime is by examining the
diverse classifications and typologies through which it is understood. The most recent
UNODC report on Crimes that Affect the Environment provides an applicable typo-
logy, identifying nine key categories of environmental offences: forest-related offences,
mineral-related offences, air pollution, noise pollution, soil pollution, water pollution,
fishing-related offences, waste-related offences, and wildlife-related offences (UNODC,
2025). Environmental crimes are typically defined as offenses that harm or exploit the
environment through violations of laws and regulations intended to protect natural
resources (Brisman & South, 2014). They can be distinguished from conventional or
mainstream crimes, where punishment usually addresses anthropocentric harms to
humans or human interests (Lynch & Long, 2022). Environmental crimes generate a
wide spectrum of harms, including direct physical and health consequences for affec-
ted populations, long-term degradation of ecosystems, and substantial economic losses
arising from remediation costs, diminished natural resources, and distortions in legi-
timate markets. Consequently, Nurse (2023) observes that restoration and reparation
should form integral components of the environmental criminal justice process, dis-
tinguishing it from other fields of criminal law.

One of the most frequently cited observations about environmental crimes is their
heightened complexity relative to other types of crime; they have also been described
as “hopelessly complicated and (often) impossible to win” (Epstein & Hammett, 1995,
p- 20). The consequences of the "triple planetary crisis" (namely, climate change, pollu-
tion, and biodiversity loss) will further impact police organisations and require them
to respond more efficiently to environmental harms (INTERPOL Innovation Centre,
2022). Furthermore, there is a growing body of literature suggesting that the crime
landscape and the nature of police work will be both directly and indirectly affected by
the consequences of climate change such as resource scarcity, changing opportunity
structure for environmental crimes, or social unrest arising in response to climate-re-
lated challenges (see Matczak, 2025).

Given the nature of these offences, it is unsurprising that the spatial distribution of en-
vironmental crime predictably reflects regional and country-specific territorial envi-

24



UNDERSTANDING AND DEFINING ENVIRONMENTAL CRIMES 1.2

ronmental characteristics. This observation was also noted in what appears to be the
earliest report examining police responses to environmental crime commissioned by
the U.S. Department of Justice in the mid-1990s (Epstein & Hammett, 1995). The geo-
graphical distribution of environmental crime in a country reflects the intersection of
industrial geography, natural resource density, and socio-economic structures. Certain
regions exhibit structural vulnerabilities due to concentrated industrial activity, exten-
sive logistical corridors, land use patterns, or ecologically sensitive landscapes. This
multifaceted geographical disposition affects the distribution of environmental crimes
and the nature of the laws created and applied. In consequence, environmental crimes
in a country display a spatial logic and a geographical disposition shaped by industrial
geography, ecological sensitivity, and uneven enforcement capacity, consistent with
opportunity structures and regulatory environments (Lynch & Stretesky, 2014).

This project is situated at the intersection of policing scholarship and green crimino-
logy, therefore it is important to recognise that although the latter emerged in 1990, it
did not gain substantial scholarly attention until the late 1990s. Its subsequent growth
has been closely linked to the deteriorating condition of the global ecosystem, charac-
terised by escalating challenges such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and wi-
despread pollution (Lynch & Long, 2022). It is important to acknowledge that green or
environmental crimes are inherently economic in nature and must therefore be under-
stood in relation to the organisational dynamics of the economic system that produces
them and sustains continual economic expansion.

In the early days of green criminology, Van den Berg (1995) developed a “general mar-
ket model” to examine the viability of environmental crimes, conceptualising “not-yet
offenders” as entities functioning within market logics shaped by supply and demand.
Positioning environmental crime within such an economic framework enables a
deeper understanding than could be achieved through a straightforward catalogue of
potential environmental violations (Neve, 2023). Given that most environmental
harms worldwide stem from legal and illegal corporate practices, it is unsurprising that
the development of corporate crime scholarship is also recognised as a necessary pre-
cursor to the emergence of green criminology (Lynch & Long, 2022).

A more recent understanding of specific components of environmental crime high-
lights its frequent involvement of (1) corporate structures, (2) financial flows, (3)
cross-border actors, and (4) complex permit systems. In addition, historically, environ-
mental offences were analysed in isolation as discrete phenomena. However, the gro-
wing body of research as well as professional policing and regulatory practice indicates
that environmental crime often converges with other serious criminal activities such as
organised crime and financial crime (van Uhm & Nijman, 2020; Faure & Kindji, 2022).
Consequently, before addressing questions of detection and enforcement, it is essential
to undertake an opportunity-based analysis of the relevant markets, sectors, actors,
and regulatory frameworks (Neve, 2023). The nature of environmental crimes, and the
ways in which they are committed is continually evolving, with several emerging
trends being of particular relevance. For example, as far as environmental crimes com-
mitted by organised criminal actors are concerned, these include an increase in plant
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trafficking; a shift in wildlife trafficking toward the use of images rather than text
(which complicates evidentiary procedures in court), the adoption of new smuggling
techniques such as maintaining controlled temperatures for eggs or other wildlife con-
cealed in containers; the growing use of single-use passports by criminal networks,
sometimes obtained through consulates and embassies that are unknowingly implica-
ted; and an increased use of financial mules, often recruited online (INTERPOL,
personal communication, 22 January 2025).

Although environmental protection historically occupied a marginal position within
criminal law, this has recently begun to shift (Faure, 2024) as environmental regulation
expanded substantially, currently comprising extensive, multi-volume bodies of legal
provisions. Environmental law is largely designed to govern lawful economic activities
and is characterised by a high degree of technical complexity and sector-specific regu-
lation (Spapens, 2025). However, the UNODC (2025) further highlights that no com-
prehensive international legal framework currently exists to safeguard the environ-
ment or uniformly criminalise environmentally harmful activities. Instead, enforcement
relies on a complex, multi-level governance structure that combines criminal, adminis-
trative, environmental, and public health law. These frameworks are further complica-
ted by a fragmented patchwork of international and regional agreements, unevenly
incorporated into national legislation. This resonates with the observations from the
enforcement authorities that due to its technical and complex nature, and despite gro-
wing capacity in some countries, environmental legislation is generally difficult to en-
force due to open-ended standards and limited possibilities for establishing proof (van
Houten-Peschier, 2023).

Nevertheless, many harmful behaviours are criminalised across the nine thematic are-
as identified by the UNODC. Waste-related offences and wildlife crimes receive the
greatest criminal attention, while areas such as soil and noise pollution are least fre-
quently addressed (UNODC, 2025).

Alongside these developments, two emerging legal approaches are gaining specific mo-
mentum: the recognition of ecocide as a criminal offence and the advancement of the
Rights of Nature framework (UNODC, 2025). Ecocide proposals seek to criminalise
acts undertaken with the knowledge that they pose a significant risk of severe, wi-
despread, and long-lasting environmental damage, even when such acts are formally
permitted (Stop Ecocide International, n.d.). In the Netherlands, a draft bill has been
submitted to this effect'. Such reforms will likely require EU police services to allocate
greater resources, personnel, and expertise to sustainably tackle environmental crime.
In December 2025, the Office of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court
(ICC) adopted a Policy on Addressing Environmental Damage Through the Rome Statu-
te, marking a significant institutional step in how severe environmental harm is treated
within the framework of international criminal justice. Rather than creating a new
crime of ecocide, the Policy clarifies how the ICC may interpret and apply existing
Rome Statute provisions to crimes contributing to serious environmental damage

1 https://ecojurisprudence.org/initiatives/natherlands-ecocide-penalization-act/
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when linked to core international crimes such as genocide, crimes against humanity,
war crimes, or aggression. It emphasises the integration of environmental considerati-
ons into prosecutorial decision-making and supports national enforcement efforts to
hold actors accountable, signalling the Court’s intent to treat environmental degrada-
tion as integral to human harm and justice rather than peripheral to it (International
Criminal Court, Office of the Prosecutor, 2025). Another significant contribution of
this policy document is that it reframes the enforcement logic from rule-violation to
harm-focused. This means in practice that the guiding question shifts from “Which
rule has been violated?” to “What environmental harm has occurred or is likely to oc-
cur, and what intervention is required to prevent or limit it?”. This perspective broa-
dens the scope for preventative and precautionary actions (ibid.).

The Rights of Nature are grounded in the premise that the natural world possesses in-
herent value and should be recognised as an independent rights-bearing entity, entit-
led to exist, thrive, and regenerate (Kauffman & Martin, 2021). What initially emerged
as a philosophical proposition has gradually evolved into a legal and jurisprudential
movement. Within Western legal scholarship, the idea of granting legal subjectivity to
nature has been discussed for several decades, most notably through Christopher D.
Stone’s seminal work Should Trees Have Standing?, which laid the conceptual foundati-
on for contemporary debates. As of January 2026, the Ecojurisprudence Monitor doc-
uments 599 Rights of Nature-related initiatives across 56 countries, indicating the gro-
wing institutionalisation and global diffusion of this approach.?

The expanding regulation and criminalisation of environmental harms can be viewed
as a positive development, signalling legislative and judicial progress. Yet many juris-
dictions remain in an intermediate state in which environmental violations are still
predominantly treated as regulatory infractions rather than as serious economic or
organised crime phenomena. In addition, as the UNODC (2025) notes, legal success
does not always translate into tangible environmental improvements. While some legal
frameworks incorporate restorative measures, such as compensation for damage or
funding for ecological restoration, these mechanisms remain far less common than
provisions centred on punitive sanctions.

The complexity of the environmental law and regulatory landscape represents a
significant point of differentiation from traditional enforcement domains. As argued
by Lazarus (2020), the pluralistic, dense, and often internally inconsistent nature of
environmental law renders it technically demanding and dependent on specialised ex-
pertise. This complexity is compounded by blurred jurisdictional boundaries between
permissible and prohibited conduct, as well as the overall volume and density of envi-
ronmental regulation. This places environmental crimes in a distinctive domain
marked by unique characteristics and complex challenges for regulation and enforce-
ment, even for highly experienced scholars and experienced practitioners. The wide
range of profit-driven criminal activities (Alfaro Moreno, 2023) positions nature both
as a commodified resource and a complex site of criminal investigation. The environ-

2 https://ecojurisprudence.org/?map-style=political
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mental crime literature cited in the next section consistently highlights deficiencies in
environmental law enforcement, particularly its inadequate scope and slow develop-
ment. Neve (2023) observes that complex legislation, coupled with limited oversight
and weak enforcement capacity, often further amplifies the conditions conducive to
environmental criminal activity.

1.3 Environmental crime and law enforcement

The creation of criminal or administrative environmental offences represents an initial
step toward enforcing environmental protection; however, their effectiveness is contin-
gent on several factors, particularly the capacity of the criminal justice system to apply
and uphold these legal provisions (UNODC, 2025). Environmental crime/law enforce-
ment can be defined as the system comprising detection, apprehension, prosecution,
and conviction, and typically entails involves multiple authorities (Sundari Akella &
Cannon, 2009:530). These typically include administrative regulators, custom services,
tax authorities, the national police, and/or public prosecution, and is shaped by speci-
fic-site problems, a country’s legal framework, the nature of the environmental crimes,
and many other contextual factors (Spapens, 2025). This makes the response challen-
ging as it is deeply systemic, and the system is as strong as the weakest link in the envi-
ronmental enforcement chain (Sundari Akella & Cannon, 2009). While a holistic un-
derstanding of environmental enforcement systems is widely recommended (Sundari
Akella & Cannon, 2009), in this study we deliberately narrow its analytical focus to the
role, position, and capacity-building of the police within this broader environmental
enforcement model.

From the earliest scholarly publications on environmental crime, the policing, investi-
gation, and prosecution of these offences have consistently been identified as the most
persistent impediments to effective prevention and control (see part three in White,
2009). Spapens and Mehlbaum (2019), in line with many others, identify several fac-
tors contributing to this persistent challenge, including: (1) the transnational nature of
many environmental crimes and the resulting jurisdictional complexities; (2) the tech-
nical complexity of environmental law and regulation; (3) the fragmentation of regula-
tory responsibilities between administrative authorities and the police; (4) difficulties
in multi-agency cooperation both domestically and across borders; (4) limited institu-
tional trust in information exchange and competencies; (5) the specific characteristics
of offenders, particularly corporate actors; (6) the low prioritisation of environmental
crimes within criminal justice systems; and (7) the scarcity of specialised police units
and trained officers. In addition, inadequate budgetary allocations and weak perfor-
mance monitoring mechanisms further contribute to persistent criticism of environ-
mental enforcement efforts (Sundari Akella & Cannon, 2009).

The holistic perspective discussed by Sundari Akella & Cannon (2009) aligned with the
enforcement economic framework provides a key insight: interventions that target
only a single stage of the environmental enforcement chain or that neglect the multiple
factors underlying weaknesses at that stage, are unlikely to substantially improve over-
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all enforcement performance where deficiencies are systemic. Effective improvement
therefore requires investments that address several dimensions of the problem in pa-
rallel (ibid.).

Comparative research on environmental crime in Europe has demonstrated significant
variation in legislation, policy framework, enforcement models, and institutional ar-
rangements (see Farmer, Faure & Vagliasindi, 2017). Strengthening environmental en-
forcement systems therefore demands not only legal reform but also substantial orga-
nisational adaptation, including clearer prioritisation, more strategic allocation of
resources, expertise development, and improved collaboration across the wider net-
work of actors involved in enforcement. These interconnected challenges are captured
by Spapens and Mehlbaum (2019: 178) under the concept of capacity building, which
they define in this field as follows:

Capacity building thus aims to connect and strengthen the skills, competencies and
abilities of actors involved - or stakeholders - in order to jointly overcome the pro-
blem. In the international arena, this not only refers to the police, but also to adminis-
trative bodies with enforcement roles. Capacity building generally involves the creati-
on of (personal) networks of enforcement agencies’ staff, exchange of good practices,
provision of training and (technical) assistance. This not only enhances the quality of
enforcement at the national levels, but also creates (personal) relations of trust
amongst law enforcement personnel of different nations, and this in turn eases coope-
ration in actual cross-border investigation cases. Capacity building may be initiated
by law enforcement agencies, but also by other stakeholders such as NGOs, scientists
and civilians.

However, effective enforcement presupposes sufficient awareness at the political and
policy-making levels where decisions are taken regarding investigative priorities and
the allocation of resources across the environmental enforcement chain (Spapens,
2025). On a more practical and analytical level, capacity building, whether in this or
any other policy/practice area, can be distinguished across three interrelated levels: the
individual level (skills and expertise), the organisational level (resources and instituti-
onal structures), and the systemic level (coordination mechanisms, levels of trust, and
legal harmonisation). When viewed through this lens, it becomes possible to more
precisely identify where capacity deficits are most acute; this is the analytical approach
applied in this study as demonstrated in the operationalisation table in Appendix I.

One of the central characteristics of environmental law enforcement is its hybrid natu-
re. Unlike many conventional crimes, environmental offences are regulated through a
“toolbox approach’, involving the coordinated use of administrative, civil, and criminal
procedures (Epstein & Hammett, 1995; Faure, 2024). Subsequently, while police and
prosecutors typically focus on intentionality and culpability, inspectorates and admi-
nistrative authorities concentrate on compliance monitoring, permits, and reporting
obligations. Effective enforcement therefore requires good coordination across multi-
ple institutions with divergent mandates, capacities, organisational cultures and priori-

29



1 INTRODUCTION

ties. This multi-actor dimension is both a strength, enabling specialised expertise, and
a weakness, as it can lead to duplication, fragmentation, gaps in accountability, and/or
so called “turfissues” between the agencies involved (Epstien & Hammett, 1995, p. 35).
Very few studies have been conducted that explore the nature and models of national
environmental crime enforcement with a particular focus on the national police. One
of the first studies on this, conducted in the U.S., concluded that institutional leader-
ship in responding to environmental crime is not uniform, as enforcement trajectories
can be primarily police-led, prosecution-driven, or centred around specialised envi-
ronmental agencies (Epstein & Hammett, 1995). Each configuration shapes distinct
patterns of prioritisation, investigative practice, information flow, and interagency
coordination. Understanding where strategic authority is situated within a given en-
forcement model is therefore essential, as it determines not only how cases are initiated
and developed, but also how institutional capacities, legal mandates, and operational
cultures interact (ibid.).

In addition, a theoretical scoping overview of selected jurisdictions (the United States,
Mexico, and Australia) by Tomkins (2009), complemented by a small number of envi-
ronmental investigation case studies, concludes by emphasising the importance of exa-
mining country-specific legal, institutional, and policing contexts when researching
environmental crime enforcement (Tomkins, 2009).

More recently in France, extensive research has been conducted into the model of en-
forcement as well as the range of actors involved; this is discussed in chapter 7 (see
Malochet, 2023; Magnin, Rouméas, & Basier, 2024). In a recent scoping article on the
Polish landscape, Madrzejewski reveals that it is the Environmental Protection Inspec-
torate, not the National Police, that occupies a primary position among the relevant
institutions. The Inspectorate operates with a broad mandate and extensive inspection,
operational, and procedural powers, beyond monitoring and compliance. These inclu-
de: conducting visual and audio surveillance and recording, collecting and securing
criminal evidence, interviewing individuals, inspecting premises and other locations,
and preserving traces and evidence (Madrzejewski, 2023).

A central, but often overlooked, issue in environmental crime enforcement concerns
the relationship between the police and the prosecution in the model. As highlighted
in the U.S.-based study by Epstein and Hammett (1995), prosecutors play a pivotal role
in shaping investigative trajectories. One of the study’s key contributions is its distinc-
tion between vertical and horizontal prosecution models. In a vertical model, a single
prosecutor (or small team) manages a case from the initial investigative stage through
to court proceedings. This approach is often preferred for complex, technical, or
long-running cases, as it preserves institutional memory and allows the prosecutor to
steer investigative priorities more efficiently. By contrast, in a horizontal model, differ-
ent prosecutors handle different stages of the case. While suitable in high-volume sys-
tems dealing with routine matters, this structure can lead to fragmented and difficult
communication between prosecutors and the police (ibid.).

Unlike many other forms of crime, the policing of environmental crime almost always
and increasingly requires collaboration with a wide range of actors. This includes
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authorities from the administrative branch, but also involves cooperation with non-go-
vernmental organisations, lay actors, and international policing partners (Spapens &
Mehlbaum, 2019). The latter is further distinguished by Spapens and Mehlbaum into
operational cooperation—aimed at case building and the conduct of investigations—
and non-operational cooperation, which encompasses joint training activities, collabo-
rative projects, and the exchange of best practices. It is also noteworthy that global law
enforcement focus has recently intensified, especially in relation to environmental of-
fences linked to organised criminal networks, and some enforcement agencies, includ-
ing INTERPOL and EUROPOL, have launched a range of new initiatives aimed at
strengthening cross-border collaboration (Spapens, 2025).

A component included to various degrees within this multi-actor enforcement lands-
cape is the role of civil society, including third-sector organisations that represent or
mobilise public interests in environmental protection. For example, research in Swe-
den has found that environmental waste crimes tend to be reported close to roadways
where it is more likely to be detected by ordinary people engaged in routine activities
(Ceccato & Uittenbogaard, 2013). Official records thus tend to miss the true magnitude
of environmental waste crimes because detection often depends on citizen reporting
and routine inspections, neither of which are likely to detect crimes that occur in more
remote areas (Stassen & Ceccato, 2020). These findings highlight a broader problem:
while enforcement systems often rely on citizen reporting and routine inspections,
these mechanisms are often ill-suited to detecting sophisticated or concealed violati-
ons.

At an international level, INTERPOL and EUROPOL constitute the principal policing
organisations that facilitate the international exchange of practices and generate mo-
mentum for the policing of environmental crimes. While the latter will be discussed
separately, it is important to note that in 2009, INTERPOL established its Environmen-
tal Crime Programme. Since then, INTERPOL has played a significant role in provid-
ing case-specific investigative and technical support, notably through the deployment
of Investigative Support Teams. In addition, it has promoted the establishment of Na-
tional Environmental Security Task Forces (NESTs) - multi-disciplinary teams bring-
ing together experts from various national agencies, including the police, customs
authorities, environmental ministries, and prosecutors’ offices (Spapens & Mehlbaum,
2019).

Although INTERPOL is identified by Spapens & Mehlbaum (2019) as a key inter-
national player in capacity building for policing transnational environmental crimes,
an analysis of a random sample of 7,010 active INTERPOL Red Notices issued in De-
cember 2023 further illustrates this point: cases related to environmental crime consti-
tuted only 2% of the total, making it the least represented category (Sinclair, Rubino &
Verissimo, 2025). This finding may indicate that, despite growing (international) capa-
city-building efforts, environmental crimes remain relatively low in operational priori-
tisation within international policing. Alternatively, it may also reflect the fact that
environmental crime enforcement relies less on fugitive-focused instruments such as
Red Notices, and favours other investigative or collaborative mechanisms.
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1.4 Policing environmental crimes in the European Union

At the European level, the regulatory process suggests growing pressures on enforce-
ment capacity. The European Green Deal and its climate neutrality target for 2050 are
expected to generate stricter environmental legislation, while the revised Environmen-
tal Crime Directive, adopted in November 2023, expands the scope of policing and
prosecutable offences. Together, these developments are amplifying the demands on
police and regulatory authorities in EU Member States.

In the last decade, there has been a progressive development of a strategic agenda for
addressing environmental crime within EUROPOL, and, as a result, across EU Mem-
ber States. Whether at the global or European level, progress in this area is largely at-
tributable to the expertise brought in through secondments from Member States (IN-
TERPOL, personal communication, 22 January 2025). This evolution has been shaped
by a series of key initiatives, including the establishment of the so-called "four net-
works" (judicial, prosecutorial, administrative, and police services) aimed at enhan-
cing international collaboration between the Member States. The 4 Networks are com-
posed of (1) EUFJE - The European Union Forum of Judges for the Environment, (2)
ENPE - European Network of Prosecutors for the Environment, (3) IMPEL - European
Union Network for the Implementation and Enforcement of Environmental Law, and
(4) EnviCrimeNet.> Additionally, the Intelligence Project on Environmental Crime
(IPEC) conducted an initial mapping exercise to assess the state of environmental cri-
me enforcement within the EU (Alfaro Moreno, 2023). Other significant milestones
include the creation of the EnviCrime Academy, an associated and specialised training
company.

A pivotal moment occurred in 2017, when environmental crime was formally rec-
ognised as a serious threat in Europol’s four-yearly Serious and Organised Crime Thre-
at Assessment (SOCTA), which informs the EU Security Policy Cycle (Alfaro Moreno,
2023). Prior to this, environmental crime had been classified merely as an emerging
threat. This recognition led to the inclusion of wildlife trafficking and waste crime as
priority areas within the European Multidisciplinary Platform Against Criminal Thre-
ats (EMPACT). As a result, between 2018 and 2021, a range of strategic and operational
activities regarding the fight against environmental crimes were initiated (Alfaro Mo-
reno, 2023).

Moreover, this study coincided with the adoption of the revised Environmental Crime
Directive (ECD) on 11 April 2024 and its subsequent transposition process, marking a
significant milestone in the development of EU environmental criminal law. Accord-
ing to Article 28(1) of the Directive, Member States are required to bring into force the
laws, regulations, and administrative provisions necessary to comply with the Direc-
tive by 21 May 2026 (Faure, 2024).

3 See https://www.impel.eu/en/news/4-networks-conference-strengthening-the-fight-against-environmen-
tal-crime
4 https://envicrime.academy/
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The significance of the revised Directive lies in its more nuanced articulation of the
relationship between criminal and administrative law, which was a long-standing
weakness hindering effective environmental law enforcement across EU Member
States. For decades, this legal dependency constrained police and prosecutorial action,
limiting their ability to meaningfully advance environmental crime cases (Faure,
2024). Both the evaluation of the 2008 ECD and the findings of the EU-funded re-
search project European Union Action to Fight Environmental Crime (EFFACE) hig-
hlighted the need for a legal framework that would reduce the overreliance on admi-
nistrative law in determining the threshold for criminal liability.

The revised Directive addresses these concerns by significantly expanding the scope of
environmental offences (from 9 under the 2008 ECD to 20) and by introducing man-
datory minimum penalties, as well as a broader range of sanctions applicable to both
natural and legal persons (Articles 5 and 7). Notably, it establishes that criminal liabil-
ity may arise even in cases where the conduct complies with an administrative permit,
a clear departure from the previous legal interpretation under EU law, and a critical
step toward closing enforcement gaps (Faure, 2024).

The critique of weak or inadequate law enforcement is partly justified within the EU
context. While substantial improvements are still required, notable progress has al-
ready been achieved, and in this report we highlight these developments. Areas for
improvement are widely recognised across jurisdictions and are often reiterated: incre-
ased investment in police capacity building, enhanced training and education, more
advanced sampling and forensic investigation techniques, the development of speciali-
sed expertise in identification methods, and strengthened intelligence-gathering capa-
cities (Stein, Troneci, Jesus, & Alfaro Moreno, 2024). What ultimately determines the
effectiveness of enforcement efforts is not only improved coordination within the
criminal justice chain but, perhaps more importantly, robust international collaborati-
on. This requires secure platforms for information exchange and the adoption of
advanced technologies such as DNA analysis and surveillance tools (ibid.). At the same
time, conventional performance indicators in law enforcement such as the number of
arrests, the quantity of seizures, or the severity of sentences, remain limited in captu-
ring the actual impact of enforcement on environmental restoration. Metrics that as-
sess ecological outcomes are still largely absent from current evaluation frameworks.
Police services and other relevant law enforcement agencies in EU Member States need
to be better prepared to enforce the new wave of environmental legislation and res-
pond to the EU's reinforced policy orientations. For instance, the EU Commission
aims to create more opportunities for various actors to become involved in compliance
monitoring and enforcement (e.g., through "citizen science" projects, multiple avenues
for prosecuting environmental crimes, a greater reliance on NGOs and civil society to
monitor and report environmental violations, and increased use of geospatial data) in
response to shrinking police resources.

To date, the EU has supported several initiatives aligned with this objective. The two-
year Sensing Citizens project (2021-2023) examined how grassroots-driven civic envi-
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ronmental monitoring can generate evidence suitable for litigation®. Building on this
momentum, the ongoing Horizon-funded Enforce project (2024-2028) seeks to
strengthen environmental compliance and enforcement by empowering local commu-
nities and integrating citizen science with innovative technologies®. Similarly, More-
4Nature (2024-2027), also funded under HORIZON, focuses on enhancing the contri-
bution of citizen science in specific domains, including zero pollution, biodiversity
protection, and deforestation prevention’.

5  https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/891513
6 https://join-enforce.eu/
7 https://more4nature.eu/about
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Although police and enforcement agencies are central to translating environmental
law into practice, it is evident that they are just one of many actors within a highly
fragmented network operating at the intersection of regulation, governance, and poli-
cing - a network continually shaped by culture, legal structures, and specific environ-
mental issues and their geographical disposition.

Since the 1970s, environmental harms have been increasingly addressed through the
expansion of a diverse array of regulatory and administrative agencies (White, 2011).
This has resulted in a significant pluralisation of environmental policing, now carried
out by a complex web of actors, including regulatory institutions, customs authorities,
conservation police, park rangers, environmental protection agencies, among many
others (White, 2011; Holley & Shearing, 2016). Despite the growing transboundary
nature of environmental crimes, the expansion of this environmental regulatory array
continued to reinforce fragmented, siloed approaches within and among these institu-
tions (Holley & Shearing, 2016, p. 554).

Drawing on a range of theoretical perspectives and schools of thought, Holley and
Shearing (2016) introduced the concept of New Environmental Governance (NEG) to
capture a shift, beginning around the 1980s, from a predominantly command-and-con-
trol model toward a “cooperative imperative” in environmental policing (Holley et al.,
2011). NEG represents a shift from centralized, state-led environmental regulation to-
ward a more polycentric, collaborative, and adaptive model of governance. It acknow-
ledges the limitations of traditional regulatory approaches in addressing increasingly
complex, transboundary, and cumulative environmental harms, particularly where
such harms intersect with other serious crimes (Holley & Shearing, 2016).

The NEG conceptual framework emphasises collaboration among diverse public, pri-
vate and non-state actors working together to pursue shared environmental goals that
would be difficult or impossible to achieve independently (Holley et al., 2011). Within
this framework, environmental policing is viewed as one component of the broader
governance of environmental security, as contemporary forms of social ‘steering’ and
‘rowing’ are no longer necessarily reliant on formal legal regulation or direct state in-
tervention (ibid.).

The core tenets of NEG include collaboration, integration, participation, deliberative
decision-making, adaptation, collective learning, and facilitated information sharing -
both horizontally among localised groups and vertically between these groups and in-
stitutional agencies (Holley & Shearing, 2016). Within this framework of nodal gover-
nance, the interweaving of formal and informal mechanisms of social control is
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expected to enhance the effectiveness, efficiency, and legitimacy of responses to envi-
ronmental violations (ibid.). This governance model closely mirrors the “whole-of-so-
ciety” approach to policing, as it indicates the redistribution of responsibilities for pre-
vention and control shared across public authorities, private actors, and civil society. In
doing so, it signals a move away from reactive, state-centred enforcement towards
more proactive and preventative forms of intervention.

Furthermore, the development of environmental crime enforcement increasingly re-
lies on networked forms of governance that facilitate coordination, information ex-
change, and capacity building across institutional and national boundaries (Pink,
2015). In the past 20 years, growth in establishing and the proliferation of these net-
works can be observed. Drawing on network theory and communities-of-practice lite-
rature, the author argues that enforcement networks are often framed as capacity-buil-
ding instruments. However, practice shows that their effectiveness depends on whether
network-generated and/or facilitated knowledge is translated into organisational prac-
tice, especially where resource constraints and institutional fragmentation persist
(ibid.).

It has long been recognised that non-state actors, including the private sector as well as
civil society, have assumed an increasingly prominent role in both the ‘steering’ and
‘rowing’ functions of addressing and responding to environmental harms (Johnston &
Shearing, 2003). This shift not only necessitates positioning the police as one “node”
among many within a broader web of environmental governance, but the need to col-
laborate with both established and traditionally marginalised actors. The latter include,
for example, civil society organisations (see Berti-Suman, 2024), restorative justice ser-
vices (see Pali, Forsyth, & Tepper, 2022), and even the natural world itself, as recognised
through emerging Rights of Nature legislation.

According to Holley and Shearing (2016), NEG is more likely to function effectively
when the following capacity-related principles and conditions are met: (1) securing
adequate resources; (2) thoughtfully designing incentives; (3) identifying, developing,
supporting, and sustaining governance capacities (particularly among non-state ac-
tors); and (4) embedding robust mechanisms for both horizontal and vertical informa-
tion exchange within NEG structures (Holley et al., 2011).

However, the NEG framework remains theoretical, giving little insights into how it can
be operationalised on the ground. One of the most significant challenges facing NEG
is the uncertainty surrounding its practical application and whether its anticipated be-
nefits can truly be realized (Driessen et al., 2012). In this study, we provide a modest
contribution to addressing this question.

2.1 NEG and the revised EU Directive
The revised EU Environmental Crime Directive signals an important reinvigoration of
traditional legal instruments. The Directive strengthens command-and-control me-

chanisms, but notably does not replace the need for collaborative governance. Rather,
it reflects hybridity—an evolving relationship between traditional enforcement and the
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NEG principles. The Directive aims to harmonise legal definitions and procedures
across the EU, potentially reducing fragmentation (Directive (EU) 2024/1203, 2024).
Yet, from an NEG perspective, effectiveness lies not just in harmonisation but in coor-
dination across governance “nodes”, which includes the integration of marginalised
actors—civil society organisations, scientific communities, and even local residents as
environmental monitors. NEG’s emphasis on a whole-of-society approach resonates
with how the Directive frames the importance of capacity building, training, and
cross-border cooperation. However, the Directive’s operational logic is still state-cen-
tric, privileging judicial and law enforcement cooperation over deliberative and parti-
cipatory governance mechanisms. Holley and Shearing (2016) argue that for NEG to
succeed, certain capacity-related conditions must be met. The Directive requires Mem-
ber States to allocate sufficient resources to investigation and prosecution. The Direc-
tive strengthens vertical exchange (EU-national), but horizontal community-level
monitoring and feedback (a hallmark of NEG) is not a central feature. While NEG
values norm internalisation and social learning as being critical to long-term behavi-

oural change, the Directive primarily focuses on deterrence via sanctions (Directive
(EU) 2024/1203, 2024).
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3 Methodology

The production of knowledge in policing studies has largely been shaped by locally
embedded or nationally bounded research, and only infrequently engages in compar-
ative analysis across different policing systems (Roché and Fleming, 2022). The edited
collection The Rise of Comparative Policing by Jacques de Maillard, Sebastian Roché
(2022) marks a very important shift in advancing a more sophisticated debate on the
relationships between police, state, and society, particularly by enabling higher levels of
generalisation. This study is therefore distinctive in its deliberate move beyond na-
tional boundaries to examine environmental policing in multiple national contexts.

I this study, we adopted a qualitative, multi-case study design to examine how relevant
police organisations in three European countries - France, Sweden, and Spain - deve-
lop and implement internal policy processes and practices that enable them to detect,
investigate, and respond more effectively to environmental crimes. A qualitative case
study approach is particularly suited to this inquiry because environmental crime en-
forcement is shaped by complex institutional arrangements, multi-actor (environmen-
tal) governance structures, and highly context-specific organisational practices (Yin,
2018; Creswell and Poth, 2018).

The case studies were selected to provide analytical variation across different policing
traditions, institutional architectures, and enforcement models, while remaining com-
parable enough to draw lessons for the Dutch context. This comparative strategy allows
the study not only to identify country-specific innovations but also to uncover
cross-cutting mechanisms that underpin effective environmental crime enforcement
across diverse settings.

The empirical material was gathered through semi-structured interviews with partici-
pants from diverse backgrounds, as well as from site visits, analysis of secondary data,
and desk research. This combination made it possible to triangulate findings across
different sources and to examine both formal organisational arrangements and the
lived experiences of practitioners engaged in environmental crime enforcement.

3.1 Research objective and questions

To address their practical needs, we aimed to advise the Dutch police on how they can
develop and implement internal policy processes to enhance their capacity for detec-
ting and investigating environmental crimes. To achieve this, we examined how police
forces in three other European countries - France, Sweden, and Spain - currently ma-
nage this, to determine if any lessons can be learned from their existing experiences. In
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this context, we proposed an exploratory case study approach (interviews, analysis of

secondary data, desk research, and observations) to answer the research question be-

low; combined with a conference and networking opportunities.

Main Research Question: What can the Dutch Police learn from how police forces in

Sweden, France, and Spain ensure they can handle the increasingly extensive and com-

plex task of tackling environmental crimes?

The aim of the research is to provide advice to the Dutch Police on how to improve its

capacity, professional standards, and practices regarding the enforcement and investi-

gation of environmental crimes. We examined the research capacity, professional stan-
dards, and practices in the three countries with the following five sub-questions:

o How is the national model of environmental enforcement structured, and what role,
mandate, and positioning do the police occupy within this multi-actor system of regu-
latory, administrative, and criminal enforcement?

o How are strategic decisions regarding environmental crime enforcement shaped
within the police organisation’s internal policy processes, including its organisational
structure, resource allocations, and partnership arrangements?

o To what extent do organisational priorities, implementation measures, staffing decisi-
ons, team configurations, and available full-time equivalent (FTE) capacity influence
the organisation’s ability to enforce environmental crime effectively?

o How is capacity developed at the level of individual personnel, and what competen-
cies, knowledge, expertise, training, and informational resources are required to ena-
ble staff members to carry out environmental crime-related tasks effectively?

o How do police organisations develop, strengthen, and sustain the investigative capaci-
ty required to address environmental crime, including the recruitment of specialised
expertise, provision of training, access to technical and scientific resources, and me-
chanisms for organisational learning?

Based on findings from other countries, the ultimate goal of the project is to make re-
commendations to relevant stakeholders within the Dutch Police on the best way to
strengthen current police practices related to environmental crime. Furthermore, we
anticipate that our project can lay the foundation for a network between environmen-
tal crime officers/experts in strategic positions within the various police forces to share
their experiences and best practices.

The key target audiences of this research project include the Dutch Police Academy,
Dutch Police Sustainability and Environmental Safety Team, High Impact Environ-
mental Crime Unit, environmental crime and other strategic advisors, and police lea-
ders responsible for implementing environmental and sustainability regulations within
the Dutch Police, as well as police officers involved in investigating environmental
crimes.

Representatives of the Sustainability and Environmental Safety Team and the strategic
advisor for environmental crime were involved in the co-creation of the proposed re-
search questions and the selection of case studies. They were consulted and kept in-
formed about the study progress throughout the project.
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Throughout the project, this study also benefited from the guidance of the members of
the Advisory Committee, established specifically for this study and comprising: Dr
Anna Berti Suman (European Commission Joint Research Centre), Peter Beck (Euro-
pean Commission Joint Research Centre), Professor Michael Faure (Maastricht Uni-
versity), Annelies Vanlandschoot (Dutch Police Academy), and Margo Verbaarschot
(Sustainability and Environmental Safety Hub, Dutch Police).

3.2 Selection of case studies
3.2.1 France

France was selected as a case study for three principal reasons. First, it represents one
of the few national contexts in which the policing of environmental crimes has been
recently examined in substantial depth from an academic perspective. Scholarly con-
tributions, most notably Virginie Malochet’s report “Green Policing: Exploratory Study
on the Local Handling of Environmental Crime” (2023) and the book Environmental
Policing Under Constraints (2024) by Léo Magnin, Rémi Rouméas, and Robin Basier
provide a rare, empirically grounded body of literature in a field where academic work
remains exceptionally limited internationally. This existing scholarship offers a valua-
ble analytical foundation for grounding this study’s findings, thereby enabling a more
nuanced interpretation of the French environmental enforcement landscape. Second,
France presents a highly fragmented and multi-actor model of environmental crime
enforcement, characterised by overlapping mandates across regulatory, administrative,
and criminal justice actors. This institutional complexity closely mirrors the Dutch
context, making France a particularly instructive comparator for understanding coor-
dination challenges, gaps in mandate clarity, and the distribution of enforcement res-
ponsibilities. Third, France has, in recent years, assumed a growing international role
in environmental crime enforcement, largely through the expanding presence and in-
fluence of the gendarmerie, particularly CESAN, its specialised unit dedicated to envi-
ronmental offences.

3.2.2 Sweden

Sweden was included as a case study for several reasons relevant to the Dutch context.
First, Sweden, like the Netherlands, has a long-standing tradition of prioritising envi-
ronmental protection and environmental governance; this shared normative and pol-
icy orientation thereby providing a meaningful basis for comparison. Second, unlike
France and Spain, where multiple policing bodies share responsibility for environmen-
tal enforcement, Sweden places primary responsibility for investigating environmental
crimes within its National Police, operating under close and formalised supervision by
the Swedish Prosecution service. This institutional configuration mirrors current deve-
lopments in the Netherlands, where increasing attention is being directed towards
strengthening the National Police’s capacity to address environmental crime, alongside
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other various specialised investigative bodies in the Dutch enforcement network. Swe-
den was thus considered as an opportunity to examine how a unified police organisa-
tion builds and maintains expertise in a complex regulatory field. Third, Sweden is in-
ternationally recognised for its highly specialised prosecutorial structures in
environmental crime (Philipsen and Faure, 2015) and for maintaining a steady flow of
cases through the justice system. On average, the Swedish police record approximately
5,000 environmental offences annually (Stassen and Ceccato, 2020), with about 350-
400 cases resulting in prosecution or fines as directed by a public prosecutor (ENPRO,
2020). This distinguishes it as a setting where environmental offences are not only sys-
tematically investigated but also regularly pursued judicially.

323 Spain

Spain was selected as a case study primarily due to the central role of SEPRONA (Ser-
vicio de Proteccion de la Naturaleza), the environmental protection unit of the Spanish
Civil Guard. Since its establishment in 1988, SEPRONA has evolved into not only a
national cornerstone of environmental enforcement but also one of the most rec-
ognised specialised units worldwide. Its sustained accumulation of technical, investi-
gative, and operational expertise has positioned it as a global leader in the development
of policing capacity for environmental crime (Cabello Medina, 2025). This expertise
has, moreover, informed the creation and consolidation of analogous structures within
Europol.

SEPRONAs effectiveness derives from its multi-faceted operational model, which inte-
grates patrols, inspections, intelligence-led policing, public awareness campaigns, and
strategic partnerships with non-governmental organisations and community stakehol-
ders. This combination enables the unit to detect and respond proactively to a broad
range of environmental offences, significantly strengthening Spain’s legal and opera-
tional framework for addressing environmental harm (Cabello Medina, 2025). SE-
PRONATs organisational design and long-term practice offer valuable insights into how
specialised environmental policing can be institutionalised and sustained, particularly
in contexts characterised by limited resources and complex environmental challenges
(ibid.). Its international standing and demonstrated capacity-building impact make
Spain a particularly instructive case for the purposes of this study.

In addition to their police institutional relevance, the three selected countries share
important geographical and ecological characteristics that make them suitable for
comparative analysis. France, Sweden, and Spain each encompass a wide range of bio-
mes, extensive protected or sparsely populated natural areas, and diverse environmen-
tal risk profiles. This ecological variability creates heterogeneous enforcement de-
mands, ranging from wildlife protection and habitat conservation to pollution control
and waste management, which in turn require adaptable and context-sensitive policing
responses. The selection of these cases was made in close consultation with key project
partners and experts, including Emile Lindemulder-de Groot, Senior Advisor for En-
vironmental Crime Strategy for the Dutch Police; José Antonio Alfaro Moreno, Head
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of the Environmental Crime Unit at Europol; and Ingelou Sybrandij, Head of the Sus-
tainability and Environmental Safety Unit of the Dutch Police.

33 Operationalisation

To assess how the environmental crime enforcement model is organised, prioritised,
and practiced across the participating police organisations, the study adopted a mul-
ti-level operationalisation strategy (see Appendix I for a detailed operationalisation
table). The study design distinguishes between contextual, organisational, and investi-
gative levels of analysis, each associated with specific units of observation and corres-
ponding data requirements.

At the broadest level, the analysis located each police organisation within its national
and institutional context. We collected data on the historical development of the poli-
ce, prevailing policing models, and current organisational structures, alongside recent
trends in environmental criminality. Particular attention was given to the process of
environmental crime enforcement, for example, shifts in mandate, institutional re-
forms, or emerging pressures linked to new or impending legislation. This contextual
layer provided the baseline conditions that shape organisational capacity and strategic
behaviour.

At the second level, we focused on organisational processes that enable or constrain
effective environmental crime enforcement within a police organisation. Here, the fo-
cus was on the institutional architecture for responding to environmental crime, in-
cluding the existence and development of specialised units, as well as the formalised
partnership arrangements with environmental regulators, customs, prosecutors, or ci-
vil-society actors. Attention was also directed to how police organisations develop and
maintain the competencies necessary for environmental crime enforcement, including
training and professional development programmes, specialist expertise, and mecha-
nisms for knowledge transfer. Finally, this level assessed the extent and form of police
involvement in prevention - an aspect that reveals whether organisations frame envi-
ronmental crimes primarily as a reactive investigative challenge or as a problem requi-
ring proactive, multi-agency intervention.

For the third analytical layer, we considered the organisational outputs and strategic
orientations that reflect institutional priorities and performance. This involved exami-
ning, if existing, national police strategies related to environmental crime, as well as
broader strategies on sustainability and climate-related responsibilities which incre-
asingly intersect with EC enforcement. In addition, we also reported on any participa-
tion in international networks and partnerships which provide further evidence of
organisational engagement, capacity building, and institutional learning at transnatio-
nal levels.

At the most practical level, the analysis focused on the investigative capacity of the
police to handle environmental crime cases. This included assessing organisational ar-
rangements for case allocation, availability of specialised investigative resources, the
application of technology and artificial intelligence, use of intelligence-led or risk-ba-
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sed approaches, and mechanisms for cooperation with prosecutors or environmental
agencies. Outcomes at this level involved identifying patterns in investigative perfor-
mance, bottlenecks, or enabling conditions that influence the successful completion of
environmental crime investigations.

While the operationalisation substantially supported the data-collection process, the
findings of the three country case studies are presented as a narrative synthesis of the
themes that emerged most frequently and with the greatest degree of data saturation.

3.4 Data collection and analysis

The project commenced in September 2024 and was followed by a literature-review
phase and preparatory work for the country visits. The main stage of data collection
took place between January and March 2025, during which Sylvia Bergh joined the
research team for approximately one week in each country to contribute to the da-
ta-collection activities. In total, 70 participants contributed to the study (25 in France,
20 in Sweden, and 25 in Spain). Each study visit lasted approximately two weeks and
was formally hosted by an institutional partner.

In France, the host organisation was CESDIP - Centre de Recherches Sociologiques
sur le Droit et les Institutions Pénales. During the visit (19-31 January 2025), 11 inter-
views involving 18 participants were conducted, comprising six individual interviews,
one telephone interview, and four group interviews, combined with site visits (Le Mon-
de, Cesan, CESDIP, and one French public institution that requested anonymity). The
participants included seven academics, two journalists, one police representative, four
members of the regulatory authority OFB, two civil servants, and one judge. The field-
work in France also included a study visit to INTERPOL in Lyon to meet with the En-
vironmental Security team (seven participants). As a follow-up to one of the Paris-ba-
sed interviews, a seminar titled “Policing Environmental Crimes in the Netherlands” was
delivered to civil servants at the Ecole Nationale des Ponts et Chaussées.

In Spain (9 - 21 February 2025), the main host organisation was SEPRONA (Servicio
de Proteccién de la Naturaleza), the specialised unit of the Guardia Civil responsible
for enforcing environmental legislation and protecting natural resources, wildlife, and
ecosystems. The fieldwork included a three-day visit to SEPRONA headquarters in
Madrid and meetings with 16 SEPRONA officers. It was supplemented by a site visit to
the Centre for Analysis and Diagnosis of Wildlife (CAD) of the Ministry of Environ-
ment of Andalusia in Malaga, where conversations were held with four experts. Addi-
tional data were collected through three individual interviews with Spanish academics
and one joint interview with two environmental-crime consultants.

In Sweden (18 - 29 March 2025), the main host organisation was the Institute for Fu-
ture Studies, where a public lecture titled “Implications of Climate Change for Policing
Practice Worldwide” was also delivered. The fieldwork involved six interviews with nine
police officers (including civilian staff), combined with site visits in Stockholm, Go-
thenburg, Malmé, and Norrkoping. Additional interviews were conducted with one
journalist, one representative from the Swedish Prosecution Authority, two interviews
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with three representatives of the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, and four
interviews with six academics (one of whom also held a policy-making role). During
this period, the research team was also joined for two days by two police officers from
the Dutch High Impact Environmental Crime Unit, who shadowed a few meetings for
the purposes of professional exchange, networking, and sharing of practices.

The first case study on the situation in the Netherlands was conducted initially as an
undergraduate thesis by Emil Dekker between November 2024 and April 2025, and
was subsequently supplemented with additional information between October and
December 2025. After completing the first drafts of the country reports, each report
was circulated to all study participants for validation. All country studies benefited
from further suggestions and additional data provided during this phase.

Data collection methods varied and included fully recorded individual and group in-
terviews as well as interviews documented through detailed note-taking. All recorded
interviews were transcribed, and the complete set of interview data was subsequently
coded and thematically analysed. In cases where note-taking was used, the notes were
reviewed and validated collaboratively by two researchers to ensure accuracy and com-
pleteness. Most interviews were conducted in English, with a few exceptions. In Fran-
ce, three interviews were conducted in French by Sylvia Bergh, while in Spain, during
the visit to the SEPRONA headquarters, two professional interpreters assisted in faci-
litating the discussions.

The analysis draws on a combination of scholarly and grey literature, policy doc-
uments, internal reports and data, and interviews. The use of multiple data sources
enhanced the robustness of qualitative analysis by enabling triangulation across insti-
tutional perspectives and data types (Flick, 2018).

The report was originally written in English. It was first translated into Dutch using
DeepL and subsequently reviewed, corrected, and refined by Dr. Sylvia Bergh.

3.5 Study limitations

As an exploratory, multi-country qualitative study, this study is subject to several limi-
tations. First, because very few comparable studies of this scope have previously been
conducted in the field of environmental crime enforcement (see Sollund, Stefes & Ger-
mani, 2016; Colantoni & Bianchi, 2020), the project necessarily operated without
established methodological templates or benchmarks, which may limit the generalisa-
bility of its findings. It is well accepted in the policing scholarship that conceptualising
the police has proven challenging due to the internal fragmentation (and pluralisation)
of policing resulting from the diversity of tasks assigned to police organisations, and
the ongoing difficulty of clearly distinguishing the police from other institutions
(Roché and Fleming, 2022).

Second, although considerable efforts were made to maximise the time spent in each
country, the duration of the site visits remained limited relative to the breadth of the
institutional landscapes under examination. This raises the possibility that relevant
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perspectives or practices were not fully captured, or that certain forms of information
were not accessible or disclosed during interviews and site visits.

Third, despite extensive language capacities within the research team and the support
of professional interpreters in Madrid, the study is unavoidably affected by the risks
inherent in cross-linguistic and cross-cultural research. Subtle nuances, institutional
terminology, or culturally specific practices may not always have been fully conveyed
or interpreted.

Finally, although each country report underwent rigorous validation by study partici-
pants to ensure factual accuracy and contextual appropriateness, the synthesis and in-
terpretation of the data were ultimately conducted by a single researcher. This analyti-
cal consolidation, while methodologically coherent, carries the inherent limitation of
relying on one interpretive lens.
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4 The Netherlands as a
departure-point case

4.1 Geographical disposition

The Netherlands is a relatively small but highly densely populated delta, with 533 inha-
bitants per km? in 2024 (Statistics Netherlands, 2025), making it one of the most den-
sely populated countries in Europe and beyond. It also hosts one of the most intensive
agricultural sectors in the world, with livestock density currently the highest in Europe
and livestock numbers exceeding the country’s own feed-production capacity (van
Selm et al., 2023). This has generated an excess of nutrients from livestock manure,
contributing to groundwater contamination, increased greenhouse gas emissions, and
high levels of ammonia, which in turn cause elevated nitrogen deposition that harms
sensitive natural ecosystems (ibid.). The vast number of livestock in the country gene-
rates far more manure than can legally be applied to farmland. To manage this excess,
the government has implemented strict controls. Meeting these requirements is expen-
sive, prompting some advisory firms in the manure industry to show clients how to
sidestep the rules—practices that result in substantial environmental damage (Neve,
2023).

Characterised by extensive waterways and major energy and petrochemical clusters,
and with the Port of Rotterdam and Schiphol Airport functioning as high-volume
transit nodes, the Netherlands has long held the status of a “Gateway to Europe” and
occupies a key position in global value chains. Since the 1980s, this position has been
reinforced through the spatial expansion of its hinterland logistics network (Nefs, Zon-
neveld, & Gerretsen, 2022). Decades of promoting the Netherlands as a distributieland
(“distribution country”) have contributed to a rapid increase in both the number and
size of distribution centres, resulting in the so-called verdozing (“boxification”) of the
Dutch landscape. This development has significantly affected the quality of the Dutch
living environment, contributing to road congestion, increased emissions, and sub-
stantial landscape transformation (ibid.).

These geographical and socio-economic characteristics of the Netherlands shape not
only the environmental risks the country faces but also structural criminogenic condi-
tions for environmental crimes, and the organisational design and pressures of its en-
forcement model.
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4.2 Environmental legal and policy framework

Environmental crime regulation in the Netherlands has developed progressively since
the 1960s, initially prompted by major environmental scandals that underscored the
need for stronger legal frameworks (Neve et al., 2025). This was a result of gradual
layering of strong EU legal influence, competing sectoral interests, and the changing
landscape of environmental harms, crimes, and regulation. Over time, this resulted in
a complex body of environmental law, culminating in the comprehensive restructuring
of legislation under the new Environment and Planning Act (Omgevingswet). The Act
came into force on 1 January 2024 and now functions as a single, codified, and integra-
ted statutory framework®. The Act consolidates, reorganises, and modernises a wide
range of laws and regulations governing the physical environment, including environ-
mental protection, water management, soil protection, spatial planning, nature con-
servation, and noise and air quality. It also regulates the system for permitting, super-
vision, and enforcement (the VTH system), discussed in section 4.4. The Omgevingswet
replaces numerous earlier statutes such as the Water Act, the Crisis and Recovery Act,
the Spatial Planning Act, and the Soil Protection Act. It incorporates the principle of
duty of care (zorgplicht)®, and, like its predecessor legislation, is closely aligned with
and shaped by EU directives and regulations. As an integrated framework, the Act pro-
vides a streamlined digital permitting process through the new Environment and Plan-
ning Portal (Omgevingsloket)."” The consolidation of environmental law into the Om-
gevingswet was intended to counter decades of fragmentation, yet this structural
simplification has not necessarily translated into clearer enforcement pathways, as dis-
cussed later.

Environmental crime has long been recognised not merely as a legal issue, but as a
pressing social and public health concern. Enforcement policy has evolved in parallel:
the National Enforcement Strategy for Environmental Law (LHSO), introduced in
2022, builds on and replaces the earlier national strategy of 2014, seeking to provide a
more coherent and effective framework for tackling environmental violations (Neve et
al., 2025).

Following reports by the Netherlands Court of Audit and the Centre for Crime Preven-
tion and Safety (CCV), the Van Aartsen Committee, chaired by former minister and
mayor Jozias van Aartsen, was a pivotal advisory body tasked in 2020-2021 with exa-
mining the Dutch landscape of environmental crime enforcement (Adviescommis-
sie-VTH, 2021). The report critically assessed the enforcement system as being too
fragmented, with enforcement capacity varying widely between regions that frequent-
ly lacked communication, information sharing, and expertise, and which treated envi-

8  https://business.gov.nl/business-location/environment-plan/the-environment-and-planning-act-omge-
vingswet-what-does-it-mean-for-you/

9  The duty of care applies when companies are aware, or could reasonably be expected to be aware, that their
use of certain substances or mixtures poses risks to human health or the environment (Van Houten-Peschier
2023).

10 https://omgevingswet.overheid.nl/home

48



ENVIRONMENTAL CRIMES IN THE NETHERLANDS 4.3

ronmental crimes as low-priority compared to other crimes (ibid.). There have been
numerous initiatives responding to the report’s recommendations (see Sorgdrager and
van Aartsen, 2024), and the report shifted the perception of environmental crime from
being treated as “technical non-compliance” to being recognised as serious, often
organised, criminal behaviour with major societal consequences, and triggered the
most significant renewal of Dutch environmental enforcement in a long time (Van
Houten-Peschier, 2023; Neve, 2023).

From 2004, the four-yearly Environmental Crime Threat Assessment has become an
established component of the Dutch policy cycle for addressing environmental crime,
and one of the key factors shaping further policy development and priority-setting
(Neve, 2023). Each assessment provides an overview of emerging forms of environ-
mental crime within specific sectors and markets and seeks to elevate the issue on po-
litical and judicial agendas (ibid.).

In addition, thanks to the initiative of Lammert van Raan, former Member of Parlia-
ment of the Dierenpartij (Party for Animals), a bill to criminalise ecocide in the
Netherlands was submitted to the Dutch House of Representatives on 30 November
2023. On 27 March 2024, the bill was referred to the Council of State (Adviescommissie)
for an advisory opinion, and as of 2025 is still under review.

43 Environmental crimes in the Netherlands

The Dutch police classify recorded and pursued environmental crime activities in four
categories, reflecting differences in investigative intensity, strategic relevance, and the
involvement and coordination of Landelijke Milieukamer (National Environmental
Chamber LMK) whose role is discussed in section 4.5. The following numerical infor-
mation was obtained through the Business Intelligence Unit of the Dutch National
Police, derived from a project-based registration format maintained by the LMK.
Category 1 comprises low-level support activities carried out by environmental inves-
tigators, Special Investigative Officers (BOAs), or inspectors from Environmental Ser-
vices, Water Boards, and similar authorities. These activities typically involve advisory
support or limited operational deployment, such as assistance during interrogations or
the analysis of seized digital devices. No registration with, or authorisation from, the
LMK is required for this category (personal communication, Dutch police officer, 7
January 2026).

Category 2 encompasses relatively small-scale and short-term criminal investigations
that require limited deployment of specialised environmental investigators. Although
these cases do not warrant full national coordination, they are registered with the LMK
through formal registration and deregistration procedures to ensure an overview. In
2025, the overall caseload for this category was 43, of which 13 were completed (ibid.).
Category 3 investigations constitute the core of environmental crime enforcement and
involve more serious and complex offences. These cases are handled either by the poli-

11 https://www.partyfortheanimals.com/nl/ecocide-law-proposed-in-the-netherlands
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ce’s environmental investigation units alone or in cooperation with specialised national
inspectorates, including the NVWA-IOD, ILT/IOD, the FIOD, and the NLA-DO. Inta-
ke occurs through an advance notice document, subject to approval by the information
officer and policy advisor, after which cases are assessed and formally accepted by the
LMK. Substantively, Category 3 cases predominantly address systemic and economi-
cally motivated environmental crimes such as illegal waste management, hazardous
substances violations, and corporate non-compliance with environmental regulations,
frequently intersecting with financial, labour, and transport-related offences. In 2025,
the caseload for this category was 111, of which 51 were completed'?.

Category 4 cases follow a strategic approach and are conducted within thematic frame-
works established by the LMK such as waste, Substances of Very High Concern®, and
plant protection products. In 2025, one Category 4 project was registered, conducted
in collaboration with ILT and focusing on heating oil (ibid.)

Other available numerical data suggest that in 2018, 51 of a total of 70 environmental
crime cases were handled by the LMK, whereas in 2022 only 15 of 35 cases fell under
LMK coordination (Liezen, 2022).

4.4 Environmental crime enforcement model

The organisation of environmental crime enforcement in the Netherlands is complex
and multi-layered, involving various actors with diverse enforcement roles and author-
ities (Neve, 2021; Van der Geest, van Onna and Hill, 2023). It has been estimated that
currently there are approximately 60 organisations entitled to carry out tasks within
this model on behalf of no fewer than 360 authorities (van Houten-Peschier, 2023).
This multiplicity of agencies reflects the Netherlands’ preference for distributed gover-
nance, yet this same dispersion creates systemic vulnerabilities, especially where admi-
nistrative and criminal enforcement intersect.

44.1 VTH system

Environmental crime enforcement in the Netherlands operates through two intercon-
nected systems: the administrative framework of Vergunningverlening, Toezicht en
Handhaving (Permitting, Supervision, and Enforcement, VTH) and the criminal justi-
ce system (Prosecution and Police). The VTH system functions as the first line of de-

12 The environmental crime categories covered in categories 2 and 3 include wildlife poaching, soil pollution or
contamination, emission limit violations, environmental offences related to the energy transition, waste crime
and illegal waste management, asbestos-related offences, air pollution offences, water pollution offences, noi-
se pollution offences, flora and fauna or broader biodiversity offences, Substances of Very High Concern
(SVHCs), manure and fertiliser offences, plant protection product offences, heating oil or fuel oil offences,
commercial and industrial waste offences, chemical substances offences, and nature conservation offences.

13 This is the formal term used in EU regulatory language, particularly under the REACH Regulation (Registra-
tion, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals). https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/che-
micals/reach-regulation_en
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fence against environmental violations, focusing on permits, compliance monitoring,

and administrative enforcement.

The central VTH agencies are the 29 Omgevingsdiensten (ODs), regional environmen-

tal services responsible for permits and enforcement on behalf of Dutch municipalities

and provinces (Rijksoverheid, n.d.). These regional environmental services also em-

ploy special enforcement officers (BOAs) with limited but important investigative po-

wers to detect and address environmental violations administratively (Ministerie van

Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2024).

Other important VTH stakeholders are the following national inspectorates:

o ILT (Inspectie Leefomgeving en Transport, Human Environment and Transport
Inspectorate)

e NVWA (Nederlandse Voedsel- en Warenautoriteit, Netherlands Food and Con-
sumer Product Safety Authority)

o Nederlandse Arbeidsinspectie (formerly ISZW, Labour Inspectorate)

In the Dutch literature, the distribution of tasks and responsibilities among environ-
mental enforcement agencies is typically outlined as follows. The ILT oversees so-cal-
led “grey” environmental domains, which include aviation noise, inland shipping
sailing times, the integrity of housing associations, the transport of hazardous materi-
als, waste streams, genetically modified organisms, and energy labelling. The “green”
domains, such as nature protection and manure regulation fall under the competency
of the NVWA. A third category, referred to as the “blue” domain, concerns water qua-
lity and is supervised by Rijkswaterstaat and the regional water authorities (van Hou-
ten-Peschier, 2023).

All these regulatory bodies have their own investigative services, commonly referred to
as Intelligence and Investigation Service (IOD) (Neve et al., 2024). A distinctive feature
of the Dutch model is the role of the Bijzondere Opsporingsdiensten (Special Investiga-
tive Services (BODs), which occupy a hybrid position in the Dutch model/system by
combining sector-specific administrative expertise with formal criminal investigative
powers under the supervision of the Prosecution Service, including authority to con-
duct systematic surveillance (Justis, n.d.). Consequently, within the criminal justice
system, investigations into serious environmental crimes are carried out by the follow-
ing types of BODs: (1) FIOD (Fiscal Intelligence and Investigation Service), (2) ILT-
IOD (ILT’s Intelligence and Investigation Service), (3) NVWA-IOD", (4) NLA-IOD
(Labour Inspectorate’s investigative service). These BODs operate under the dual su-
pervision of their parent ministries and the Dutch Prosecution Service (Justis, n.d.).
The Dutch system of BODs is an unusual institutional arrangement because these
agencies combine specialised administrative expertise (within their parent inspecto-
rates and ministries) with formal criminal investigative powers (through their status as
opsporingsdiensten under the Public Prosecution Service). In this sense, they represent

14 In 2023 the human capacity of ILT-IOD was 130 FTE, and the one of NVWA around 140 FTE. Retrieved
August, 21, 2025 from https://milieurecht-site.e-captain.nl/nieuws/smkimpulsopsporing
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an interesting and unusual hybrid enforcement model. Unlike the police, who possess
general investigative authority, the BODs are embedded in administrative inspecto-
rates with deep sector-specific knowledge — taxation and finance (FIOD), environ-
ment and transport (ILT-IOD), food safety and consumer protection (NVWA-IOD),
and labour/environmental safety (NLA-IOD). This makes the BODs interesting com-
pared to many other European jurisdictions, where administrative inspectorates and
criminal investigators are more clearly separated. It is accepted that the BODs have
primacy in tackling crime in their areas of operation, and that the police play a com-
plementary role (Neve et al., 2024). This hybrid configuration enhances investigative
depth but can also blur institutional accountability, particularly where administrative
and criminal priorities diverge.

The van Aartsen assessment of the VTH system was highly critical of its effectiveness.
Despite multiple initiatives aimed at improving its performance, several structural is-
sues continue to hinder the successful functioning of the enforcement model. Voices
from within the VTH system note that fragmentation and non-binding arrangements
are now embedded in the system itself. However, this still undermines both general
supervision and enforcement. Moreover, it remains unclear what forms of improved
coordination are feasible, and in practice it is nearly impossible to establish any me-
aningful overview of the environmental services—or of the system as a whole (Sorg-
drager and van Aartsen, 2024). These shortcomings suggest that the system’s inefficien-
cies are not merely operational but structural, raising questions about the
sustainability of the Dutch enforcement model as environmental crime grows in scale
and sophistication.

442 National Police

The Dutch Police view environmental crime as a direct threat to public safety, health,
and quality of life, and therefore integrate its enforcement within their broader mission
(Liezen, 2022; Van Houten-Peschier, 2023). In the past three years, environmental cri-
me has received increasing attention and prioritisation within the Dutch Police. This
shift is evident in the current strategic agenda, in which sustainability and environ-
mental safety are designated as one of the organisation’s three central priorities and
strategic objectives (Nederlandse Politie, 2025), and reads as follows:

A safe living environment is a fundamental right and an essential condition for the
functioning of our society—and therefore also for the police. Increasing threats to the
living environment, such as a changing climate, create major security risks and lead
to social unrest. That is why the police are taking responsibility in the transition to a

15  For example, the ILT operates its own Innovation and Data Lab (IDlab) and makes use of financial crime
scripting and OSINT-based investigations—methods traditionally associated with conventional policing
(Van Houten-Peschier, 2023).
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more sustainable society. Climate change, environmental pollution, and the loss of
biodiversity are complex threats that require a strategic approach.

A future-proof police force is one that actively works on sustainability and environ-
mental safety. This theme concerns climate, the environment, scarcity of food and raw
materials, biodiversity, health, and therefore safety. It is a theme that cuts across the
development lines of this strategic agenda. In the coming period, we will strengthen
the anchoring of this cross-cutting theme within the police organisation. We will do
this from a shared ambition: the police contribute to safety and liveability by beco-
ming more sustainable, by actively committing to environmental safety, and by prepa-
ring for the consequences of unavoidable changes in our living environment.

Meanwhile, the police management team has denoted ten sustainability ambitions
(Van Houten-Peschier, 2023), three of which focus explicitly on environmental en-
forcement. These ambitions emphasise the need to learn from international police for-
ces about how to investigate environmental crime sustainably—for instance, by redu-
cing the ecological footprint of policing itself, such as substituting helicopters for
drones in environmental monitoring. They also highlight the importance of efficiently
training limited personnel resources and keeping expertise up to date with new legal
and technological developments.

In October 2022, the Korpsmanagementteam Overleg (KMTO) adopted the Politiemi-
lieutaak 2.0 strategy, designed to strengthen the police’s environmental investigation
capacity. A key ambition of this strategy is that by 2026, each of the 167 Basic Police
Teams (Basisteams) will include two designated environmental officers, devoting at
least 75% of their time to environmental tasks (Liezen, 2022). At the time of writing,
this objective has not yet been achieved. According to the contribution of the Environ-
mental Crime portfolio holder to the 12-month 2025 police management report:
“While a small number of units had already been operating close to this target for some
time, most other units visibly began a catch-up effort in 2025. (...) Although now on the
right track, the majority of units are unlikely to meet the target—or will fall considerably
short of it—by the agreed deadline. The deployment plans for environmental officers as of
1 January 2026 will need to demonstrate whether units will in fact allocate 75% of the
available environmental officers’ time to their designated task focus. In the fourth quarter
of 2025, this was still not the case in most units.” (personal communication, Dutch Poli-
ce, 27 February 2026).

Within the Dutch National Police, environmental police capacity is distributed across
multiple organisational layers. The environmental police officers embedded within the
167 Basic Police Teams are organised in ten regional police units. Within these regio-
nal units, environmental officers assigned to Basic Police Teams can collaborate with
and rely on regional environmental intelligence services (Dienst Regionale Informatie-
organisatie, DRIO), and, where necessary, on the national intelligence service (Dienst
Landelijke Informatieorganisatie, DLIO). In addition, officers may also cooperate with
the regional investigation departments (Dienst Regionale Recherche, DRR) or, at the
national level, with the High Impact Environmental Crimes Team (HIEC) (personal
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communication, Dutch police officer, 30 January 2026). At the central level, the Na-
tional Environmental Intelligence Unit (DLIO) and the Strategic National Coordinator
of Environmental Intelligence further support police investigative capacity in the field
of environmental crime (ibid.). Furthermore, the Environmental Policing 2.0 - Reliable
and Sustainable strategy sets out a plan to establish a capacity of 47 intelligence officers
dedicated to supporting environmental crime enforcement and investigations on a
full-time basis'.

Furthermore, within the Dutch Police, several specialised units support environmental
crime enforcement. Dienst Infrastructuur (Dienst Infra) focuses on crimes related to
national infrastructure and transport logistics, which can overlap with environmental
cases such as illegal waste transport. The Landelijk Team Milieucriminaliteit (often
described in English as the High Impact Environmental Crime Team, HIEC) addresses
the most serious environmental crime cases and collaborates closely with the Bijzonde-
re Opsporingsdiensten and regional investigative teams. In addition, the Expertisecen-
trum NXT-milieucriminaliteit develops investigative methods and tools to enhance
police adaptability to emerging crime patterns.

The HIEC team, is a specialised tactical investigation team that combines operations
and expertise to combat serious forms of organised environmental crime at national
and international level. The HIEC has a strong international focus and is affiliated with
the international law enforcement network. The HIEC collaborates with both public
and private partners, both nationally and internationally. The unit currently comprises
31 FTEs. Early in 2026, a proposal was submitted within the police organisation to
organise ‘National Environmental Responsibility’” within the National Investigation
and Intervention Unit from 2027 onwards (personal communication, HIEC member,
11 June 2026).

NXT Environmental Crime Expertise Centre (NXT Milieucriminaliteit) is one of the
teams within a nationwide network of specialist teams and centres operating under the
National Expertise and Operations Unit (LX) (formerly the National Unit)."” The team
consists of seven environmental specialists who develop and deploy specialist know-
ledge, skills, intelligence, technology, and equipment to other units, thereby strengthe-
ning police capacity to investigate environmental crime in complex cases. In this way,
NXT draws on networks both within and beyond the police (personal communication
with NXT Milieucriminaliteit, 28 November 2025).

In addition, the Sustainability and Environmental Safety Hub is an advisory unit gui-
ded by four thematic pillars: environmental crimes and security, sustainability within
police, impact of climate change on police work, impact of climate change on individu-
al police employees (Politie, 2024). The hub, alongside the grassroots Police Network
for Climate Security, was discussed by Matczak and Blaustein (2025) as an example of
adaptive policing, which compared with other documented examples of sustainability

16  Politiemilieutaak 2.0 - Duurzaam betrouwbaar (shared with the author via email communication on 29 Janu-
ary 2026).

17  Since January 2024, this national unit has been split into two: The “National Expertise & Operations Unit
(LX)” The “National Investigation & Interventions Unit (LO)
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initiatives in police organisations, illustrates a more institutionalised and pioneering
police approach to climate responsiveness.

Moreover, the Selectieoverleg Politie (Police Selection Consultations) is an internal po-
lice mechanism where incoming environmental cases are screened and selected for
follow-up. Given its limited capacity, not all signals or reports can be fully investigated;
the selection meetings decide which cases should be escalated to the National Environ-
mental Chamber (LMK), which cases remain at the regional level, and those that can
be referred back to administrative environmental services (Omgevingsdiensten). The
selection is guided by national priorities (from SMK/FP), available capacity, and the
seriousness/strategic importance of the case. In practice, it is a filtering and prioritisa-
tion process that allows the police to manage scarce investigative resources (Ministerie
van Justitie en Veiligheid, 2009).

Although the Dutch Police have elevated environmental crime to a strategic priority, it
remains unclear whether current organisational and staffing reforms will be sufficient
to overcome long-standing capacity deficits, and whether the police’s environmental
priorities are symbolic or substantive.

Police Education and Training

The education and training portfolio on environmental crime offered within the Dutch
Police has recently been modernised and adapted to reflect current and emerging
operational needs. As discussed later in this section, the current portfolio reflects a
layered and modular approach to capacity building, combining foundational and spe-
cialist training with shorter ad hoc modules, including much-needed intelligence-fo-
cused training options.

The Environmental Officer (Milieuagent) training is a specialised two-year environ-
mental crime training programme with two intake moments per year, intended for
environmental police officers based in local teams. From 2026 onwards, the pro-
gramme will include three thematic modules: environmental law, waste—soil-water,
and the natural environment. In addition, the programme focuses on skills develop-
ment such as cooperation, networking, and communication (personal communication
with Twan van Kraaij, 19 December 2025). The aim of this extensive training pro-
gramme is to equip locally specialised police officers with the knowledge and skills
needed to conduct basic environmental crime investigations and to participate in and/
or build local networks involved in environmental crime enforcement (ibid.)

While the Milieuagent training programme targets officers seeking in-depth speciali-
sation, a shorter and more accessible 15-day Environmental Crime course is available
for a broader group of police personnel. This course, with two intake moments per
module per year, is aimed at anyone from the Dutch Police interested in expanding
their knowledge and skills in this area. The course has three modules: a basic introduc-
tion to environmental crime and legislation; an advanced legal framework module;
and an integrated application module that combines both elements to learn how to
initiate an environmental crime investigation (personal communication with Twan
van Kraaij, 19 December 2025).
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An important and complementary training course is the 15-day, practice-oriented Ba-
sic Environmental Intelligence (BMI) course, which includes case work and is intended
for officers working in the field of environmental crime intelligence. The purpose of the
course is to develop analytical skills for analysing basic environmental crime reports in
combination with the priorities set out in the environmental crime threat assessment.
These analyses are subsequently assessed by the LMK and, if approved, referred to an
environmental crime investigative team to initiate an investigation (personal commu-
nication with Twan van Kraaij, 19 December 2025 ).

In addition to these broader and generic programmes, several short, highly specialised
courses focus on specific environmental crimes of high concern in the Dutch context.
The two-day EVOA (European Waste Shipment Regulation) course is a specialised
programme focusing on domestic and cross-border waste transport. Furthermore, the
three-day Fireworks course focuses on investigations into the illegal trade in pro-
fessional fireworks and their hazardous nature, particularly in connection with crim-
inal activities in which fireworks are used as explosives such as ATM raids, general
threats, and attacks on emergency responders (personal communication with Twan
van Kraaij, 19 December 2025).

443 Prosecution

Within the Dutch Prosecution Service, the Functional Prosecutor’s Office (FP, Functi-
oneel Parket) is a specialised and centralised branch, responsible for prosecuting com-
plex fraud and environmental crimes, as well as handling complex asset-recovery ca-
ses.'® The range of investigative or enforcement services with criminal-law powers that
can submit a case to the Prosecution is as follows: (1) National Police, (2) Regional
Environmental Police Units, (3) Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety Au-
thority (NVWA), (4) Human Environment and Transport Inspectorate (ILT), (5)
Customs, and (6) the Environmental Service (Omgevingsdienst) (Van der Geest, van
Onna and Hill, 2023). Nearly three-quarters (73.4%) of all environmental cases origi-
nate from regional police units, although their reporting practices vary considerably
across regions (ibid.). The way the FP approaches environmental cases depends on
their gravity and complexity. In case of standard and low-complexity cases, the major-
ity, the prosecution receives an official report (proces-verbaal) from a Special Investiga-
ting Officer’ and assesses it. These cases are processed administratively or through
simpler prosecution pathways. In the period 2012-2020, there were 38,212 cases of this
nature of which 66% concerned the prosecution of a natural person (Van der Geest,
van Onna and Hill, 2023). In more serious and high-complexity cases (so-called custo-
mised cases — maatwerkzaken), the FP not only prosecutes but also directs investigati-
ons. Between 2012-2020, these amounted to 3,659 cases, of which 61% concerned the

18  https://www.om.nl/organisatie/functioneel-parket
19  These are criminal investigations carried out by the aforementioned specialised investigative services and
enforcement organisations with criminal-law powers.
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prosecution of a natural person (ibid.). The Functional Prosecutor’s Office has three
options to respond to the investigated case: dismissal (conditional or unconditional),
Public Prosecution Service settlement (transaction, prosecutorial penal order), and ju-
dicial sanction (imprisonment or other sanction) (ibid.). In this deeply fragmented
and layered Dutch environmental crime enforcement model, the Functional Prosecu-
tor’s Office plays not only a decisive role regarding whether an administrative or crim-
inal pathway is necessary, but also facilitating and bridging cooperation among admi-
nistrative, regulatory, and investigative bodies. However, with very few specialised
prosecutors and judges, the capacity for further development and specialisation within
the Dutch Prosecution Service also remains a concern for other actors in the enforce-
ment model (Van Houten-Peschier, 2023). The limited number of specialised pros-
ecutors introduces a critical bottleneck, particularly in complex cases that require sus-
tained coordination between BODs and police units.

To support the comparative analysis presented in this section, the environmental crime
enforcement model is presented in Figure 1 to illustrate the institutional configuration
and relationships between key actors.
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Figure 1. Visualisation of the environmental crime enforcement model in the Netherlands

4.5 Multi-level national and regional coordination

The coordination of environmental investigations is embedded in a national steering
model under the authority of the Functioneel Parket. Within this framework, the Stra-
tegische Milieukamer (Strategic Environmental Chamber, hereinafter SMK) and the
Landelijke Milieukamer (National Environmental Chamber, hereinafter LMK) mana-
ge strategy and operations. The SMK, composed of senior representatives from the
police, the inspectorates (ILT, NVWA), the Omgevingsdiensten, and the Dutch Pros-
ecution, is a central policy-making body for addressing environmental crime. It meets
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three times a year to set overarching priorities based on a four-year environmental
crime threat assessment (Neve, 2023). The SMK began as an informal forum for dis-
cussion, and has been in function for over a decade, and the government has come to
increasingly regard it as the key body for coordinating and directing efforts against
environmental crime. In 2022, it was formally established as an official entity (ibid.).
The LMK, composed of Prosecution, Police, ODs and BODs, ensures operational im-
plementation by prioritising cases and assigning investigative tasks across the police
and the special investigative services (BODs). In many respects, the LMK functions
comparably to an INTERPOL-style National Environmental Security Taskforce (IN-
TERPOL, 2014), though challenges persist in balancing nationally steered priorities
with regional investigative capacity.

Important addition to the coordinating bodies are the Milieuberaad/ Functionerend
Milieuberaad (Regional Environmental Councils). These are regional-level coordinati-
on bodies where the police, Omgevingsdiensten, municipalities, inspectorates (e.g., ILT,
NVWA), and prosecutors meet. Their role is to translate the national environmental
crime priorities (set by the SMK) into regional enforcement strategies. They identify
local risks (e.g., illegal dumping, waste trafficking, regional industries with compliance
issues) and agree on division of tasks between administrative and criminal enforce-
ment. In short, they serve as the regional “bridge” between policy and practice.

Taken together, these developments in the Netherlands reflect a wider European shift
toward more formalised and institutionalised mechanisms for coordinating environ-
mental crime enforcement.

4.6 Conclusion

The current Dutch model of environmental crime enforcement is the product of deca-
des of evaluations and reform efforts (van Wingerde, Verbeek, & Bisschop, 2023). One
of the most significant milestones was the Mans Committee’s recommendation to esta-
blish the 29 regional environmental agencies that today carry out permit and enforce-
ment tasks on behalf of municipalities and provinces (de Ridder et al. 2008). The in-
tention behind this consolidation was to create specialist expertise, reduce duplication,
and improve coordination across previously fragmented authorities. Yet subsequent
assessments have repeatedly demonstrated that many of these challenges persist (VITH
Advisory Committee, 2021; Sorgdrager and van Aartsen, 2024). High-profile cases,
such as those involving Tata Steel and DuPont/Chemours further illustrate how struc-
tural weaknesses can result in prolonged non-compliance and limited regulatory ac-
tion despite clear environmental harm (van Wingerde, Verbeek, & Bisschop, 2023).

Taken together, these developments reveal a fundamental paradox at the heart of the
Dutch model. On one hand, it represents a sophisticated hybrid system that bridges
administrative and criminal enforcement, benefiting from sector-specific expertise
and specialised investigative agencies. On the other, the same hybrid and decentralised
arrangements create persistent fragmentation, coordination challenges, and uneven
enforcement outcomes. Multi-level governance structures such as the SMK and LMK
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at the national level and regional milieuberaden, were designed to mitigate these issues,
yet the overall system still struggles with unclear mandates, variable capacity, and
limited coherence across jurisdictions. The unique role of the Bijzondere Opsporings-
diensten exacerbates these tensions by blurring traditional distinctions between admi-
nistrative regulators and criminal investigators, contributing to institutional ambigui-
ties and operational frustration.

Although these structural tensions influence the Netherlands’ ability to address envi-
ronmental crimes, this report concentrates on police capacity, comparing the Dutch
Police with three European counterparts and outlining lessons for improvement.
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5 Spain

5.1 Geographical disposition

Spain is in the Mediterranean basin, recognised as one of the world’s biodiversity hot-
spots, characterised by high levels of endemism. It has the highest number of plant
species among European and Mediterranean countries, with over 8,000 species and an
endemism rate of approximately 23% (Rodriguez-Rodriguez, Sdnchez-Espinosa, &
Abdul Malak, 2021). Spain’s biodiversity is shaped by its varied climate conditions, a
diverse geography including mountains, forests, coastlines, and deserts, and its histori-
cal role as a key migration corridor for numerous species, particularly birds traveling
between Europe and Africa. These factors make Spain one of the most ecologically rich
countries in Europe.

Due to weather attractiveness, Spain presents an important case study of a country
whose identity and economy have been shaped by its expanding tourism sector. While
tourism serves as a vital source of income and economic growth, it also imposes
significant environmental costs. According to the UN World Tourism Barometer,
Spain ranks as the second most visited country globally, following France. In 2024 al-
one, the country received a record 94 million international tourists (World Tourism
Barometer, 2025).

Administratively, Spain is divided into 17 Autonomous Communities, each with its
own government and varying degrees of legislative autonomy, as well as 50 provinces.
Furthermore, Spain comprises over 8,131 municipalities and two Autonomous Cities
(European Committee of the Regions, n.d.). Spain’s system of environmental gover-
nance mirrors the country’s broader administrative structure that resembles a qua-
si-federal system with a high level of decentralisation. While this allows the 17 Auto-
nomous Communities considerable flexibility to adapt policies to their territorial and
ecological circumstances, it also creates difficulties in sustaining a unified regulatory
framework and achieving uniform implementation of environmental obligations
across regions (OECD, 2015).

All these extra-criminological factors are important when analysing the relevant police
actors’ capacity for environmental crime enforcement
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5.2 Environmental legal and policy framework

Although Article 45 of the 1978 Spanish Constitution explicitly affirms the right of
individuals to enjoy a healthy environment as well as the corresponding duty to preser-
ve and protect it (Tribunal Constitucional, n.d.), there is no single, consolidated statute
encompassing all environmental sanctioning provisions in Spain. Instead, administra-
tive sanctions are dispersed across various environmental laws, while criminal offences
are addressed solely within the Spanish Criminal Code. This fragmented legal frame-
work results in a complex and often ambiguous system, particularly with regard to
determining the precise moment at which an environmental offence is deemed to have
been committed (see Fajardo, Fuentes, Ramos, & Verdu, 2015, for a comprehensive
legal overview).

Specifically with regards to ecocide legislation, in July 2023, the Catalan Parliament
introduced a bill proposing an amendment to the Spanish Penal Code to include eco-
cide as a criminal offence. The bill received initial approval at the regional level, and is
currently pending further debate and voting, both within the Catalan Parliament and
at the national level in the Congress of Deputies (Stop Ecocide, n.d.).

5.2.1 Rights of Nature of the legacy of the Mar Menor case

Amid this fragmented legal landscape, the passing of Law 19/2022 represented a para-
digmatic shift introducing an unprecedented legal mechanism grounded in the Rights
of Nature doctrine and signalling a move towards more holistic environmental gover-
nance that acknowledges the role of citizen initiatives. In September 2022, with an
overwhelming majority, the Spanish Parliament passed Law 19/2022%, officially gran-
ting legal personality and rights to the Mar Menor coastal lagoon and its basin, mar-
king the first legal recognition of the Rights of Nature in Europe. This historic legisla-
tive development emerged from a Popular Legislative Initiative (PLI), initiated by civil
society and supported by over 600,000 signatures. The initiative was spearheaded by
environmental advocacy groups that had been active since 2016, in collaboration with
the Legal Clinic of the Faculty of Law at the University of Murcia (Vicente Giménez
& Salazar Ortuiio, 2022). The law was a direct response to the ecological collapse of the
Mar Menor, a consequence of more than three decades of cumulative environmental
degradation. These included unchecked urbanisation, poor wastewater management,
mining pollution, and the intensified expansion of agriculture and livestock farming.
Despite the lagoon's prior designation under various protective statuses, symptoms of
this crisis became alarmingly visible in 2016, with the appearance of the so-called
“green soup” (a manifestation of severe eutrophication), and massive die-offs of flora
and fauna from 2019 onwards (ibid.). Law 19/2022 not only grants the Mar Menor and
its basin the status of legal subjects but also equips them with “capacity to act’, enabling

20 BOE-A-2022-16019: Ley 19/2022, de 30 de septiembre, para el reconocimiento de personalidad juridica a la
laguna del Mar Menor y su cuenca, published in BOE No. 237 on 3 October 2022.

62



ENVIRONMENTAL CRIMES IN SPAIN 5.3

these rights to be defended and exercised. Consequently, the Mar Menor and its basin
is currently represented in 40 different legal proceedings, of which 13 involve civil so-
ciety organisations (Interviewee 18). This is possible thanks to the establishment of
Representation and Governance Bodies, which are part of the newly created Mar
Menor Ombudsman, supported by an independent Scientific Committee (Vicente Gi-
ménez & Salazar Ortufio, 2022). The recognition of the Mar Menor as a legal entity not
only set a legal precedent within Spain but also positioned the country as a pioneer in
environmental jurisprudence on the European continent.

53 Environmental crimes in Spain

Between 2004 and 2017, the number of environmental crimes recorded annually by
SEPRONA remained relatively stable, fluctuating between 3,871 and 3,494 cases annu-
ally. However, in the same period, the number of arrests rose markedly—from 661 in
2004 to 3,623 in 2017—indicating a significant shift in enforcement intensity and pos-
sibly in investigative or prosecutorial efficiency (Guardia Civil, 2018). A separate study
highlights the significant gap between reported environmental crimes and resulting
convictions. In Spain, for example, the report Wildlife Crime and its Prosecution: Ana-
lysis in Spain published within the framework of the LIFE SWIPE project, indicated
that public administrations recorded a total of 3,125 cases of environmental crime be-
tween 2015 and 2021. However, only 327 court rulings were documented within the
same timeframe and scope; a mere 10.5% of all reported cases (Cabello Medina, 2025).
At the time of the study visit, the most recent available data indicated that between Ja-
nuary and November 2024, approximately 2,221 environmental crimes were recorded
and processed by SEPRONA. These offences were distributed across the following
specific environmental crime categories:

63



5 SPAIN
Table 1. Environmental crimes recorded and handled by SEPRONA, January-November 2024

Crime Type Number
Crime against land-use planning (urban development crime) 682
Crime of mistreatment of domestic animals 420
Crime of forest fire 278
Other crimes related to the protection of flora and fauna 201
Crime of abandonment of domestic animals 142
Hunting crime 140
Other crimes against natural resources and the environment 79
Crime of water diversion from public use 78
Crime of illegal trafficking of protected or endangered species 38
Crime against public health with food products 28
Crime against historical heritage 27
Crime against the environment (illegal shell fishing) 20
Crime of pollutant emissions into the atmosphere, soil, or waters 19
Fishing crime 16
Crime of fraud involving electricity and similar resources 14
Crime of depositing or dumping toxic or hazardous waste or operating facilities with dangerous 13
activities

Crime against public health involving medicines 9
Crime of urban prevarication (urban fraud) 6
Crime of collection, transport, and disposal of hazardous waste 6
Other catastrophic risk crime 3
Generic crime related to land-use planning, protection of historical heritage, and the environment 2
Crime of violating safety regulations on hazardous activities 0
Crime related to nuclear energy and ionizing radiation 0
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Table 2. Overview of recorded criminal offences, administrative offences and number of SEPRONA
investigations in Spain, 2010-2020 (adapted from Alfaro Moreno, 2023)

Year Recorded offences Administrative offences Detainees/Investigations
2010 2946 115719 1151
2011 3471 133276 3086
2012 3185 140 166 1660
2013 2496 138 295 1610
2014 980 126 033 1334
2015 2505 119190 2274
2016 2690 113283 2598
2017 3213 109 478 2765
2018 3286 99 694 3010
2019 3806 104 090 3597
2020 4086 233893 3957

These quantitative findings were further contextualised during the study visit, which
offered a wealth of illustrative case studies related to the landscape of environmental
crimes in Spain. The prominence of offences against land-use planning may initially
appear unexpected. However, this was clarified in an interview with a Spanish green
criminologist, who explained:

Somehow [in Spain], we have been building in places where we shouldn't be building.
Now that the weather conditions are becoming more extreme, we are seeing the con-
sequences of that. For example, I'm sure that you remember what happened in Valen-
cia. (...) Nobody is talking about how the urban planning is happening not only in
Valencia but in the whole Mediterranean coast. We want a holiday place, so here we
go. (Interviewee 20)

The reference to Valencia, whose terrain and hydrological conditions have historically
placed the region at heightened risk of flooding, relates to the severe floods triggered
by record-breaking rainfall in October 2024%'. At the time, Valencia received roughly a
year’s rainfall in an eight-hour period, triggering intense flash floods that caused more
than 200 deaths, along with extensive material damage across multiple types of infra-
structure in 87 municipalities (Polo-Martin, 2025). Climatological and territorial ana-
lysis of the history of land use revealed that the inland part of this region is moun-
tainous, and that people have historically chosen to live and build mainly along the flat
coastline. Over time, the major transport routes were also built along the coast, which
resulted in a heavily urbanised coastal zone. In cases of heavy rain fall, the water from
the mountains is blocked or slowed down, making flooding more likely and more se-

21  https://wmo.int/media/news/devastating-rainfall-hits-spain-yet-another-flood-related-disaster
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vere (Eguibar, Porta-Garcia, Torrijo, and Garzén-Roca, 2021). In a separate interview,
an environmental academic and activist based in Spain remarked that no substantial
lessons appear to have been learned from this disaster, as uncontrolled coastal urbani-
sation continues unabated in the region (Interviewee 19).

Several other environmental cases were explored in greater depth during the study vi-
sit, including those involving the increasing waste crimes, genetic modification of saf-
fron, bluefin tuna trafficking, illegal farming, phytosanitary product trafficking, and eel
trafficking. The latter, in particular, occupies a central position in the landscape of en-
vironmental crime in Spain, as the country is among the primary sources of trafficked
eels, and records the highest number of seizures linked to this illicit trade (see
Pons-Hernandez, 2024). Furthermore, after China stopped accepting plastic waste in
2018, unlawful waste movements began to grow within the European Union, and Spain
became one of the main destinations for illegally discarded plastic, as revealed by con-
tent analysis of SEPRONA operations regarding smuggling plastic waste in and out of
Spain (see Pons-Hernandez, 2025).

The under-researched environmental consequences of the huge scale of Spain’s tou-
rism are not fully captured in the SEPRONA data, but were discussed in an interview
with a Spanish green criminologist:

Ive been living in a city heavily impacted by tourism, and we've also experienced se-
veral droughts. In Catalonia, for instance, we went without sufficient water for quite
a long time. What frustrated many people was that, while residents were subject to
water restrictions, tourists were not. Hotels still had running water, while households
often did not. That felt unfair. Another major issue is tourism itself. I don’t understand
how anyone could say tourism isn’t a problem. Take cruise ships, for example, their
environmental impact is significant. They pollute both the water and the air, and was-
te management onboard is questionable. In Tarragona, cruise ships dock for just a few
hours. They don’t contribute to the local economy; they simply leave their waste and
move on to Barcelona or elsewhere. So yes, that’s definitely a problem. Recently, I read
that sunscreen is highly toxic to marine ecosystems. Just think about the amount of
tourism along the Spanish coast: all these people entering the water with sunscreen on
their bodies. It clearly contributes to environmental degradation. One key issue is that
we often don’t even know what qualifies as an environmental problem, simply because
there isn’t enough funding for research in these areas. (Interviewee 20, green crimino-
logist).

5.4 Environmental crime enforcement model

As is the case in other countries, Spain’s environmental enforcement system extends far
beyond criminal investigation and encompasses a dense landscape of administrative
and regulatory institutions trusted with substantial supervisory and sanctioning po-
wers. Although this chapter primarily examines the development, structure, and inves-
tigative capacity of SEPRONA - the specialised environmental branch of the Spanish
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Guardia Civil - it is first necessary to outline the broader administrative and regulatory
framework within which SEPRONA operates.

At the national level, the Ministry for Ecological Transition and Demographic Chal-
lenge (Ministerio para la Transicién Ecoldgica y el Reto Demogrdfico, MITECO) exerci-
ses overarching responsibility for environmental and climate policy*. Its mandate in-
cludes the initiation of basic environmental legislation, transposition of the relevant
EU legislation, national planning, energy and climate strategies, coastal zone manage-
ment, and overview of the marine environment. MITECO works through several auxi-
liary bodies*, most notably the Hydrographic Confederations (Confederaciones Hidro-
grdficas), which manage inter-regional river basins. Water governance is subject to a
special territorial arrangement in Spain: the central government is responsible for ma-
rine and inter-regional waters, while the Autonomous Communities (ACs) regulate
intra-regional waters (OECD, 2015).

Similarly, the Biodiversity Foundation (Fundacién Biodiversidad)*, a public, non-pro-
fit organisation established in 1998, provides expert advisory services and conducts
public-awareness and conservation-related activities. Environmental regulation in sec-
tors such as fisheries, shipping, and ports is governed through additional specialised
regulatory frameworks (OECD, 2015).

Attheregional level, Spain’s 17 Autonomous Communities (AC) have primary respons-
ibility for implementing and enforcing environmental policy. Each AC maintains its
own environmental authorities and inspectorates, which function as first-line adminis-
trative inspectors. Regional administrations typically hold competencies for environ-
mental inspections, waste-management oversight, wildlife authorisations, enforce-
ment of environmental impact assessment (EIA) obligations, and administrative
sanctioning. They issue environmental permits that adapt national objectives to regio-
nal contexts, set regional policy priorities, plan and implement investment program-
mes, monitor compliance, and respond to administrative violations (OECD, 2015).
The term inspectores ambientales does not denote a single profession; rather, it encom-
passes a broad category of administrative inspectors across national, regional, and mu-
nicipal bodies, authorised to conduct inspections and issue administrative sanctions.
Where evidence indicates that an infraction may constitute a criminal offence, cases
are referred to SEPRONA for potential criminal investigation.

Each AC has an environmental department (Consejeria), often integrated with portfo-
lios such as agriculture, water, rural affairs, or territorial planning. These departments
are supported by specialised public entities, for example, Ihobe in the Basque Country,
the Environment and Water Agency of Andalusia, Gedesma in the Community of

22 https://www.miteco.gob.es/en/ministerio.html Accessed 7 December 2025

23 These are: State Meteorological Agency (Agencia Estatal de Meteorologia, AEMET), Hydrographic Confede-
rations (Confederaciones Hidrograficas), Commonwealth of the Taibilla Canals (Mancomunidad de los
Canales del Taibilla), National Parks Autonomous Agency (Organismo Auténomo Parques Nacionales,
OAPN), Institute for a Just Transition (Instituto para la Transicién Justa), Centre for Public Works Studies
and Experimentation (Centro de Estudios y Experimentacién de Obras Publicas, CEDEX) (MITECO, n.d.).

24  https://fundacion-biodiversidad.es/en/the-foundation/
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Madrid, and the Catalan Waste Agency, all of which provide technical expertise and
implementation capacity (OECD, 2015).

At the municipal level, environmental and urban-planning authorities form another
critical component of the enforcement landscape, particularly given the high incidence
of land-use and planning-related offences. Spain’s more than 8,000 municipalities hold
competencies for urban-planning enforcement as well as for addressing minor envi-
ronmental infractions, noise regulation, waste and water services, sanitation, and other
local matters. Municipal police forces typically handle administrative environmental
violations (OECD, 2015).

Collectively, these national, regional, and municipal institutions constitute the admi-
nistrative backbone of Spain’s environmental governance and enforcement model. SE-
PRONA becomes engaged when administrative violations escalate beyond regulatory
thresholds or where criminal conduct is suspected.

5.4.1 SEPRONA - History and development

In Spain, the agency primarily responsible for policing environmental crimes is SE-
PRONA (Servicio de Proteccion de la Naturaleza), a highly specialised branch of the
Guardia Civil, which is responsible for environmental crime prevention, investigation
(of both criminal and administrative environmental infractions), and intelligence. The
Guardia Civil, established in 1844 as a military police force, is the only national author-
ity tasked with addressing environmental crimes (Cabello Medina, 2025). The National
Police become involved only when these crimes converge with other serious crimes,
such as drug trafficking. In the regions of the Basque Country, Catalonia, Navarre, and
the Canary Islands, regional police forces also hold competencies in environmental
crime enforcement and may occasionally be tasked with handling environmental cri-
me cases. However, the Guardia Civil can also operate autonomously in these regions.
The cooperation with regional police is not compulsory and only takes place when
both agencies have an open investigation.

The origins of Guardia Civil are closely tied to rural areas, where the military police
operated in various domains related to nature conservation. Its establishment was pro-
moted by Field Marshal and Duke of Ahumada, who created the Guardia Civil Hand-
book, a compilation of principles and articles that regulated hunting, fishing, and fo-
restry, and even reflected a humanitarian mission in response to floods, earthquakes,
and wildfires (Cabello Medina, 2025). In 1988, SEPRONA was established as a specia-
lised branch of Guardia Civil to carry forward and expand this legacy of environmental
protection. The branch was created by General Order No. 72/1988, to carry out the
specific responsibility assigned to the Guardia Civil in Article 12 of Organic Law
2/1986 on Security Forces and Corps, which states that one of their duties is to “ensure
compliance with provisions aimed at the conservation of nature and the environment,
hydraulic resources, and the preservation of wildlife, fish stocks, forests, and other natu-
re-related resources” This was one of the measures taken to guarantee citizens' rights to
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enjoy the environment, as established in Article 45 of the Spanish Constitution (Guar-
dia Civil, 2021).

While its core mission has remained consistent, SEPRONA’ tasks and procedures have
evolved over time (Asensio, 2000). SEPRONA’s evolving structure and expanding
functions, culminated in the adoption of the General Order No. 29/2021 of September
9, which significantly strengthened its investigative role by centralising command and
optimising resources. This reorganisation also included the establishment of the Cen-
tral (Intelligence) Office for the Analysis of Information on Environmental Illicit
Activities, aligned with the objectives of the Spanish Action Plan against Illegal Wild-
life Trafficking and Poaching (Plan TIFIES) (Cabello Medina, 2025). Within the struc-
ture of the General State Administration (AGE), SEPRONA operates under the direc-
tion of the Ministry of the Interior, but maintains close collaboration with other
ministries, particularly the Ministry for the Ecological Transition and the Demo-
graphic Challenge (MITECO) (ibid.).

5.4.2 SEPRONA - General structure

The central SEPRONA unit/headquarters in Madrid is in charge of strategic direction
and general coordination. It sets overarching policies and guidelines, coordinates lar-
ge-scale operations, and maintains relationships with national and international insti-
tutions. Within the headquarters, SEPRONA is structurally divided into three main
units:

1. Central Environmental Operational Unit (UCOMA),

2. Staff and support department,

3. Department of International Cooperation and Strategy.

The third of these was a result of SEPRONA' involvement in the design and implemen-
tation of EMPACT operational actions (European Multidisciplinary Platform Against
Criminal Threats), along with its active engagement with international police organi-
sations such as EUROPOL and INTERPOL.

The designation of environmental crime as a priority area under the EMPACT?® frame-
work reflects both the strategic evolution of EU-level criminal intelligence and the in-
creasing prominence of environmental crime within the European security agenda. It
is important to note the central role played by SEPRONA in shaping this process from
its inception (personal communication, 12 June 2025). SEPRONA’s longstanding
involvement and leadership in the environmental crime domain have been instrumen-
tal in elevating the issue within both operational and strategic contexts in the European
Union. Furthermore, the establishment of a dedicated environmental crime team
within EUROPOL can be traced back to the deployment of a senior SEPRONA officer
to the agency. Beyond the structural aspects, investigative scope, competencies, and

25 EMPACT stands for European Multidisciplinary Platform Against Criminal Threats. It is a cooperation
framework used by the EU to address serious and organised crime that affects the European Union.
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quantitative outputs, this historical context highlights the proactive role of SEPRONA
as a driver of EU-level cooperation and capacity-building in the field of environmental
crime enforcement.

This department has also played a significant role in developing and joining projects
funded through European support instruments, with a focus on capacity-building,
cooperation, innovation, and research (Cabello Medina, 2025; fieldwork notes, 10-12
February 2025).

SEPRONA Environmental Crimes Central Investigation Unit (UCOMA)

The UCOMA serves as the main investigation and prosecution base of serious envi-
ronmental crimes, both at a national and international level, as well as offering techni-
cal and operational support to SEPRONAT territorial units. It includes the Unit Assig-
ned to the Coordinating Prosecutor’s Office for the Environment and Urban Planning,
headed by a specialised officer or non-commissioned officer, which operates in accord-
ance with the directives of the Environmental Prosecutor’s Office governance (Cabello
Medina, 2025).

UCOMA is comprised of six specialised thematic units, commonly referred to as GI-
MAs (Grupo de Inteligencia e Investigacién Medioambiental, - Environmental Crimes
Intelligence and Investigation Group), responsible for complex investigations requi-
ring a high level of expertise or those with national or international scope. These teams
and their themes are as follows:

GIMA 1 - wildlife and animal welfare

GIMA 2 - agriculture, food security/safety, illegal fishing

GIMA 3 - pollution & waste

GIMA 4 - forest fires and illicit water extraction

GIMA 5 - is a specialised unit dedicated to investigating illegal mining activities and
crimes involving archaeological sites (unlike other operational teams, GIMA 5 is em-
bedded within the Prosecution Office, and the team is highly mobile, frequently trave-
ling across different regions of Spain to conduct site inspections)

GIMA 6 - operates in the Basque Country due to the special relationship with the
Basque Country and their particular status.

These teams are specialised, highly adaptable, and led by an officer with the rank of
Major. They are an important agency/node in building and strengthening international
collaborations, as referenced in presentations and listed as a task typical of the investi-
gators (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

GIMAS operational capacity cultivates highly skilled personnel with strong educatio-
nal backgrounds, relevant highly sought-after expertise, and proficiency in English
enabling participation in international fora, however these competences may contribu-
te to a form of institutional brain drain. Field observations indicated that GIMA expe-
rience often functions as a stepping stone to careers in higher-profile international
bodies such as EUROPOL, INTERPOL, or EMPACT. While this upward mobility re-
flects positively on the calibre of GIMA investigators and intelligence officers, it simul-
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taneously presents an organisational challenge. Each departure necessitates recruiting
and upskilling new personnel, generating recurring gaps in institutional memory and
operational continuity (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Integrated intelligence-led environmental policing

Another distinct and unique feature of SEPRONA’ organisational structure, imple-
mented approximately 4-6 years ago, is that each specialised team is divided into two
equally sized sub-teams: an investigation team and an intelligence team. The intelligen-
ce tasks fall under the Environmental Crimes Central Investigation Unit (UCOMA)
and are later distributed by the Central Office for the Analysis of Information on Envi-
ronmental Illicit Activities (OCN), which cyclically issues BIMA - a General Opera-
tional Intelligence Environmental Information Bulletin. What is important is that
these sub-teams work in the same physical space, enabling a more efficient information
flow and real-time updates on cases. This integrated setup allows SEPRONA to active-
ly contribute to the broader intelligence cycle, which includes prevention, investigati-
on, and information production. Environmental crime intelligence is employed to en-
hance the service’s understanding of the evolving criminal landscape and to inform the
planning of actionable interventions. This includes the implementation of annual cam-
paigns or targeted operations directed at territorial units. This organisational develop-
ment was most likely inspired by the structure of terrorism and counterterrorism units
within the Spanish Police (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

SEPRONA Territorial Units

SEPRONA maintains territorial units within each Command of the Guardia Civil
tailored to the specific needs of each region. These units are typically composed of an
environmental crime investigation team and several specialised patrols (PAPRONAS
- patrols of nature protection and DEPRONAS - protected areas detachment) re-
sponsible for prevention, monitoring, and conducting less complex investigations.
Some SEPRONA detachments are specifically tasked with monitoring protected natu-
ral areas such as National Parks (e.g., Dofana, Cabaieros, Tablas de Daimiel, Ordesa y
Monte Perdido). This territorial structure allows SEPRONA to maintain a broad pre-
sence throughout the country, covering both rural and urban areas (Cabello Medina,
2025; fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

At a regional level, each territorial unit has an investigation cell that handles criminal
cases. At a territorial level, SEPRONA units deal with both administrative violations
and criminal cases. When a criminal case develops into a more complex scheme, the
central unit steps in to support the regional investigation cell or, if necessary, take over
and lead the investigation (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

In routine, small-scale cases, territorial units receive guidance and technical support
from the Central Operational Unit. A wide range of detailed manuals is available,
covering topics such as sample collection procedures, identification of protected spe-
cies, or incidents involving bird electrocution on power lines, a phenomenon typically
attributable to negligence or inadequate infrastructure maintenance rather than inten-
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tional harm. Territorial units are also tasked with intelligence-informed operational
directives, commonly referred to as campaigns, issued by the Central Operational
Unit. These directives are distributed in written form, are action-oriented, and fre-
quently address emerging trends in environmental crime, including their modus
operandi. The duration of these campaigns varies considerably, often ranging from
three months to a year, depending on the seasonal characteristics of the targeted envi-
ronmental crime. Examples of campaigns include those focused on the illegal trade of
eels, the protection of endangered lizard species, or the use of poisoned baits. Cam-
paign outcomes are typically assessed using quantitative indicators such as the number
of detected infractions or violations. Through these campaigns, SEPRONA territorial
units have become increasingly proactive and engaged. Although participation entails
an additional workload and necessitates concrete interventions, it is perceived as me-
aningful due to its foundation in actionable intelligence (fieldwork notes, 10-12 Feb-
ruary 2025).

Technical Support Group - GATMA

In addition to the specialised and thematic teams, two separate units carry out highly
specific, important functions in environmental crime investigations and represent an
innovation in the process of building capacity for environmental crime enforcement.
One of these is GATMA, a technological support unit, a team of four people, who, at
the time of the study visit, were planning to hire two additional members. Their pur-
pose is to support both central and territorial units with the basic and advanced tech-
nological tools related to environmental crime investigations. They provide technolo-
gical assistance in areas such as undercover surveillance, drone operations, satellite
imagery, camera traps, night vision data, GPS tracking, and the extraction of data from
phones and laptops. Although there is currently no formal training in the use of tech-
nology for environmental crime investigations within SEPRONA, during one of the
conversations it was observed that there is a growing openness within the service to
incorporate and rely on technological tools. At the time of the visit, discussions were
underway in several provinces about establishing local equivalents of this central tech-
nological unit. One of the team members said that just a few years ago, the existence of
such a unit and its technological capabilities would have been considered inconceiva-
ble (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Environmental Damage Assessment Unit

The second unit, the Environmental Damage Assessment Unit (Unidad Técnica, UT)%,
is responsible for calculating and preparing environmental and economic impact as-
sessments, referred to within SEPRONA as ELIP reports. Established in 2021, the unit
is primarily composed of externally seconded civilian scientists, including a biologist,
chemist, veterinarian, physicist, materials engineer, and art expert. On occasions, ad-

26  Although the unit was referred to as the technical support unit, in this report it has also been defined as the
impact assessment team.
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ditional external experts are brought in to support specific investigations. Each inves-
tigation led by GIMA concludes with a technical report produced by this unit often in
collaboration with civil society organisations such as SEO/BirdLife (fieldwork notes,
10-12 February 2025). The reports are drafted by scientists, a practice aligned with
judicial expectations, as judges tend to place greater trust in expert-led, evidence-ba-
sed assessments. In the past year, the unit received approximately 300 requests and
responded to more than 200 of them.

The creation of the UT reflects a strategic institutional response to the growing trend
of environmental degradation driven by economic gain. Though relatively new within
SEPRONA and rare even in international contexts, the UT, like other central units, also
provides support and technical assistance to territorial units. Importantly, the team
positions itself as a semi-independent entity within SEPRONA to preserve its scientific
objectivity.

The creation of the unit also represents a positive development in response to longstan-
ding criticism regarding the fragmentation of competences within Spain’s environ-
mental enforcement framework, particularly the lack of integration of expertise and
contributions from the civil sector. According to one interviewee, an environmental
academic and activist (Interviewee 19), the current system is marked by decentralisa-
tion and poor coordination, where legal ambiguity and administrative complexity fre-
quently obstruct meaningful and swift action.

5.4.3 SEPRONA - Prosecution relationship

SEPRONA is required to work in close collaboration with the Spanish Public Prosecu-
tor’s Office. There has been a marked increase in specialisation within the Spanish
Public Prosecutor’s Office in relation to environmental crimes. Since 2020, an Environ-
mental Prosecution Network has been in place, and the Prosecutor’s Office at the
Supreme Court has appointed a dedicated Coordinator for Environmental Crime
(“Fiscal de Medio Ambiente y Urbanismo”). This position is responsible for overseeing
and harmonising the work of prosecutors nationwide in this field (Fajardo, Fuentes,
Ramos, & Verdd, 2015). In addition, each province has designated prosecutors specia-
lising in environmental crime, with 3-4 in Madrid due to the higher volume of these
offenses there. The State Prosecutor provides overarching guidance to provincial pros-
ecutors. There are no regional prosecutors. Although the national prosecutor may be-
come involved in cases that span multiple provinces, direct engagement in specific in-
vestigations remains relatively rare (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

SEPRONA commonly plays a proactive role in its relationship with the Spanish Pros-
ecution. The common pattern is that a case is presented to the prosecutor once there is
basic evidence to begin proceedings. However, it the public prosecutor can also be-
come aware of a suspicious case and assign it to SEPRONA to investigate further and
determine whether any illegal activity is involved (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February
2025). In these cases, it is crucial to ensure clear delineation of roles and respect for the
distinct competences of each institution in order to avoid duplication of efforts, ineffi-
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ciencies, or potential conflicts between police and prosecutorial authorities (Cabello
Medina, 2025). The National Prosecution Office includes representatives not only from
SEPRONA but also from the Forest Rangers, and the local Madrid police. In this con-
text, the Public Prosecutor’s Office plays a central role in enhancing inter-agency coor-
dination and promoting a collaborative model among enforcement bodies operating
within the same jurisdiction (ibid.).

SEPRONA is a separate entity within the Guardia Civil. However, at the regional level,
certain administrative tasks can be shared with relevant and regional regulatory envi-
ronmental bodies. In addition, regional variations in environmental regulations across
different parts of Spain further influence SEPRONA’s duties and scope of involvement.
These responsibilities are also shaped by the country’s geographical and biodiversity
variation” (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Today, SEPRONA is recognised in Europe and beyond as a pioneer in environmental
enforcement and investigation, with a strong international presence. It has played a
prominent role in promoting environmental police networks in Europe and Latin
America, contributing to the integration of investigative perspectives into legislative
developments both in Spain and the European Union, as well as demonstrating a high
level of preparedness and capacity building (Cabello Medina, 2025). It has its own te-
levision show, SEPRONA En Accién (now in its seventh season)?, and has received
more than 600 awards, many of which are on display at SEPRONA’s headquarters in
Madrid (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

At the time of the study visit, SEPRONA comprised approximately 1,800 allocated po-
sitions, with around 1,500 of these actively filled. This operational capacity has remain-
ed stable in recent years and includes one central forensic laboratory®, 14 off-road
patrol units in national parks, 49 intelligence officers, 53 specialised investigation
teams, 50 urban patrol units, and 276 rural off-road patrols (Guardia Civil, 2018; field-
work notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Recruitment is constrained by the fact that only 80 graduates per year pass the final
exam and successfully complete the Guardia Civil training to join SEPRONA s units.
Although the salaries are considered adequate, it remains challenging to encourage
gendarmes to accept postings in remote areas of Spain, where attractive facilities for
their families such as employment opportunities for partners and quality schools for
children are often lacking. Conversely, the SEPRONA headquarters in Madrid has ex-
perienced significant growth in recent years in terms of staff capacity, resources, equip-
ment, logistics, and expertise. Five years ago, the headquarters employed 12 people;
today, that number has increased to between 40 and 50 (fieldwork notes, 10-12 Feb-
ruary 2025).

27  For example, SEPRONATs activities can be shaped by local conditions and circumstances, for example some
species can be protected in one area in Spain but not in the other.

28  https://hbo.max.com/es/en/shows/seprona-en-accion/b70a521d-991b-4843-bc4f-71b6455882d5

29  As part of the study visit to Spain, a one-day field trip was conducted on 18 February 2025 to El Centro de
Analisis y Diagnéstico de la Fauna Silvestre de Andalucia (CAD), a regional wildlife forensics laboratory lo-
cated in Malaga.
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To support the comparative analysis presented in this section, the environmental crime
enforcement model is presented in Figure 2 and illustrates the institutional configura-
tion and relationships between key actors.
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Figure 2. Visualisation of the environmental crime enforcement model in Spain

5.5 Strengthening the capacity of environmental policing in SEPRONA
5.5.1 Education and training

In addition to military training, SEPRONA offers the following training courses and

education related to environmental crimes:

1. SEPRONA admission courses: high superior course (for high-ranking staff), speci-
alist course for nature protection teams and patrols, investigation team course.

2. 14 refresher courses: online, in-house, specialised and tailored, delivered with the
support of external institutions e.g. CITES, waste, wildlife, noise pollution, forest
fires etc.

3. University education (master’s level) — in collaboration with Carlos III University,
University Centre for Guardia Civil (18 ECTS credits postgraduate degree in envi-
ronmental crime investigations with a curriculum including the following topics:
legislation, criminal typologies, inspection and evidence collection techniques, in-
terviewing witnesses, and technological tools for investigative support (Cabello
Medina, 2025).

SEPRONA's courses on environmental crimes are managed at the central level and are
delivered by the Civil Guard's Training and Development Centre, with most partici-
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pants coming from territorial units (Cabello Medina, 2025; fieldwork notes, 10-12
February 2025). These courses are also open to participants from other agencies and
the broader criminal justice sector. During the presentation of GIMA 1, it was noted
that over a four-year period, only two prosecutors had attended the course, most likely
due to a personal acquaintance with SEPRONA staff. Initially, judges were not invited
to these courses, but they now are; however, attendance remains low. This limited par-
ticipation may not necessarily be due to low confidence in the quality of the training
material, but rather to the fact that it is not offered by the judiciary or prosecution itself,
nor through official judicial training channels. SEPRONA is hoping to improve this
situation in the future (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Although one of SEPRONA’ strengths is its internal investigative specialisation, there
is a growing need for external expertise, often sought from institutions such as the
Spanish National Institute for Toxicology. Each SEPRONA team maintains its own list
of expert contacts to support investigations. Concurrently, SEPRONA is increasingly
being asked to provide external training, for example, to the Saudi police through the
I2LEC initiative (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

552 Environmental crime investigations

During our study visit to Madrid, we had the opportunity to learn about numerous
environmental crime investigations conducted by GIMA investigators. It became evi-
dent that SEPRONA possesses extensive experience across a wide range of case types
and employs diverse investigative tools. Among the most discussed were Operation
Garden®, a coordinated investigation led by Europol, with collaboration from France
and Italy, which uncovered a criminal organisation operating in Malaga and Barcelona
that fraudulently sold genetically modified gardenia imported from China, as saffron
on the EU market. Another was Operation Yucatan®, an investigation in Valencia that
revealed a case of illegal livestock farming involving the illicit trade of horses from
Ireland and the Netherlands, which were funnelled into slaughterhouses and entered
the food chains of Italy, Belgium, and France, despite being unfit for human consump-
tion.

The insights gathered during the visit were synthesised into five overarching themes
related to environmental crime investigations.

General insights

Environmental crime cases are predominantly identified and proactively investigated
by SEPRONA. However, there are also instances of collaboration with citizens, who
may report suspected offences through local channels. This was echoed in an interview
with a Spanish environmental lawyer, who said: "When I started 24 years ago, most
people only had a vague and distant understanding of criminal law or environmental

30  https://www.surinenglish.com/spain/gang-arrested-selling-20220404173855-nt.html
31  https://www.foodsafetynews.com/2022/12/europol-and-spain-lead-horse-meat-fraud-investigation/
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crimes. But now, citizens come to my office, they reach out to NGOs, and even approach
the prosecutor directly. There is growing awareness and increasing knowledge about what
environmental crimes are." (Interviewee 18). These citizen-generated reports, often re-
ferred toas "signals”, typically concern minor, locally managed infractions. Nevertheless,
such reports can occasionally serve as entry points to more complex investigations.
When indications of organised environmental crime with transnational dimensions
are detected, the case may be escalated to the central level of UCOMA (fieldwork notes,
10-12 February 2025).

In Spain, there is a growing shift from the application of administrative sanctions to-
ward the use of criminal sanctions when addressing environmental crimes. One of the
most complex and critical tasks in this process is the legal classification of the offence,
namely, determining which specific legal provisions have been violated. The selection
of relevant legal frameworks depends heavily on the particularities and complexity of
each case. Investigators may initially identify what appear to be only one or two applic-
able offences, but as new leads emerge and further intelligence is gathered, the scope of
the investigation may expand to include additional violations. Conversely, initial as-
sumptions about multiple offences may be narrowed as the case progresses, depending
on the strength of the evidence. SEPRONA informs the public prosecution of the
suspected criminal offences believed to have been committed, based on the findings of
their investigation. Ultimately, it is the prosecutor or judge who determines whether
there is sufficient legal and evidentiary basis to proceed with specific charges. While no
two investigations are identical, SEPRONA typically requires between 1.5 to 2 years to
develop an environmental crime case to the point where it is considered actionable and
can be submitted to the public prosecution (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).
The process of building a criminal case typically begins with the formulation of inves-
tigative hypotheses. The case is developed using a range of evidentiary sources, includ-
ing physical samples, witness testimonies, open-source intelligence (OSINT), and data
obtained through technological tools. In addition, SEPRONA draws on its own intelli-
gence capabilities such as internal records and specialised databases. One example
presented to us during the visit was the use of a fire database which documents suspi-
cious outbreaks of fires both from within Spain and other countries, to support inves-
tigative efforts in relation to waste crimes (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).
Guardia Civil provides SEPRONA with forensic services through its Criminalistics La-
boratory. However, in cases of more complex or resource-intensive investigations, SE-
PRONA also collaborates with the Spanish National Institute of Toxicology.

The complexity of environmental crime cases presents a double-edged sword. On the
one hand, the lengthy investigative processes, the advanced level of required expertise,
the scientific dimension of evidence collection, and the need to collaborate with mul-
tiple stakeholders can render these cases particularly challenging, thus they can often
be discouraging for officers. On the other, these very complexities offer valuable op-
portunities for institutional learning and professional development within the service.
Moreover, while a greater number of procedural steps in the commission of an envi-
ronmental offence increases operational risks for offenders, it simultaneously provides
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law enforcement with more entry points for detection, intervention, and successful
prosecution (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

During one of the conversations with SEPRONA investigators, it was noted that nature
and environmental conditions often inform the design and timing of investigations.
Operational windows may need to be extended or adjusted due to seasonal and we-
ather-related variations that influence criminal activity, for example, certain crops
involved in environmental offences only grow at specific times of the year (fieldwork
notes, 1012 February 2025).

Comprehensive investigative approach

SEPRONA adopts a comprehensive investigative approach aimed at illustrating the
broader context and systemic impact of environmental criminality. This includes map-
ping the entire criminal chain, identifying the countries that serve as points of origin
for environmental violations, those most severely affected, the extent of the environ-
mental damage, as well as associated risks to human health, occupational safety, and
major accident hazards. This “whole-of-crime” perspective enables investigators to de-
monstrate how environmental crime intersects with other forms of criminality and
societal harm (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

In conducting environmental crime investigations, SEPRONA strives to compile the
most robust and wide-ranging evidentiary portfolio possible. This is achieved either by
distinguishing and documenting multiple individual offences that support or facilitate
environmental crimes, many of which are financial or economic in nature such as mo-
ney laundering, tax evasion, or document forgery, or by engaging in convergent inves-
tigations that intersect with other criminal domains. The former strategy involves in-
corporating various auxiliary offences into the case file to reflect the financial and
logistical underpinnings of environmental violations. The latter involves collaboration
between SEPRONA and other law enforcement units, particularly in cases where envi-
ronmental crimes intersect with organised criminal activities such as drug trafficking.
In these cases, it was emphasised that effective inter-agency coordination is critical,
involving the sharing of intelligence and the strategic allocation of case responsibility
(fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Although this was not uniformly evident across all investigative teams, there is a gro-
wing effort to connect and contextualise environmental crimes within the broader
framework of public health. This emerging perspective acknowledges that certain en-
vironmental offences such as illegal waste management are likely to pose increasingly
severe risks to human health in the future. A pertinent example of this intersection is
the case of illegal fishing, where environmental crime directly threatens public health.
Specifically, the illegal capture and distribution of species such as bluefin tuna or Japa-
nese clams can introduce serious health risks, as certain naturally occurring toxins in
these species cannot be effectively removed through standard purification processes.
Some of these toxins are potentially lethal, highlighting the urgent need for integrated
responses that address both environmental harm and its public health implications
(fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).
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To our knowledge, SEPRONA does not employ specific Key Performance Indicators to
formally assess its performance (aside from the number of arrests). However, one va-
luable point of reference for evaluating investigative activity in Spain, or in any EU
member state, is the number of contributions made to SIENA (Secure Information
Exchange Network Application) concerning environmental crime. SIENA is a secure
communication platform managed by Europol that facilitates the exchange of sensitive
law enforcement information among EU member states, Europol, and relevant partner
agencies. During our visit, we were shown several graphs based on SIENA data which
consistently illustrated Spain’s strong performance and high level of engagement in the
exchange of environmental crime intelligence (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025;
Alfaro Moreno, 2023).

Technology

A key factor underpinning SEPRONAY investigative effectiveness and institutional
prestige is its access to a wide range of technical and technological resources. In certain
cases, SEPRONA’s equipment is acquired through donations or formal agreements
with other public institutions, for example Autonomous Communities or Hydro-
graphic Confederations, which aim to enhance surveillance and control within their
respective jurisdictions (Cabello Medina, 2025).

During the study visit, we were shown and provided with detailed explanations of se-
veral technological tools employed by SEPRONA, including: (1) surveillance systems
installed on fixed and/or portable platforms, (2) drones equipped with thermal ima-
ging, infrared, or light enhancement capabilities, (3) GPS tracking devices, (4) photo-
grammetric software, (5) a Base Transceiver Station (BTS) tracker, and (6) satellite
imagery. Among these, video surveillance emerged as the most frequently requested
form of technical assistance, with approximately 90% of operational needs currently
met through the use of 30 hidden cameras strategically deployed in the field (fieldwork
notes, 10-12 February 2025).

In addition to these physical technologies, SEPRONA also makes extensive use of
Open-Source Intelligence (OSINT) in its investigations. OSINT was described as a
central tool for data collection and intelligence gathering, supporting both strategic
and tactical dimensions of environmental crime enforcement (fieldwork notes, 10-12
February 2025).

Although the technological capacity of SEPRONA investigators is undeniably impres-
sive, an equally important finding was their nuanced awareness of both the capabilities
and limitations of these tools. For instance, drones were highlighted as particularly
effective in measuring smoke emissions during industrial pollution investigations, as
well as for identifying environmental hotspots or the early onset of events such as wild-
fires. Similarly, surveillance equipment yields optimal results when it is contextually
embedded within the local environment, for example, camouflaged to resemble stone,
timber, or even objects like fire extinguishers, thereby enhancing its concealment and
effectiveness. Photogrammetric software was cited as especially valuable in waste traf-
ficking investigations. This tool allows investigators to estimate the volume of waste in
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cubic meters, facilitating more accurate calculations of environmental damage and
strengthening evidentiary claims. However, during a presentation on waste-related of-
fences, it was noted that environmental crimes are often accompanied by false or frau-
dulent documentation. In these cases, investigators must rely on their own expertise
and judgement, rather than technological assistance, to detect inconsistencies and ad-
vance the case.

Interestingly, when discussing the potential application of artificial intelligence soluti-
ons, the response was notably unenthusiastic. AI was not perceived as an urgent prio-
rity, particularly when compared to the pressing need for increased human resources.
This reflects a broader recognition that, despite advances in investigative technology,
the effectiveness of environmental crime enforcement remains heavily dependent on
skilled personnel and situational awareness (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Environmental damage and impact assessment reports

Another highly significant and distinctive feature of SEPRONA’s approach to environ-

mental crime investigation is the mandatory involvement of the Technical Support

Team in every case handled by a SEPRONA investigation unit. This specialised team is

responsible for conducting environmental damage assessments, evaluating the econo-

mic impact, and producing technical analyses to support the legal framing of the case.

While SEPRONA previously relied on external agencies and independent experts for

these assessments, the development of this in-house capacity has markedly improved

efficiency, consistency, and investigative autonomy. This function is not merely
procedural but legally essential: in order for an offence to qualify as a criminal environ-
mental violation under Spanish law, investigators must demonstrate either the occur-
rence of serious environmental harm or the credible potential for such harm. Without
this evidentiary threshold, the case is likely to be classified as an administrative viola-
tion, falling outside the remit of criminal prosecution (fieldwork notes, 10-12 Feb-

ruary 2025).

The Technical Support Team follow a structured procedure to assess the impact of en-

vironmental crime which forms a critical component of the evidence base required for

criminal prosecution. The procedure involves three key stages:

1. Valuation of extracted or trafficked resources: The team begins by estimating the
economic value of the natural resources that were illegally extracted or trafficked.
This includes, for example, the market value of protected species, plants, or other
environmental goods. In making these estimations, the team often relies on input
from external entities such as relevant government ministries and civil society or-
ganisations.

2. Cost of restoration and recovery: The next step involves calculating the cost of en-
vironmental restoration or clean-up. This includes estimating the financial require-
ments needed to restore ecological balance, for instance, the cost of reintroducing
fish populations or rehabilitating damaged ecosystems.

3. Assessment of impact on environmental and social assets: Finally, the team evalu-
ates the broader socio-economic consequences of the environmental damage. This
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includes the impact on local businesses and income-generating activities such as
tourism or fishing which may suffer losses due to environmental degradation (e.g.,
polluted waters, loss of biodiversity).

The final report produced by SEPRONA’ Technical Support Team follows a standardi-
sed structure, ensuring consistency and transparency in the presentation of findings.
The key components of the report are as follows:

1. Authorship: Identification of the individuals or team responsible for preparing the
report, ensuring accountability and traceability.

2. Case background / antecedents: A contextual overview of the case, including rele-
vant historical information and the circumstances leading to the investigation.

3. Methodology: A detailed explanation of the methods used for data collection and
analysis, including the number and type of samples or data points examined. This
section establishes the scientific and procedural rigour of the assessment.

4. Study results: Presentation of the findings, often developed through collaborative
group discussions within the team to ensure a comprehensive interpretation of the
data.

5. Quantification of damage: An estimation of the environmental and economic harm
caused.

6. Conclusions: A synthesis of the findings, highlighting the severity and implications
of the damage and its relevance to the criminal dimension of the case.

7. Bibliography: A list of references and data sources consulted in the preparation of
the report, contributing to its credibility and reproducibility.

The preparation of SEPRONA’s Technical Support Team reports typically takes be-
tween three to four months, resulting in documents that range from 15 to 30 pages in
length. Particular emphasis is placed on the Conclusions section, which must be writ-
ten in clear, accessible, and comprehensive language. This ensures that key findings and
implications are easily understood by a broad audience, including prosecutors, judges,
and non-specialist stakeholders (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

To illustrate the work of the Technical Support Team and the process of preparing an
environmental impact assessment report, a case study involving the illegal fishing of
Lithophaga lithophaga, commonly known as "sea dates" (datiles de mar), named for
their resemblance to dates and listed under CITES protection, was shared during the
visit. These mussels are often distributed directly to restaurants without proper permits
or veterinary inspection, posing both environmental and public health risks. The
health concern arises from the potential presence of heavy metals in the mussels, which
require appropriate purification before human consumption. In this case, the econo-
mic damage was estimated at €20 million for just 5 kilograms of mussels. This valuati-
on included not only the commercial value of the trafficked species but also the ecolo-
gical damage to the marine environment caused by their extraction. Because these
mussels are embedded in the rock, harvesting them involves breaking the substrate,
resulting in irreversible harm to the seabed habitat. To determine the cost of the dam-
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age, SEPRONA collaborated with SEO BirdLife, which provided key valuation para-
meters (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

The valuation of environmental damage in such cases is highly dependent on spe-
cies-specific factors, including the organism’s maturity, gender, and whether it was
alive or dead at the time of seizure. When animals are transferred to wildlife recovery
or welfare centres, these institutions provide technical parameters used for cost estima-
tion. In the case of the datiles de mar (sea dates), the overall environmental damage,
encompassing habitat loss and species destruction was calculated by considering se-
veral critical factors: the irreversibility of the ecological damage (i.e., the impossibility
of restoring the marine environment to its original state), the survival status of the
mussels, the estimated cost of breeding them in captivity, and their listing under CI-
TES. The estimated damages did not include any public health component, as no direct
harm to human health was confirmed in this instance.

It is important to note that in this case, SEPRONA’s Technical Support Team was hea-
vily reliant on external inputs provided by ministries, civil society organisations, or
other expert bodies for many of the parameters required in these assessments. Team
members typically do not conduct fieldwork themselves except in cases deemed excep-
tionally serious. Consequently, the preparation of this type of report demands in-depth
species-level analysis, particularly for CITES-protected species, which are generally
assigned higher economic values due to their conservation status and legal protections
(fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Restoration and destruction of seizures

How do environmental crime investigations end? One notable challenge is the absence
of formal feedback mechanisms between the investigative and judicial stages. SEPRO-
NA investigators are rarely informed about how a case progresses in court or the natu-
re of the final ruling unless they obtain this information informally through personal
contacts. From a legal standpoint, many environmental crime cases handled by SE-
PRONA are considered successful, particularly when they result in prosecution and
sentencing. However, from an environmental perspective, the outcomes can be less
satisfactory, especially in cases involving irreversible ecological damage or limited
restoration options (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

Within SEPRONA's investigative teams, there is an ongoing discussion regarding the
practical challenges associated with the restoration of environmental harm and the li-
mitations of existing destruction facilities for seized environmental resources. A nota-
ble example concerns the handling of confiscated Plant Protection Products (PPPs). In
these cases, judicial authorities typically retain a small sample for evidentiary pur-
poses, while the remainder is designated for destruction. However, the destruction of
PPPs requires specialised facilities capable of maintaining extremely high temperatu-
res, such as 1200°C, which are both rare and geographically limited across Europe, and
even scarcer within individual Member States (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).
This infrastructural limitation is compounded by inadequate financial and logistical
support from regulatory and governmental authorities, which often fail to allocate suf-
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ficient budgets for secure disposal. As a result, the system becomes vulnerable to illicit
practices. In some instances, false certificates of destruction have been used to cover up
illegal disposals, or seized materials have been unlawfully retained and later removed,
sometimes under the pretence of theft after security seals were broken. These gaps in
enforcement infrastructure and overview not only undermine the effectiveness of en-
vironmental crime control but also the risk of facilitating secondary criminal behav-
iour associated with the mishandling of hazardous materials seized and processed
within the justice system (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February 2025).

5.5.3 International presence and collaboration

SEPRONA has a strong international presence, not only due to its active participation
in various networks and projects, but also because of its increasingly sought-after ex-
pertise, developed over decades, which it can offer to police services still in the early
stages of building their environmental enforcement capacities. SEPRONA takes a stra-
tegic approach, aiming to establish operational contact points in as many countries as
possible. These contacts help build trust and facilitate direct communication, which
would otherwise be impossible or significantly delayed through formal channels (field-
work notes, 10-12 February 2025). SEPRONA has led many of the major international
operations, both within and beyond the European Union. It has also played a pivotal
role in network-based actions and in supporting the creation of specialised police units
in other countries, particularly in Latin America (Cabello Medina, 2025).

The importance of international collaboration was emphasised in six presentations
held during our study visit. One of the most frequently mentioned collaborations was
G4 FIEP** Envi, involving the French, Italian and Portuguese Gendarmeries. This coo-
peration is particularly significant given the presence of military police counterparts in
these countries and their shared roles and approaches to addressing environmental
crime. Other key networks, collaborations and projects mentioned included, for exam-
ple: EMPACT?, Jaguar Network™, Life + Satec Project®, AI4 COPSEC™*, EnviCrime
Academy?”, European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF, Office Européen de Lutte Antifrau-
de)*, RASFF platform (Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed)*. Furthermore, some
of these projects have also allowed SEPRONA to procure equipment. Without this fun-
ding, SEPRONA would face challenges in quickly allocating internal resources for no-
vel or urgent investigative initiatives.

32 https://www.fiep.org/about-fiep/the-association/

33 https://www.europol.europa.eu/crime-areas-and-statistics/empact

34  https://www.envicrimenet.eu/the-celebration-of-the-general-assembly-of-the-jaguar-network-has-been-de-
veloped-with-the-presence-of-the-european-network-envicrimenet-to-promote-a-more-global-cooperati-
on-model-that-acts-with-great/

35  https://www.envicrimenet.eu/life-satec-project/

36  https://aidcopsec.eu/

37 https://envicrime.academy/

38  https://anti-fraud.ec.europa.eu/index_en

39  https://food.ec.europa.eu/food-safety/rasff_en
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A particularly noteworthy observation is SEPRONA’s participation in networks that
traditionally do not include police or policing actors. A prime example is the Food
Fraud Network (FFN)*, a specialised regulatory and administrative EU network crea-
ted by the European Commission in 2012/2013 to combat food fraud and related
crimes across Europe. SEPRONA is a member of this network through its work with
GIMA 2, making it the only police agency involved. All other members are typically
ministries of agriculture and rural development (fieldwork notes, 10-12 February
2025).

5.6 Conclusions

Among the various actors involved in environmental inspection and enforcement in
Spain, it is SEPRONA that occupies a central role in this system. SEPRONA exempli-
fies a highly specialised model of environmental crime enforcement, with a strong ter-
ritorial deployment all over Spain with prevention, administrative and investigation
capabilities. However, if the investigation requires more specialised techniques, territo-
rial units can be supported by the UCOMA integrating prevention, investigation, and
intelligence within a single operational framework. In addition, this intelligence-led
policing model is characterised by a strong international presence and cooperation.
SEPRONA’s comprehensive investigative approach increasingly relies on the use of var-
ious technological developments. However, one of the most distinctive aspects of SE-
PRONATs approach is its team of highly specialised officers and experts who are tasked
with producing environmental crime impact assessments. This work often involves
collaboration with civil society organisations, reinforcing SEPRONA’s multi-stakehol-
der orientation.

SEPRONAS historical development and growing investigative capacity demonstrate its
institutional adaptability in response to the evolving nature of environmental crimes
and harms. As noted by one interviewee, SEPRONA has played a pioneering role in the
prevention, detection, investigation, and intelligence gathering on environmental cri-
me in Spain, while judicial institutions have struggled to keep pace (Interviewee 18).
Despite its accomplishments, SEPRONA, like any other police actor in this regard, fa-
ces significant limitations and challenges. One such challenge is the risk of a brain
drain: as environmental crime enforcement gains prominence, the demand for specia-
lised expertise increases, yet few agencies are equipped to provide this level of training
or career progression, potentially undermining SEPRONA’s human resource capacity.
Another constraint raised informally during a coffee break at the study visit relates to
SEPRONA's ongoing efforts to decentralise operations and support capacity-building
within its territorial units. However, this process is progressing slowly, and it is preci-
sely this slow pace that currently constitutes the limiting factor.

40  https://food.ec.europa.eu/food-safety/eu-agri-food-fraud-network_en
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CONCLUSIONS

Despite the challenges, SEPRONA remains one of the best policing organisations to
learn from about capacity building for successful environmental crime enforcement in

Europe and beyond.
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6 Sweden

6.1 Geographical disposition

Among the country's extra-judicial and extra-police factors that shape the nature, ex-
tent, and responses to environmental crimes, three were most frequently mentioned:
administrative structure and governance, geographical disposition, and certain cultu-
ral aspects. Sweden is a decentralised country, divided into 21 counties and 290 muni-
cipalities which vary significantly in area, population size, and density. The governance
structure is typically one of the primary factors shaping a country’s environmental
enforcement framework.

Furthermore, Sweden has a total land border length of approximately 2,205 km (Nor-
dic Council of Ministers, n.d.), including a significant fixed border link to Denmark via
the @resund Bridge. Regional geographical differences and dispositions were also fre-
quently referenced in our interviews, often highlighting a North-South divide in terms
of population density and resource exploitation. The South was especially noted for
one of its defining national features - its harbours. Forests cover around 70% of Swe-
den’s land area, making it one of the most forested countries in Europe. However, these
forests are predominantly privately owned. Nearly half of all forest land is held by
individuals or families (approx. 48%), while private forestry and paper companies own
a significant portion (approx. 25%) (Swedish Forest Agency, 2023).

6.2 Environmental legal and policy framework

Although not unanimously echoed by all study participants, Sweden was often depic-
ted as an eco-conscious and pro-climate action country with a longstanding tradition
of environmental science research. This factor was also an important criterion in the
selection of Sweden as a case study for this research project. Sweden is frequently cited
as a global leader in waste management and circular economy practices, with a highly
efficient system that prioritises recycling, energy recovery, and a minimisation of land-
fill—less than 1% of waste ends up in landfills (Osazee, 2021). Another distinctive fea-
ture of Sweden’s environmental framework is Allemansrditten, known in English as
"Everyman’s Right" or "The Right of Public Access"- a uniquely Swedish legal and cul-
tural principle that grants everyone broad rights to access nature, regardless of land
ownership (Sandell & Fredman, 2010). This unique concept is enshrined in the Swed-
ish Constitution and allows individuals to freely roam, hike, cycle, camp, and forage in
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natural areas, even on privately owned land, provided they do not disturb or destroy
the environment or infringe on the privacy of others (Ervola, Mantymaa, & Uusivuori,
2024).

Culturally, many interviewees emphasised that Sweden is a trust-based society with a
strong work-life balance ethos. However, this cultural feature, in the opinion of many
of our interviewees, does not necessarily align with the current demands of environ-
mental crime enforcement, which often requires a more control-oriented approach
involving inspection and investigation beyond traditional working hours.

We have like this open trust thing with our authorities. It is the same as with the ap-
plication for getting a personal ID number when you come to Sweden. It's been quite
open and very easy to abuse the system. I think it's the same within the environmental
field that we sort of trust the people who want to do business within this field. It's easy
to abuse. I think it's a development from a more trust-based approach. There's also a
trend within the police, particularly in this field, that is currently undergoing change.
[Interviewee 6]

The primary legislative document governing approaches to environmental crime in
Sweden is the 1999 Environmental Code (Miljobalken), whose overarching objectives
and provisions were thoroughly analysed by Philipsen and Faure (2015) as part of the
EFFACE project (European Union Action to Fight Environmental Crime). The most
relevant legal provisions for police work are found in Chapter 29 (Penalty Provisions
and Forfeiture) and Chapter 30 (Environmental Sanction Charges) (Ministry of the
Environment, 2000). In the Swedish environmental law system, permits (tillstand) and
notifications (anmalan) are central instruments for regulating environmentally hazar-
dous activities. This legal framing also shaped how our police interviewees perceived
and approached environmental crime in their investigative work.

A permit is mandatory for activities that have a significant environmental impact, for
example, industrial operations (e.g., chemical plants, energy production), waste
management facilities, major construction or infrastructure projects, and activities
affecting protected areas or species (Lansstyrelsen, n.d.). Swedish law categorises such
activities into three main types: B-activities, which require a permit from the County
Administrative Board (Lansstyrelsen); A-activities, which require a permit from the
Land and Environment Court (Mark- och miljédomstolen); and C-activities, which do
not require a full permit but must still be reported (notified) to the relevant authority.
C-activities include smaller-scale industries, certain agricultural practices, and minor
land-use changes that may affect the environment (ibid.).

In 2007, there was an important legislative change in Sweden, discussed by some of the
interviewees, which represents a significant shift in the legal framework surrounding
environmental crimes. This reform modified the focus of criminal liability—moving
from evaluating environmental outcomes (i.e., actual harm to the environment) to
assessing the nature of the actions taken (or not taken) by individuals or corporations.
In legal terms, this is a shift from consequence-based liability to conduct-based liabil-
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ity, and as a result, it reduces the burden of proof for prosecutors (Philipsen & Faure,
2015).

While the 1999 Environmental Code represents a significant legislative achievement in
Sweden and beyond, one interviewee noted that both the Code and the prevailing in-
spection culture in Sweden were developed in a context that no longer aligns with
current environmental challenges. According to the interviewee, the Code emerged
during a time characterised by a linear rather than a circular economy, and was built
on the assumption that companies found to be in violation during inspections would
voluntarily improve their practices. However, the environmental landscape has since
changed. Today, there is growing recognition that a more control and enforce-
ment-oriented approach is necessary. Recent EU legislation, including the EU Envi-
ronmental Crime Directive, reflects this shift toward stronger regulatory oversight to
more effectively address the rise in environmental crimes (Interviewee 15).

An interesting example of this shift was the multi-agency Inquiry into the sanction
system under environmental law to explore how to better combat environmental
crimes, published in March 2025 (Miljostraffrattsutredningen, 2025), right at the start
of our fieldwork in Sweden. The 929-page Inquiry into Sweden's environmental crime
framework was referred to in many interviews and presents a comprehensive strategy
for reforming the legal and institutional approach to environmental crime - with a
significant emphasis on the role of the Swedish Police in detection, investigation, and
national coordination.

The Inquiry proposes that the Swedish Police take on a coordinating role in a new and
structured partnership involving key relevant stakeholders. One of the core responsi-
bilities of this partnership would be to identify and analyse risks and criminal methods,
produce an annual national situational report on environmental crime, and serve as an
information-sharing hub across the various agencies involved in environmental crime
enforcement. In parallel, each County Administrative Board, in collaboration with the
regional police, would establish a regional coordination function. These regional bo-
dies would mirror national efforts on a localised scale, focusing on risk identification,
reporting, and facilitating information exchange at the regional and local levels. Im-
portantly, the Inquiry also considered, but ultimately rejected, the idea of involving
inspectors from the administrative/supervision branch directly in police investigati-
ons, citing differences in mandates and legal standards (ibid.).

At the time of writing this report, the Inquiry had been handed over to the Swedish
government and was under consideration by the relevant stakeholders and authorities.
This proposal represents a significant institutional and strategic shift, positioning the
Swedish Police at the centre of national efforts to combat environmental crime. How-
ever, this recommendation is accompanied by caveats, as the assumption of a more
strategic role may strain police resources and expertise, capacities the Swedish Police
may currently either lack or be unable to lose. This finding is particularly relevant given
the police's present middle-ground position within Sweden’s environmental crime en-
forcement model, as discussed in the following section.
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At the time of the country visit, several other legislative, legal, and policy developments
related to approaches to environmental crime were also underway.

On Wednesday, 15 May 2024, the Swedish Parliament narrowly voted against six pro-
posals from four political parties to make ecocide an international crime under the
International Criminal Court (ICC). Although the Foreign Affairs Committee agreed
with the idea of outlawing ecocide, it advised rejecting the motions because the gov-
ernment already supports the concept and is working on it. Before the vote, Sweden’s
Ecocide Law Alliance led a campaign where 13 companies and business groups called
on the government to push for ecocide to become an international crime, both to pro-
tect nature and support fair competition for sustainable businesses (Stop Ecocide
International, 2024). In February 2024, six CEOs from diverse industries published a
joint call to action advocating the inclusion of ecocide as a crime within the jurisdicti-
on of the International Criminal Court (ICC). These companies are: SPP, Houdini
Sportswear, Icebug, Polarbrodgruppen, Svea Solar, and Rejlers Sweden (Ecocide Law
Alliance, n.d.). However, in one of the interviews, ecocide legislation was described as
primarily having a symbolic significance, reflecting a political decision. The intervie-
wee emphasised that to be taken seriously, this type of legislation must be preceded by
a thorough and meticulous national assessment of environmental risks and harms in
Sweden (Interviewee 4).

While there is no specific PFAS regulation or legislation in Sweden, one interviewee
referenced a groundbreaking Supreme Court ruling concerning drinking water conta-
mination from the Brantafors waterworks in Ronneby Municipality (Interviewee 14).
The water was found to contain extremely high levels of PFAS, originating from fire-
fighting foam used during training exercises at the Blekinge Air Wing. As a result, local
residents were found to have exceptionally high concentrations of PFAS in their blood
- a condition the Swedish Supreme Court deemed sufficient to establish harm (Supre-
me Court of Sweden, 2023).

PFAS presents a critical tension between science-based regulatory frameworks and ju-
dicial approaches to environmental harm. As a class of chemicals, PFAS are known for
their persistence, bioaccumulation, and increasingly central role in legal disputes
where establishing causality is scientifically and legally complex (Interviewee 14). The
Ronneby court case reflects a shift in legal standards, moving towards what may be
termed precautionary justice, where exposure itself is treated as a sufficient basis for
liability.

Under traditional regulatory science, such as the REACH framework, chemicals are
typically restricted only when adverse effects are demonstrated through toxicological,
epidemiological, or ecological evidence. By contrast, the Swedish Supreme Court ac-
cepted elevated PFAS levels in human blood as adequate proof of harm, even in the
absence of direct evidence of disease, emphasising the risk of exposure over the mani-
festation of harm (Interviewees 12 & 14). The Court’s willingness to act without con-
clusive evidence of illness marks a potential paradigm shift. It signals an evolving legal
philosophy in which credible risk, particularly at extreme levels of exposure, may suf-
fice to establish harm.
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The research project Whose Body of Water? Rights of Nature as Environmental Guar-
dianship for Sweden, is a collaborative initiative involving the University of Gothen-
burg, Chalmers University of Technology, and Jonkoping University. This project ex-
plores the potential for integrating the concept of Rights of Nature into Swedish law,
with a particular focus on granting legal personhood to Lake Vittern. The research
aims to assess how such legal recognition could transform environmental governance
and protection strategies for the lake. The project is funded by Formas, a Swedish re-
search council for sustainable development, and is scheduled to run from 2023 to 2027.
It involves interdisciplinary collaboration among experts in design, environmental law,
and social sciences (University of Gothenburg, n.d.).

At the time of data collection in Sweden, the Swedish Police did not have a dedicated
national strategy specifically targeting environmental crime that formally integrates
the police into a coordinated enforcement framework. As a result of the 2025 Inquiry
as well as the consequences of the EU Environmental Crime Directive, there have been
some initiatives and three joint discussions with other stakeholders to change this, as
indicated in an interview with a senior police officer who plays an informal strategic
role withing the Swedish Police regarding environmental crimes:

At the strategic level, we still have a lot to do. I think, thanks to the new EU directive,
we'll need to allocate more resources to this area. We have a working group in place,
and I've formally passed this on to my superiors so they’re aware of the upcoming
changes—particularly the demands on the police regarding training, the need for a
national strategy, and related developments. They are well informed, but we haven’t
taken any concrete steps yet. Developing this strategy is still ahead of us. It will be a big
challenge—but a good one. I really believe we need a national strategy, and right now,
we don’t have one. [Interviewee 2]

While it was evident during data collection that one of the Swedish Police's priorities is
to enhance education and training on environmental crimes, alongside improving
cooperation with supervisory authorities, some interviewees voiced concerns about
the complexity and, at times, the vagueness of environmental law, especially the EU law
(Interviewee 9). Compounding this challenge is the rapid pace at which environmental
legislation evolves. Additionally, for many ordinary Swedish business owners, these
environmental provisions are perceived as intrusive and unwelcome regulatory bur-
dens.

There’s quite a lot of opportunity for new environmental legislation coming from the
EU. I would say, overall, these are really positive developments, and I'm genuinely
pleased about them. However, they will likely clash with how we currently work with
supervision and the Environmental Code in Sweden. Our Environmental Code, which
was adopted in 1999, is built on the polluter pays principle—but also on the assump-
tion that polluters will voluntarily seek knowledge and do the right thing. It's not a
command-and-control model. It’s based on the idea of a well-informed society, with
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large, easily supervised units. But today, we have many small entrepreneurs, new tech-
nologies, new types of companies, and a lot more cross-border trade. This changing
landscape creates challenges for how we implement and enforce environmental regu-
lation. [Interviewee 15]

While national and international environmental regulation is expanding quickly in an
effort to address pressing ecological and societal challenges, this very speed and com-
plexity may be undermining its effectiveness on the ground. Law enforcement and re-
gulatory actors are expected to adapt rapidly, yet often lack the resources, clarity, or
societal buy-in needed to implement these changes smoothly. In other words, the regu-
latory system is accelerating in an attempt to catch up with environmental degradation
and economic change, but the institutions tasked with enforcing these laws struggle to
keep pace.

6.3 Environmental crimes in Sweden

In Stassen & Ceccato’s study (2020), it was shown that between 2000 and 2017 there
were 112,953 environmental and wildlife crime records in total; an average of about
annual 6,275 cases. In comparison to previous years, in 2004, there were 3,509 reported
cases, but only 267 were indicted (7.6%), 177 were prosecuted in court (5.0%), and 107
received judgment (3.0%); at the time none of these cases resulted in actual prison
sentences (BRA, 2006).

Stassen & Ceccato’s study combined police records with newspaper articles (media
archives) in Sweden from 2000 to 2017 and revealed that environmental crimes do not
follow a random pattern, but occur under specific and unique circumstantial, cultural,
and/or economic circumstances of a region. Of the 290 Swedish municipalities, the
authors classified 112 as urban areas (total population approx. 7 million), 156 as acces-
sible rural (total population approx. 3 million), and 22 as remote rural (total populati-
on approx. 140,000) (Stassen and Ceccato, 2020). The higher proportion of chemical
environmental crimes were reported in remote rural areas (24% compared with 19% in
urban areas and 14% in accessible rural). There were also greater proportions of nature
and wildlife crimes in non-urban areas, which makes intuitive sense given the greater
opportunities for accessing nature outside of large cities. Conversely, minor offenses,
such as residential waste burning represent a larger proportion of cases in more urba-
nised municipalities (43% urban, 36% accessible rural, and 26% remote rural), where-
as the relative occurrence of serious environmental and wildlife crimes is about 20%,
regardless of urbanity. The northern hot spots are likely attributable to heavy industri-
al mining activity in the region. They also show that although the majority of cases are
minor crimes, particularly in urban municipalities, many of the more serious crimes
show chronic temporal and spatial patterns in more rural and remote areas. The per-
sistence of a number of serious crimes over time is interpreted as an indication that the
costs of breaking environmental law are low relative to economic gains. The study
notes that although crime is generally considered an urban phenomenon, nature is a
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most convenient crime scene. Even though illegal waste dumping or hunting is more
likely to occur in rural areas, production in urban areas might still have a (illegal) was-
te continuation through disposal in rural areas. This picture is now complemented by
official statistics from the Swedish Police and Prosecution Service obtained during the

data collection process.

Table 3. Number of recorded environmental crime cases per police region in Sweden, 2022-April 2025

2022 2023 2024 2025
(until April)
Bergslagen 213 194 196 77
Central Region 198 216 235 78
Northern Region 247 280 325 121
Stockholm 365 470 556 159
Southern Region 386 483 608 183
Western Region 325 374 503 129
Eastern Region 164 207 227 77
NOA* 112 119 97 30
In total 2010 2343 2747 854
* NOA - Sweden’s Department of National Operations, it leads and coordinates actions against organised crime.
Table 4. Types and number of recorded environmental crimes in Sweden by category, 2020-2024
2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Environmental crime (including aggravated) 1008 848 815 821 1031
Hazardous chemical management, unlawful 61 69 60 132 246
chemical handling, chemical registration offenses
Unauthorised environmental activity due to lack of 256 266 255 345 382
permit
Unauthorised environmental activity through 259 201 253 304 322
breach of permit conditions
Obstruction of environmental control 32 27 34 40 33
Deficient environmental information 30 22 6 60 60
Offenses against protected areas 421 388 361 381 382
Species protection crime (including aggravated) 109 122 127 142 117
Other offenses against the Environmental Code 67 41 39 48 56
Unauthorised domestic waste transport 22 25 21 38 63
Unauthorised cross-border waste transport (within, 30 34 38 30 54
to, and from the EU)
Unauthorised handling of an invasive alien species 2 8 2 2 1
In total 2297 2051 2011 2343 2747
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In addition, data obtained from the Swedish Prosecution during the data collection
period show that in 2023 there were 315 court sentences issued for environmental
crimes that ended with corporate fines and 112 with personal liability.

Table 5. Number of judgments or issued penal orders involving corporate fines in Sweden, 2023

Amount Prosecution:

Unit 1. Penal Order 2. District Court 3. Court of Appeal Total
Judgment Judgment

Gothenburg 43 4 2 49

Jénképing 36 1 37

Malmé 82 5 87

Stockholm 71 1 72

Ostersund 63 7 70

Total 295 18 2 315

Table 6. Number of judgments or issued penal orders involving personal liability in Sweden, 2023

Amount Prosecution:

Unit 1. Penal Order 2. District Court 3. Court of Appeal Total
Judgment Judgment

Gothenburg 15 10 25

Jonkoping 8 1 9

Malmo 32 9 2 43

Stockholm 11 4 15

Ostersund 14 3 3 20

Total 80 27 5 112

During one of the interviews with a police officer, it was suggested that a key distincti-
on in corporate liability is that prosecutors do not need to prove individual culpability.
This reflects a lower burden of proof, which makes it easier for prosecutors to pursue
sanctions against companies.

When we investigate company fines, we don’t have to identify exactly who in the com-
pany did something wrong. It’s enough to say that something went wrong within the
company, and that someone responsible didn’t do enough to prevent it. That makes it

easier for the prosecutor, because the burden of proof is lower. [Interviewee 2]

The majority of the cases presented above are related to compliance with permit and
notification requirements. Some may perceive this line of environmental enforcement
as routine, localised, uninspiring and too straightforward. However, a civilian investi-
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gator (Interviewee 6) defended its importance and pragmatism. The interviewee said
that this professional routine shows a deeper normative commitment to regulation as
a form of structural integrity.

Despite having access to statistics, many of the interviewees expressed a need for
having a broader and bigger picture of the scope, extent and prevalence of environ-
mental crimes in Sweden. During the interviews, many references were made to waste
crimes, transboundary waste shipping, black mass cases, illegal car grinding or end-of-
life vehicle processing, burning household waste, the use of creosote-impregnated
wood, or Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), however there is no single docu-
ment that compiles and analyses the prevalence of these environmental harms. The
following excerpt from a civilian environmental crime investigator from the Swedish
Police illustrates this point:

I think one important issue is that we lack a comprehensive picture of what's happe-
ning in our field across Sweden. We don’t have the resources or analytical capacity to
compile that kind of information. Instead, we work on individual cases in isolation. In
the best-case scenario, we send some information to our intelligence unit to put things
together. But we don’t have a dedicated officer to manage that information and share
it with us—someone who can create those synergies. For example, recognizing that
something happening in one part of the country is connected to our area. Right now,
we operate quite separately, and we really need that kind of resource, but we just don’t
have it. [Interviewee 6]

At the time of the fieldwork in Sweden, the information was shared that the second
government assignment coordinated by the Environmental Protection Agency, of
which the Swedish Police is part of along with 9 other agencies, is supposed to address
this gap.

The interviewed environmental crime investigators, whether police officers or civili-
ans, shared that they have little or no experience with high-profile large environmental
crime cases. Most cases dealt with by the Swedish Police relate to compliance or neg-
ligence with permit, notification violations. However, none of the respondents were
aware which low-profile case was in fact an element of bigger criminal chain, as revea-
led in the Think Pink case. This high-profile case study was mentioned and referred to
by almost every single interviewee.

6.3.1 Think Pink case - case Rosa

The Think Pink case is regarded as Sweden's largest known environmental crime case
and trial, involving the illegal dumping of approximately 200,000 tonnes of waste
across 21 sites in 15 Swedish municipalities between 2015 and 2020. Eleven individ-
uals, including former CEO Bella Nilsson (who now goes by Fariba Vancor), face char-
ges of aggravated environmental and economic crimes. The waste, comprising con-
struction debris, electronics, plastics, and hazardous materials, was allegedly buried or
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abandoned without proper processing, leading to significant environmental contami-
nation (Bryant, 2024). Prosecutors assert that Think Pink operated with no intention
or capacity to manage the waste in compliance with environmental laws. Investigations
revealed elevated levels of toxins such as arsenic, lead, mercury, and PCBs at the dum-
ping sites. The case has prompted municipalities to seek damages of 260 million SEK
(approximately €23 million) for cleanup and decontamination efforts (ibid.).

In June 2025, the Court sentenced ten of the eleven individuals for their roles in com-
mitting these aggravated environmental crimes. The main defendant, Fariba Vancor,
previously known as Bella Nilsson, who acted as the Group’s official representative and
was effectively in charge of its operations, received six years imprisonment for 19
counts of serious environmental crime. The remaining defendants received varying
sentences, while one individual was acquitted of all charges. In addition, the court im-
posed a business ban on the main defendant and three co-defendants. The principal
defendant and four co-defendants were also held jointly liable for damages of approxi-
mately SEK 250 million (Sodertorns tingsratt, 2025).

Many of our interviewees were involved in the investigation or forensic analysis of the
Think Pink case and were summoned as witnesses. There is a shared hope that lessons
will be learned from this case, which has demonstrated how regional differences in
practice can be overcome in order to build a complex, large-scale investigation. The
Think Pink case serves as an example of a multi-actor investigation that, in many ways,
united the country and facilitated interagency collaboration - an endeavour that is
otherwise often challenging.

6.4 Environmental crime enforcement model

As in many other countries, the Swedish Environmental Enforcement System is com-
prised of an administrative/supervisory part (municipalities, county administrative
boards, and Special Land and Environmental Courts) and criminal law enforcement
(police, prosecution, and criminal courts).

Based on our findings, we propose considering the Swedish model of environmental
crime enforcement as prosecutor-led, administrative/supervision-body-initiated, and
police-executed. The Swedish prosecution determines the merit of a case early on and
guides the investigation (Philipsen & Faure, 2015). In this model, administrative regu-
latory and supervision agencies act as primary detectors of environmental offences and
submit reports directly to the police. The police, however, do not inspect or detect
crimes independently; instead, they serve as an investigatory body under the close le-
gal and strategic guidance of specialised prosecutors. This makes the model highly
hierarchical, legally-driven, and reactive, with administrative/supervision expertise as
its original informational and reporting base.
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6.4.1 Police - Prosecution axis

The distinct feature of the Swedish environmental crime enforcement model is that is
based on a strong and dependent relationship between the police and the specialised
environmental crime prosecution REMA (National Environmental Crime Unit),
established in 2009 (Philipsen & Faure, 2015). Of the approximately 1 100 prosecutors
located all over Sweden, about 26 are currently working solely on environmental
crimes (Johansson Welin, 2022; field notes). The model is characterised by early prose-
cutorial screening, legal merit assessments, and investigation planning, ensuring that
only cases with sufficient evidentiary and legal grounding proceed. Prosecution plays a
central role and was also considered as one of the success factors of the Swedish model
during our study visit:

I think that’s one of the success factors in Sweden, there’s very good cooperation and
specialised units, as you know. I believe there are about 26 people employed now.
When I started, before the Environmental Code came into force in 1999, these cases
were handled by all kinds of prosecutors who weren't specialised. It was a disaster be-
cause, as you know, the legislation is complicated, and they had no idea what to do
with it. When they received one of these cases, maybe two or three in their entire ca-
reet, they certainly didn't prioritise it. So, it’s a great success that we now have this
national prosecution unit. [Interviewee 3]

However, given the increasing environmental challenges, evolving legislation, and ri-
sing societal expectations, several interviewees indicated a willingness for the police to
assume a more prominent and proactive role with a more diversified range of investi-
gative tools within the current enforcement model:

We are quite reactive. It's very rare that we discover cases on our own. One of my
colleagues recently found a case, but it was purely by coincidence, his neighbour had
noticed suspicious activity nearby. Otherwise, we usually respond to reports that come
in. Ideally, we want to be more present in the field, seeing things firsthand and working
with our informants. Some of this can even be done undercover. We definitely need
more of that, because I'm quite certain there’s a lot of hidden waste, old cars, abando-
ned scrap yards, and garbage that’s been buried or dumped out of sight. We need to be
more proactive and observant on the ground. Right now, we mostly react to reports,
whether from authorities or private individuals who notice something suspicious.".
[Interviewee 6]

The types of cases handled by the Swedish Police typically concern compliance with the
notification and permit requirements set out in the Swedish Environmental Code, as
previously noted. While these cases may not be perceived as particularly stimulating
aspects of police work, the interviewee cited above emphasised that even straightfor-
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ward and routine cases, particularly those involving companies that readily admit to
violations, play a preventive role.

6.4.2 National Police

In 2015, the Swedish Police Authority began a major reorganisation, the most extensi-
ve since 1965, in which 21 local counties were restructured into one national police
service, reducing the number of command centres from 21 to 7 (Br4, 2024). In Sweden,
police staffing levels remained relatively stable at approximately 20,000 officers be-
tween 2012 and 2018. From 2018 onwards, however, officer numbers increased, rising
from 20,040 to 21,981 in 2022, corresponding to roughly 205 police officers per 100,000
inhabitants (Statista, 2024). This increase is still below the Swedish Police initiative aim
to increase the number of police employees by 10,000 in the period 2016-2024 (Br4,
2024).

At the same time and for the same reasons as for the prosecutors, special environmen-
tal police investigators were appointed in the year 2000 (Persson, 2020). As a result, the
Swedish Police now has seven regional environmental crime investigation units, each
corresponding to one of Sweden's police regions: North, Middle, Bergslagen, East,
South, West, and Stockholm (Persson, 2020), which not only deal with environmental
crimes but also with work-safety crimes. Each unit is coordinated and manged by a
police investigation leader. However, these units are not only staffed by police officers,
but also increasingly by civilian investigators who bring much-needed environmental
expertise into police investigations —another distinct and interesting feature of the
Swedish environmental crime enforcement model. In 2022, of the 28,000 people em-
ployed by the police, only 70% had police training; the remaining 30% were civilians.
For investigators, it is estimated that approximately 30-40% are civilians. In some types
of investigations, such as fraud, this figure rises to as much as 50% (Bra, 2023).

To start with, when the legislation came into force in 1999, thats when things really
began to improve. We established a specialised unit, and quite early on, we realised
that certain types of knowledge—particularly ecological and biological—were lacking
among police officers. So, we decided it would be easier to train experts in those fields
to conduct investigations rather than trying to train police officers to become biolo-
gists. In the beginning, there was some suspicion among police officers about involving
civilians or biologists, but I think that’s changed now. We each have our roles, and I
haver’t heard anyone complain in recent years. [Interviewee 3]

Civilians engaged in environmental crime investigations in Sweden contribute a par-
ticular and sought after expertise in areas such as environmental science, biology, and
they may be more familiar with sampling ecological assessment. Civilian investigators
do not possess the coercive powers granted to police officers such as the authority to
conduct arrests, execute house searches, or perform formal interrogations. However,
unlike police officers, civilian investigators, especially those with academic or pro-
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fessional backgrounds in environmental science, often demonstrate a high level of in-
trinsic motivation. Of the seven environmental crime investigators interviewed during
the fieldwork, four were civilians and some admitted that their commitment is fre-
quently driven by a desire to see tangible environmental impact and to support the
effective implementation of relevant environmental legislation. Some of the civilian
investigators interviewed for this project previously worked as inspectors within the
administrative or supervisory branch of the system. This finding illustrates a form of
inter-agency professional knowledge transfer, characterised by asymmetrical mobility
from regulatory bodies to enforcement institutions.

As in many other countries, environmental crime enforcement within the Swedish po-
lice remains a relatively low-profile and less attractive specialisation compared to other
areas of police work. There is limited knowledge and awareness, both within the police
force and among the general public, regarding the nature of this work, the specialised
units involved, and their mandates. Interest in environmental crime among Swedish
police cadets remains notably low, as many are primarily attracted to more traditional
areas of policing. This is the case despite some teams introducing a shorter, six-month
probationary period (down from the previous one-year term) in an effort to encourage
greater participation. In addition, sustained efforts to enhance the visibility of environ-
mental policing have been undertaken by many of the interviewees who are investiga-
tors.

In the absence of a formal incentive structure, individual officers often take it upon
themselves to promote their work and the relevance of their units, engaging in self-mar-
keting and outreach to build recognition and legitimacy for this field. Environmental
crime investigators in Sweden, both uniformed and civilian, often use professional en-
counters as platforms to showcase their work—employing a form of strategic self-pro-
motion to enhance recognition and legitimacy within the field. This occurs in the va-
cuum of any formal incentive structure. This self-promotional tendency can be
understood as a form of symbolic positioning, where investigators actively construct
and project professional legitimacy in a field that often struggles for visibility and insti-
tutional support.

Environmental crime intelligence

At the time of the fieldwork, it became evident that environmental crime enforcement
in Sweden received minimal support from the national intelligence services. The intel-
ligence unit dedicated to environmental crimes had been significantly weakened,
primarily due to limited resources and persistent challenges in staff retention, particu-
larly as individuals with relevant expertise often possess skill sets that are highly com-
petitive in the private sector. Multiple respondents, including those from the adminis-
trative branch, expressed a clear need—and even a sense of longing—for improved
access to intelligence data. As one interviewee noted, "You need intelligence to be proac-
tive" (Interviewee 6), highlighting the essential role of intelligence in facilitating for-
ward-looking and preventive enforcement strategies.

99



6 SWEDEN

National Forensic Unit

Within the Swedish Police there is a Forensics Department comprising a small team of
environmental forensic experts (Nationellt forensiskt centrum, NFC). They receive
samples used and tested in environmental crime investigations, which on further
examination and classification are sent to private sector labs for further testing. The
overwhelming majority of the samples (80-90%) come from the inspectors who
represent the administrative/supervision branch of the environmental enforcement
system and are usually waste samples. The Unit does not have any international colla-
boration with any other police services or forensics units, but it is increasingly com-
mon for them to be summoned to give expert evidence in court. They provide a one-
week training course for police officers who are special environmental crime scene
investigators; there are about 24 in the country (personal communication, NFC, 25
June 2025).

6.4.3 Administrative/Supervision branch

In Sweden, environmental inspections are carried out under the Swedish Environmen-
tal Code (Miljobalken) by administrative bodies at both local and regional levels, in-
cluding municipalities (kommuner) and county administrative boards (linsstyrelser),
and they are referred to as primarily responsible for environmental supervision. While
their responsibilities often intersect, they differ in scope, scale, and authority.
Municipalities in Sweden are primarily responsible for supervising and enforcing envi-
ronmental regulations at a local level. This includes controls and inspections for activ-
ities classified as “C” under the Swedish Environmental Code regarding the activities'
mandatory notification (not permit), and the environmental safeguards that the muni-
cipality may issue in response to the notification.

By contrast, the Swedish County Administrative Boards represent the national govern-
ment at the regional level and hold broader supervisory responsibilities. These include
overseeing larger or more environmentally hazardous operations, conducting environ-
mental impact assessments (EIAs), and issuing permits for activities classified as “B”
under the Environmental Code. There are 21 County Administrative Boards who su-
pervise both “A” and “B” activities, although sometimes the supervision of certain ty-
pes of activities are delegated to other (larger) municipalities (Interviewee 8). Of these,
five have specific supervisory responsibilities related to transboundary shipments of
waste. These particular boards are geographically located near major points of entry
such as harbours or border bridges (Interviewee 15). A recent development within the
County Administrative Boards is the appointment of dedicated waste coordinators to
enhance oversight and coordination in this area.

Although the Swedish model is often described as prosecution-led, there is a highly
dependent interagency relationship between the supervision branch and police/pros-
ecution duo due to the reporting structure. An important yet often overlooked aspect
of Swedish environmental legislation is the statutory obligation for inspection author-
ities—including municipalities, counties, and other relevant bodies—to immediately
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report suspected environmental crimes, as stipulated in the Environmental Code,
Chapter 26, §2 (Swedish Environmental Code, 1998). This legal provision, introduced
in 1999, appears to be distinctive to Sweden and has had a significant impact on repor-
ting practices. Following its implementation, the number of registered environmental
crimes rose sharply from approximately 400 to 4,000 cases annually, suggesting that a
considerable number of offenses had previously gone unreported, possibly due to civil
authorities’ reluctance to confront local businesses.

However, intra-regional differences can be found in the willingness to collaborate with
the police, and the regulation also has many unintended consequences. In order to
avoid liability for failing to report, which itself could constitute an offence, authorities
sometimes file reports on incidents that ultimately fall below the legal threshold of a
crime (Interviewee 3). When a case is not processed or discontinued, this reduces in-
stitutional morale and the willingness to engage with the police (Interviewee 16). In-
vestigators from municipal or county administrative boards operate under significant
resource and capacity constraints, particularly in smaller municipalities where staff
must juggle multiple regulatory domains. This can lead them to select and prioritise
cases in which the company pays for the inspection (ibid.). As a result, collaboration
between the police and administrative or supervisory branches is highly dependent on
external circumstances.

A systemic issue in environmental crime enforcement, probably not only in Sweden,
emerges from a persistent gap between legal ideals and enforcement practice. Inspec-
tors often express mistrust in judicial outcomes, perceiving that reporting environ-
mental violations is futile due to frequent case dismissals. This demotivates them from
taking further action. At the same time, the police rely heavily on the administrative
branch for reporting and initiating investigations, yet they often struggle to meet the
evidentiary standards required for prosecution. This creates a paradox: when the police
are unable to prove a crime, they risk losing the trust and cooperation of inspectors,
further weakening the enforcement chain (Interviewee 11). The result is a misalign-
ment between legal frameworks, institutional mandates, and operational realities, un-
dermining the overall effectiveness of environmental crime enforcement.

6.4.4 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (Naturvdrdsverket)

The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) serves as the central authority
responsible for overseeing environmental protection in Sweden. Its core functions in-
clude policy development, the provision of guidance and support, and the coordinati-
on of supervisory activities among inspectors in the administrative branch. In recent
years, SEPA has taken on an increasingly important coordinating role in relation to
government assignments.

An example of a coordinating role by SEPA is the 2022-2026 assignment conducted
with the Coast Guard, the Swedish Police, the Swedish Customs, the Prosecution and
the county administrative boards of Gévleborg, Norrbotten, Stockholm, Skine and
Vistra Gotaland counties. The objective of the assignment was to prepare a compre-
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hensive risk assessment of illegal waste management in Sweden, and strengthen the
collaboration and information exchange among the relevant bodies dealing with the
crime. The final report is due by the end of March 2026 (Naturvardsverket, n.d.)*..

As part of this initiative, SEPA organised joint workshops two - three times per year,
with a particular emphasis on legislative review. In 2023, SEPA representatives conduc-
ted a national tour to promote new supervisory guidance aimed at shifting the pre-
vailing model from trust-based supervision to a more control-oriented approach (In-
terviewee 16 & 17).

To support the comparative analysis presented in this section, the environmental crime
enforcement model is presented in Figure 3 to illustrate the institutional configuration
and relationships between key actors.

Administrative /

Nations] Folice

1l

Figure 3. Visualisation of the environmental crime enforcement model in Sweden

6.5 Strengthening the capacity of environmental policing in the Swedish
Police
6.5.1 Police education and training

Environmental crime education and training within the Swedish police system re-
mains limited and fragmented, though gradual improvements are being made. In the
past, the University of Uppsala gave a six-week course. Currently, the environmental
crime course lasts four weeks and is given by the Police in a more concentrated manner
(Interviewee 3). Civilian investigators undergo an 11-week course at the Swedish Poli-
ce Academy, which was previously given in a hybrid format but is now fully online.

41  The interim project reports are available at https://www.naturvardsverket.se/om-oss/regeringsuppdrag/pa-
gaende-regeringsuppdrag/utveckla-den-myndighetsgemensamma-satsningen-mot-avfallsbrottslighet/
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Police officers, by contrast, can access an environmental investigation course and a
separate six-week course for crime scene investigation. In addition to the 11-week
course for civilians, there is an additional programme called FPU - function based
police education. This course has been developed especially for civilian police em-
ployees with an academic degree who are hired or nominated (if already employed) by
the police to become full police officers (Interviewee 11).

In general, the environmental crime education programme is on-the-job learning,
making the development process highly adaptive and practice-based (Interviewee 1, 2,
10, &11). There is a recognised need to strengthen basic training, particularly for poli-
ce officers, who must develop a better understanding of environmental legislation.
From a strategic perspective, enhancing foundational education is considered a priori-
ty for improving overall enforcement capacity.

6.5.2 Environmental crime investigations

As previously noted, each of Sweden’s seven police regions has a dedicated environ-
mental crime unit. Among the teams to which our study’s participants belonged, the
number of members typically ranged from 8 to 12. Not all members serve as investiga-
tors, but each team includes a designated investigation leader. Based on interviews,
individual investigators typically manage between 10 and 20 cases.

In most cases, environmental crime investigations begin with a case report originating
from an administrative or supervisory authority. These are promptly discussed with a
prosecutor specialising in environmental crime. The geographical size of police juris-
dictions, which varies significantly across Sweden, can influence the rate of environ-
mental crime detection. For instance, southern municipalities are generally smaller
and more densely populated, making them easier to monitor. By contrast, northern
regions require coverage of large, sparsely populated areas, posing logistical challenges
(Stassen & Ceccato, 2020). Another factor influencing reporting frequency mentioned
repeatedly in the interviews is the quality of collaboration between police investigators
and environmental inspectors.

During a personal communication with and presentation by Nubia Evertsson (28 Oc-
tober 2025) further information based on police data provided valuable insights into
the operational realities of environmental crime investigations in Sweden. The data
indicate that only a limited subset of recorded environmental crime cases proceeds to
the prosecutorial stage. Between 2020 and 2023, the number of cases forwarded to the
Swedish Prosecution Authority remained relatively stable at just over 100 cases per
year, before declining in 2024. These figures reflect cases that met the evidentiary thres-
hold required for prosecution and point to the inherent complexity of environmental
crime investigations, where evidentiary challenges, technical assessments, and legal
requirements can constrain the progression of cases.

At the same time, the Swedish Police appear to have made notable gains in investigative
efficiency. Average case processing times decreased substantially between 2020 and
2024, falling from approximately 329 days to 147 days, indicating faster case handling
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and potentially reflecting the effects of specialisation, organisational learning, and pri-
oritisation within environmental crime enforcement. Nevertheless, the persistence of a
sizeable number of open cases (around 1,000 in recent years) suggests that efficiency
improvements have not yet fully alleviated investigative workloads (ibid.). Taken to-
gether, these findings highlight a system characterised by increasing procedural effici-
ency and continued capacity pressures, particularly in light of the complexity and re-
source demands of environmental crime investigations.

The investigative toolkit available to Swedish environmental crime units is extensive
but largely standardised. Field inquiry and direct engagement are rare. The choice of
investigative tools depends on the severity of the offense and the legal thresholds go-
verning investigative powers. Cases are typically built using multiple data sources, in-
cluding municipal reports, interviews with inspectors (from municipalities or County
Administrative Boards), photographs, sampling, and on occasions, online informa-
tion. However, open-source intelligence (OSINT) is not yet used in a systematic or
structured way. Tools such as drones and helicopters are employed to monitor land
changes, and one interviewee mentioned the use of trained dogs for detecting hidden
cash. Investigators can also gain information from bailiffs and debt collectors to trace
business and financial histories. The use of informants is non-existent, and artificial
intelligence (AI) is currently only used for transcribing interviews. However, some of
the interviewees shared an expectation that advanced technologies will soon be intro-
duced to support investigations more broadly (Interviewee 3). It is worth mentioning
that Swedish Police are also participating in Perivallon, a Horizon-funded research
project that aims to assist law enforcement agencies across Europe in detecting and
preventing environmental crimes with Al-powered geospatial intelligence, remote
sensing, digital scanning, online monitoring, and risk assessment (Perivallon Consor-
tium, n.d.).

An important finding emerging from this study concerns a structural paradox in the
Swedish enforcement model related to the burden of proof (Interviewee 1 & 16). There
is a critical distinction between the investigative logics of the administrative/super-
visory branch and the police-prosecutor axis. While prosecutors must establish guilt
beyond reasonable doubt and support it with admissible evidence, inspectors typically
operate under administrative logic, which assumes that violations are not necessarily
criminal in nature. This mismatch becomes evident in procedural areas such as envi-
ronmental sampling, where, for example, prosecutors may require standards of evi-
dence that inspectors do not routinely meet.

Among the most significant challenges highlighted in our study is the importance of
sampling and traceability in determining criminal liability, which has arisen as one of
the most significant themes in the study overall. While support is available from the
National Forensic Centre, the complexity of tracing environmental contaminants is
considerable. One forensic expert noted that the physical characteristics of many che-
micals and pollutants make them nearly indistinguishable without contextual or testi-
monial evidence (Interviewee 4 & 9). For instance, sulphuric acid looks identical regar-
dless of its origin, which amplifies the complexity of its forensic traceability.
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Sweden has made improvements in sample collection, largely due to specialised trai-
ning and the deployment of environmental crime scene investigators authorised to
take samples. Samples may be collected by police forensic units (trained police officers)
or inspectors from municipal or county authorities. The latter has gradually decreased
as more trained police officers in this field are available. However, as noted by the fo-
rensic expert, a single case may involve multiple samples (Interviewee 9). Interview
data suggests that the willingness of inspectors to take samples increases when coope-
ration with the police is good. Some inspectors and police officers still hesitate, percei-
ving sampling as being overly technical or ‘too scientific’ (Interviewee 16).

It has been established that environmental crime enforcement requires a range of spe-
cialised expertise, depending on the nature of the case. When such expertise is needed,
in Sweden it is typically sourced externally and incorporated through expert witness
testimony. Many interviewees identified the Swedish Environmental Protection Agen-
cy as a key source of technical knowledge, especially given that police forces are still at
early stages of developing internal expertise.

Because environmental crimes almost always involve financial or economic dimensi-
ons, several interviewees emphasised the need to include financial investigators in en-
vironmental crime teams (Interviewee 1). Another critical role identified was that of a
data analyst capable of synthesising and interpreting diverse data sources, including
social media, geospatial data, and financial records. For instance, assessing waste volu-
mes—both above and below ground—and evaluating compliance with storage regula-
tions requires a much-sought after analytical capacity in some of the teams.

A number of indicators are used to measure police effectiveness in processing environ-
mental crimes. Among them are the number of processed cases referred to the Swedish
Prosecution, the time needed for processing cases, and the number of pending cases.
In addition, the number of fines issued or the number of interactions with other agen-
cies are sometimes used as informal indicators of police performance (Interviewees 5
& 6).

6.5.3 International presence and collaboration

While there are clear examples of the Swedish Police taking an active role at an inter-
national level, most notably through participation in EnviCrimeNet (its 2023 General
Assembly was held in Stockholm®), the overall international presence and engagement
of the Swedish Police in environmental crime enforcement remains limited. This is
particularly evident when compared with the more extensive international involve-
ment observed in the case studies of France and Spain. Nonetheless, more recent deve-
lopments point to a gradual expansion of international engagement, as illustrated by
the participation of the Swedish Police in the EU Horizon-funded Perivallon project,

42 https://www.envicrimenet.eu/the-swedish-police-hosted-the-envicrimenet-annual-general-assembly-meet-
ing-in-stockholm-as-part-of-the-swedish-presidency-of-the-council-of-the-european-union/
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which aims to develop a digital tool to improve the detection of illegal waste disposal
and to strengthen intelligence on organised environmental crime.*

6.6 Conclusions

This country report provides a summary of environmental crime enforcement in Swe-
den, with particular emphasis on the role and current position of the Swedish Police. It
explores the resources currently available to them, their capacity to address environ-
mental crime, and the changes anticipated in the near future.

The challenges and limitations identified during interviews in Sweden are not unique
to the country; they are highly relevant to other jurisdictions as well, though their sca-
le and manifestation may differ. Data collection took place during a period of para-
digm shift in Sweden, marked by the introduction of new legislative, policy, and
procedural proposals. There is growing recognition of the need for more substantial
police involvement in environmental crime enforcement. While the existing model
does not yet fully support this expanded role, it continues to perform a necessary func-
tion.

One of the most notable findings from the analysis of Sweden’s enforcement model is
the integration of civilian investigators into police environmental crime teams. This
development facilitates the inflow of much-needed environmental science expertise,
while alleviating staffing shortages and retention pressures within the police force. No-
tably, this internal diversification of expertise stands in stark contrast to the absence of
formal collaboration between the Swedish Police and third-sector organisations,
suggesting that specialised knowledge is being institutionalised within law enforce-
ment rather than sourced through external civil society partnerships.

Efforts by the Swedish Police to centralise environmental crime enforcement have been
significantly shaped, perhaps unexpectedly, by the Think Pink case. No other topic
emerged as consistently across all interviews. The case has served as a shared point of
reference, offering critical insights not only into the nature of environmental crime in
Sweden but also into the potential for multi-agency collaboration, even across regions
with differing structures and capacities.

43 https://perivallon-he.eu/
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7.1 Geographical disposition

France is the largest European Union country with a wide territorial diversity, span-
ning major river basins systems (Seine, Rhone, Loire), industrial corridors, mountain
ranges (Alps, Pyrenees), extensive agricultural areas, and the EU’s largest maritime
zone (Atlantic, Mediterranean). This geographical diversity translates into an environ-
mental crime landscape that is both varied and geographically dispersed, distinguis-
hing France from most other EU Member States.

Regions with high industrial density have historically been associated with elevated
pollution risks (EEA, 2019). For instance, the area south of Lyon, commonly referred
to as the Vallée de la Chimie (Chemical Valley), represents one of France’s most signific-
ant industrial clusters. Here, chemical and petrochemical activities generate heighte-
ned exposure to environmental risks and regulatory non-compliance issues, including
illegal emissions and the mismanagement of hazardous waste, among others (Intervie-
wee 22). Conversely, rural and protected regions such as the Camargue and parts of
Corsica face biodiversity threats linked to illegal hunting, wildlife trafficking, and ha-
bitat destruction.

Moreover, France’s proximity to Belgium, Spain, Italy, and Switzerland makes it a stra-
tegic corridor for waste trafficking, adding a transnational dimension to its environ-
mental enforcement challenges. As a result, regional and urban disparities are evident
in how local authorities and communities engage with ecological governance, sustai-
nability, and green transition initiatives. Cities such as Strasbourg, Lyon, Bordeaux,
and Grenoble, often governed by Green or Socialist parties, are frequently cited as
leading examples of “green cities” (Interviewee 22).

7.2 Environmental legal and policy framework

In France, more than 2,000 distinct environmental offences have been identified, dis-
persed across 15 environmental codes and several other legal instruments designed to
strengthen environmental protection. Key developments include the establishment of
the Environment Code in 2000, the adoption of the Environment Charter with consti-
tutional status in 2005, the Biodiversity Act of 2016, the Circular Economy Act and the
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Environmental Justice Act of 2020, and the Climate Act of 2021* (Bianco, Lucifora, &
Vagliasindi, 2015; Gendarmerie Nationale, 2022). In addition, the 24 December 2020
law (Loi n°® 2020-1672) created regional centres (“p6les”) which are specialised in the
environmental offences that come under the jurisdiction of each court of appeal, in
order to handle the investigation, prosecution, and judgment of complex environmen-
tal offences.”

Furthermore, ecocide is an offence under Article L. 231-1 in the Environmental Code.
This is something that is considered disappointing by some, as the offence is classified
as a “délit” (misdemeanour) and not a “crime", and it appears in the Environmental
Code, not in the Criminal Code (Interviewee 23). What is also noteworthy, in February
2025, France introduced one of the most ambitious legal frameworks with respect to
PFAS* regulation, which bans manufacture, import, export and placing on the market
of certain consumer categories containing PFAS from 1 January 2026*.

However, interestingly, the French legal system does not provide a single definition of
environmental crime. Instead, environmental offences are framed and classified within
the broader penal structure as contraventions (minor offences), délits (misdeme-
anours), or crimes (felonies). Major pollution scandals, when exposed, tend to be cate-
gorised and discussed as cases of corporate or white-collar crime rather than as envi-
ronmental crime per se (Interviewee 23, Interviewee 29). Most are administrative in
nature, becoming criminal only when administrative or judicial decisions are breached
(Bianco, Lucifora, & Vagliasindi, 2015). As one study participant noted:

From what I know, and from the work were doing together at the OFB*, France is
generally very advanced when it comes to environmental law. Honestly, I don’t really
see yet what exactly the Environmental Crime Directive is going to change in French
law, since we already have defined offences, criminal provisions, and a gradual system
of sanctions. As weve discussed, there are already many structural and institutional
strategies being put in place that cover the whole scope of the Environmental Crime
Directive, I believe. I even think that the Environmental Crime Directive itself was
inspired by certain aspects of French legislation. (Interviewee 29)

However, this complex and fragmented legal basis has direct consequences for law en-
forcement and the practical feasibility of environmental crime investigations. The dis-
persion of legal provisions across multiple codes complicates both the classification of
offences and the procedural steps that follow. Consequently, the fundamental question,
“How should an investigation begin?”, is invariably linked to the equally complex issue

44 Although the term “ecocide” is now officially recognised as an offence in the French law, the 2021 Climate Act
introduced a new offence aimed at serious environmental harm could amount to “ecocide.”

45 https://www.cours-appel.justice.fr/nancy/les-actions-des-juridictions-locales

46  Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances, which are a family of over 10,000 highly persistent synthetic chemicals
often called ‘forever chemicals’ as they do not break down naturally.

47 https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/JORFTEXT000051260902

48  The French Office for Biodiversity (Office francais de la biodiversité), will be discussed later in the chapter.
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of “Which law applies?” (Interviewee 28). This observation is reinforced by the Cour
des Comptes 2026 evaluation of the French water police, which identifies the com-
plexity, instability and limited readability of the applicable environmental legal frame-
work as a major obstacle to effective enforcement (Cour des Comptes, 2026).

7.3 Environmental crimes in France

In 2021, the French National Police and Gendarmerie recorded 31,400 environmental
offences (felonies and misdemeanours), representing an increase of 7% compared to
2016 (i.e., +1.3% per year on average), of which 7,647 were reported by individuals or
legal entities (usually direct or indirect victims) (Service statistique ministériel de la
sécurité intérieure, 2022). Nearly half (45%) of these recorded offences involved acts
leading to the depletion or degradation of natural resources, of which 55% concerned
illegal forestry or mining activities (i.e., 25% of all offences), and 29% related to brea-
ches of hunting and fishing regulations (13% of the total).

About one-third (34%) of the 31,400 recorded offences targeted animals, 11% related
to failure to comply with prevention rules, 4% to pollution offences, 4% to the trans-
port or dumping of waste (including cross-border waste movement), and 1% to the
trade or possession of protected wildlife species (CITES) (ibid.). Approximately 62% of
environmental offences recorded by the police and the national gendarmerie were
considered minor in nature (Service statistique ministériel de la sécurité intérieure,
2022; Frattini, 2022, as cited in Malochet, 2023, p. 9).

Approximately 64% of recorded environmental offences were disproportionately con-
centrated in rural municipalities and small urban settlements (fewer than 10,000 inha-
bitants). This concentration is largely explained by the nature of the offences: most
environmental violations—such as those related to hunting, fishing, and the exploita-
tion of natural resources—require access to natural spaces, which are more common in
rural or semi-rural areas (Malochet, 2023).

In addition, rural areas near major cities such as Paris are particularly prone to illegal
dumping of construction waste, facilitated by short transport distances, farm tracks,
and wooded areas that provide cover. However, this does not mean that urban areas are
spared. Cities face their own environmental issues including high pollution levels,
unauthorised dumping of bulky waste on pavements, watering by local authorities dur-
ing droughts, the keeping of non-domestic species by individuals or establishments,
and the proliferation of tags, graffiti, and other illegal displays (ibid.).

Furthermore, only 8% of suspects in environmental offences in France were legal enti-
ties, particularly in cases involving pollution, waste management, and breaches of re-
gulatory prevention duties (Service statistique ministériel de la sécurité intérieure,
2022). Legal-entity involvement was highest in the agriculture, automotive, and con-
struction sectors.

Among environmental cases handled by public prosecutors (excluding acts against
animals), those recorded by law enforcement agencies accounted for nearly half (47%)
on average (ibid.). More specifically, of all cases handled by prosecutors dealing with
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environmental disputes, one-third originated from the French Gendarmerie and 14%
from the National Police (compared with 36% and 50% of all criminal cases, respec-
tively), while 46% were referred by other administrations (national, regional, depart-
mental, municipal, or other) (Bouhoute & Diakhaté, 2021, as cited in Malochet, 2023).
In 2020, France generated 310 million tonnes of waste, 70% of which came from the
construction and public works sector. This was accompanied by a significant rise in
illegal dumping, with 36,000 illegal sites identified in 2021 (Senate, Information Report
No. 738 - 2021, cited by Gendarmerie nationale - CESAN, 2025).* The issue of illegal
waste dumping has gained visibility in recent years and was the subject of widespread
media coverage and national outrage in August 2019 following the death of Jean-Ma-
thieu Michel, mayor of the Var commune of Signes, who was struck by a van whose
driver had been caught dumping rubble in the countryside (Malochet 2023).

Between 2018 and 2021, Johnny Demeter was the main defendant in a trans-border
environmental crime involving the illegal transport of nearly 10,000 tonnes of waste
from Belgium into France. Under the guise of authorised waste collection, his network
posed as legitimate managers, falsified documents, and collected and transported in-
dustrial and domestic waste from Belgium into French territory—particularly in the
northern region near Rédange—before dumping it without authorisation on local au-
thority or private land. The operation yielded substantial profits (estimates exceeding
€1.5 million) and caused serious environmental harm, including contamination of wa-
ter bodies, yet the waste remains untreated. The trial, held in France, marks a signific-
ant criminal-law success, though from an environmental-remediation perspective the
case remains unresolved.*

There is a parallel economy in waste management, particularly within the construction
sector, accompanied by forms of corporate crime characterised by illegal dumping
practices—whether carried out directly by companies or through subcontractors who
fail to comply with waste reprocessing obligations. Introduced under the Circular
Economy Act of 2020, the implementation of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR)
schemes, based on the “polluter pays” principle, seeks to limit this type of environmen-
tal damage. However, it remains to be seen to what extent these measures will effecti-
vely reduce illegal practices (Malochet, 2023).

In addition, France has emerged as one of the leading countries in the debate on PFAS
(per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances) pollution, largely due to two major investigative
journalism initiatives: the Forever Pollution Project and the Forever Lobbying Project.”!
Launched in 2023, the Forever Pollution Project was a pioneering cross-border initia-
tive that united journalists and scientific experts to investigate and visualise the scale of

49  Gendarmerie nationale - CESAN. (2025, September 22). Déchets et criminalité environnementale : la face
cachée d’un fléau toxique (épisode 1/2 - état des lieux). Gendinfo - Terrain. Ministére de I'Intérieur. https://
www.gendarmerie.interieur.gouv.fr/gendinfo/terrain/dechets-et-criminalite-environnementale-la-face-ca-
chee-d-un-fleau-toxique-episode-1-2-etat-des-lieux

50  https://www.euronews.com/green/2023/12/19/waste-traffickers-who-posed-as-rubbish-collectors-then-
dumped-it-go-on-trial-in-france

51  https://foreverpollution.eu/
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PFAS contamination across Europe. Its findings, published in February 2023, revealed
nearly 23,000 confirmed contaminated sites and an additional 21,500 presumptive si-
tes, which were presented through an interactive map—the first of its kind on this is-
sue. Building on this work, the Forever Lobby Project, released in January 2025, unco-
vered the lobbying and disinformation strategies employed by chemical and plastics
industries to hinder EU regulatory efforts aimed at restricting or banning these so-cal-
led “forever chemicals” (Fieldwork notes, 23 January 2025, Interviewee 26 & 27).
Alongside the French national police and gendarmerie, other agencies are also autho-
rised to record environmental offences®™. Among them are: customs services, munici-
pal police, environmental inspectors of the French Biodiversity Office (OFB), and ter-
ritorial forestry officers of the National Forestry Office (ONF). In 2024 there were
126,604 inspections conducted by the OFB inspectors, a 12% year-on-year rise. Al-
though the majority of inspections confirmed compliance, the OFB recorded more
than 9,500 criminal offences against environmental law in 2024. These offences resul-
ted either in full investigations or in the issuing of simple penalties (OFB, 2024).

The effectiveness of the enforcement system and the activity of the courts remain weak
in this area. Data from the French Ministry of Justice indicate that environmental liti-
gation accounts for less than 1% of cases handled by the criminal courts between 2015
and 2019 (Malochet, 2023; Magnin et al., 2024). The Cour des Comptes similarly con-
cluded that, in the field of water policing, enforcement remains weak despite inspecti-
on activity (Cour des Comptes, 2026). Within this limited caseload, waste-related of-
fences dominate criminal environmental proceedings: 41% of cases during the same
period concerned pollution, of which 84% fell into the “rubbish and waste” category
(Malochet, 2023).

7.4 Environmental crime enforcement model

Existing empirical studies and scholarship demonstrate that France’s environmental
crime enforcement model is characterised by a deeply pluralistic, complex, and frag-
mented system of actors. This has been extensively documented in the comprehensive
report by Virginie Malochet (2023) ** and in the detailed analysis of the administrative
and regulatory dimensions of the system by Léo Magnin, Rémi Rouméas, and Robin
Basier (2024).

A wide range of institutions and services are authorised to conduct environmental in-
spections, record violations, and pursue enforcement actions. These bodies may be

52 In the period 2015-2019, 47% of environmental cases (excluding offences against animals) processes by
French Prosecution originated from Gendarmerie (33%) or national police (14%), while 46% came from
other administrative organisations (Service statistique ministériel de la sécurité intérieure, 2022).

53  While extensively comprehensive and meticulous, the report approached the issue from the perspective of
local governance, with a particular focus on the actions undertaken by local authorities. This is because the
report was commissioned in response to mounting concern among local authorities over the proliferation of
waste dumping across urban, semi-urban, and rural areas. The issue revealed a widespread sense of uncer-
tainty among mayors regarding the appropriate mechanisms and institutional responsibilities for managing
such offences.
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primarily administrative or judicial, more or less specialised, and include gendarmes
(military police), police officers, environmental inspectors, and wardens. Key actors
include specialised branches of the French Gendarmerie (OCLAESP/CESAN), the
French Office for Biodiversity (OFB), the National Veterinary and Phytosanitary In-
vestigation Unit (BNEVP), the National Forestry Office (ONF), the National Nature
Reserves Network (RNF), the Coastal Protection Agency (Conservatoire du Littoral),
the Regional Directorate for Environment, Planning and Housing (DREAL), the De-
partmental Directorate for Population Protection (DDPP), the National Police,
Customs, and local elected officials (Gendarmerie Nationale, 2022).

France thus operates a highly pluralistic, multi-layered, and institutionally complex
environmental enforcement system, blending administrative and judicial policing
across a diverse array of actors with overlapping mandates. This plurality represents
both a strength, through broad coverage and diverse expertise, and a weakness, due to
fragmentation and coordination challenges. The 2026 Cour des Comptes report on
water policing provides independent confirmation of this diagnosis. Although focused
specifically on water enforcement, it describes the system as being marked by instituti-
onal complexity, the presence of multiple actors, and persistent coordination challen-
ges (Cour des Comptes, 2026).

7.4.1 National Police

France is typically described as a dualist and highly centralised policing system struc-
tured around two national forces—one civilian, the Police nationale, and one military,
the Gendarmerie nationale, each of which has a distinct history, identity, organisational
culture, and operational doctrine (de Maillard and Skogan, 2020). At the time of this
research, and consistent with observations made by other French scholars (Malochet,
2023; Interviewee 22, 24 & 25), environmental crime does not constitute an opera-
tional priority for the French National Police. Cases involving environmental offences
represent only a marginal share of (National) police activity.

7.4.2 Gendarmerie - OCLAESP - CESAN

Policing environmental crimes has historically been part of the French Gendarmerie’s
local mandate, particularly in relation to hunting and fishing (Haberbush, 2023, as
cited in Malochet, 2023, p. 15). Within the Gendarmerie, the Central Office for Com-
bating Damage to the Environment and Public Health (OCLAESP), established in
2004, functions as a specialised interministerial judicial police unit responsible for
complex investigations into environmental and health-related offences (Jolly, 2021).
This is noteworthy as few law enforcement agencies combine environmental protecti-
on and public health within a single investigative framework.

OCLAESP is tasked with investigating complex cases, coordinating with partner agen-
cies across the enforcement chain, supporting regional units, providing training, and
conducting strategic forecasting. The office also serves as France’s international contact
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point, maintaining close relations with European and international police forces to
facilitate intelligence exchange, operational coordination, joint investigations, and par-
ticipation in EU-funded initiatives. In the past two decades, OCLAESP has established
itself as a key national and international actor in the fight against environmental crime
(Jolly, 2021; Malochet, 2023).

To strengthen the Gendarmerie’s capacity to respond to environmental crimes, a new
overarching command centre — the CESAN (Commandement de la Gendarmerie
pour I'Environnement et la Santé — Environmental and Health Command) — was
established in July 2023 under the authority of the General Directorate of the National
Gendarmerie (Direction Générale de la Gendarmerie Nationale, DGGN). ** CESAN
provides operational, legal, and technical support, and coordinates the Gendarmerie’s
intelligence collection and analysis on environmental crime. Its primary objectives are
to support field operations, enhance prevention, strengthen institutional partnerships,
and develop criminal intelligence capabilities in order to strengthen the preventative
actions against environmental crimes. It should also be specified that CESAN is now
responsible for managing the training programme for all environmental gendarmes
(personal communication with Sébastien Nochez, 30 December 2025).

The CESAN National Action Plan 2024-2027 is structured around four main objec-
tives, thirty-two measures, and six performance indicators. The first objective focuses
on strengthening governance in the fight against environmental offences by enhancing
coordination and accountability across all levels. The second seeks to mobilise all Ge-
ndarmerie units, integrating environmental protection into the daily activities of both
territorial and specialised forces. The third objective aims to expand training program-
mes, foster inter-agency cooperation, and develop dedicated tools to enhance investi-
gative and preventive capacities. Lastly, the fourth objective promotes a comprehensive
and integrated approach, combining governance, mobilisation, and capacity develop-
ment to deliver tangible results in combating environmental harm (Gendarmerie Na-
tionale - CESAN, 2024). Its implementation is to be monitored with the active involve-
ment of partner institutions. The plan is designed to be updated annually, with specific
priorities defined each year to guide operational focus and resource allocation. Since
30 January 2025, CESAN gendarmes have been authorised to conduct criminal envi-
ronmental investigations (Interviewee 33).

The role of the eco-gendarme has been evolving since the 1990s. It was first created in
1993 under a different designation—environmental relay trainers (formateurs relais en-
vironnement, FREE)—and renamed in 2003 as environmental relay investigators to
emphasise its judicial component. With the subsequent establishment of the OCLAESP,
responsibility for coordinating and training this network was logically transferred to
the central office, which now oversees EAESPs (enquéteurs atteintes a lenvironnement
et d la santé publique — investigators specialising in environmental and public health

54  Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs. (2025, April). Fighting environmental crime. https://www.diploma-
tie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/security-disarmament-and-non-proliferation/fight-against-organi-
zed-criminality/fighting-environmental-crime/
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offences) and 2EP (enquéteurs environnement de proximité — local environmental in-
vestigators). The EAESPs serve as liaisons between the central office (OCLAESP) and
the territorial or specialised Gendarmerie units to which they belong. They receive
specific training provided by OCLAESP, consisting of a three-month distance learning
programme, an examination, and a two-week in-person internship (Malochet, 2023).
It must be noted that the EAESP designation refers to a specific qualification or functi-
on, rather than a separate post. The gendarmes concerned perform this function within
their existing units, and the time they can dedicate to it depends on their operational
workload. As of 2022, the Gendarmerie had approximately 350 EAESP officers, aver-
aging three per department (ibid.). The appointment of (less trained) local E2P was
designed to strengthen the local environmental crime enforcement chain by suppor-
ting investigators, advising elected officials, and raising public awareness (ibid.).

At the end of the summer of 2022, following a series of forest fires that devastated se-
veral regions of France, the Minister of the Interior announced plans to “improve judi-
cial investigations” by “massively strengthening the resources of the OCLAESP” and
creating 3,000 ‘green gendarme’ positions. In reality, however, these 3,000 posts do not
correspond to full-time equivalents but to the additional functions in this regard (Le
Canard enchainé, 2022; Delbecque, 2020, both cited in Malochet, 2023, p. 19). As noted
by one interviewee, the evolution of eco-gendarmes represents a specialised skill set
rather than a distinct position (Interviewee 24).

The establishment of dedicated environmental units within the Gendarmerie reflects a
growing institutional recognition of environmental issues. As noted by several inter-
viewees, the Gendarmerie has become particularly adept at communicating its envi-
ronmental engagement to a range of audiences; however, this visibility does not nec-
essarily translate into substantive or sustained enforcement activity (Interviewee 25).
Beyond this dedicated structure, quantifying the number of gendarmes directly or in-
directly engaged in environmental policing remains highly complex. In practice, any
officer may encounter environmental violations in the course of routine policing du-
ties. While the designation of focal points or liaison officers enables the Gendarmerie
to claim a nationwide network of environmental correspondents, these officers are not
environmental specialists per se and are often reassigned to other priorities, which li-
mits their ability to develop consistent expertise in environmental crime (Interviewee
24).

Moreover, structural tensions exist within the Gendarmerie’s dual mandate. On the
one hand, it maintains close partnerships with the agricultural sector and rural consti-
tuencies; on the other, it is also tasked with enforcing environmental protection laws—
sometimes against the very actors with whom it collaborates. The Déméter unit, crea-
ted within the Gendarmerie nationale in 2019% through a partnership agreement with
the agricultural unions FNSEA and Jeunes Agriculteurs, illustrates the blurred boun-

55  https://www.gendarmerie.interieur.gouv.fr/gendinfo/terrain/immersion/2020/qu-est-ce-que-demeter-la-
nouvelle-cellule-destinee-a-proteger-les-agriculteurs
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daries between policing, industry interests, and political pressure in the field of envi-
ronmental governance (Interviewee 34 and 35).

Officially justified as a response to so-called agribashing, the unit was mandated not
only to address offences against agricultural property, such as tractor or GPS thetfts,
which were prominently cited at the time, but also to monitor “actions of an ideologi-
cal nature” critical of intensive farming. In practice, this referred primarily to ani-
mal-protection organisations that documented, through filming in slaughterhouses or
farms, instances of animal mistreatment, including beatings or other forms of abuse
(Interviewee 34 and 35). This expansion into the surveillance of lawful activist activ-
ities has sparked sustained criticism from NGOs, legal scholars, and civil-liberties ad-
vocates, who argue that it risks conflating dissent with threat and creating a de facto
offence of opinion.* This dual positioning increasingly requires the institution to bal-
ance its traditional rural legitimacy with emerging ecological priorities, a tension that
may become more pronounced as environmental enforcement expands (Interviewee
25).

7.4.3 Environmental Inspectors (Inspecteurs de l'environnement, IE)

Since 2012, environmental inspectors have also formed part of the environmental en-
forcement chain in France. These inspectors operate within decentralised government
departments, headed by regional and departmental prefects, and are based in directo-
rates responsible for planning, housing, territorial management, or population protec-
tion, as well as within the French Office for Biodiversity and national parks.

Typically trained in engineering or technical disciplines, these officials are commissio-
ned by the Ministry of Ecology and sworn in by the judicial court, authorising them to
investigate and record offences under the Environment Code and relevant provisions
of the Criminal Code relating to illegal waste disposal. In practice, however, their work
is primarily oriented towards administrative policing rather than judicial investigati-
ons. They operate in plain clothes and do not carry weapons. The scope and methods
of their missions, however, vary depending on the department to which they are assig-
ned and the local institutional arrangements in place (Malochet, 2023).
Environmental inspectors in France are divided into two main categories: (1) IEs spe-
cialising in “classified facilities” (inspecteurs des installations classées pour la protection
de lenvironnement, ICPE inspectors) with approximately 1,530 officers in 2021 (Sénat,
cited in Malochet, 2023: 23); and (2) IEs specialising in water and nature harms with
around 3,100 officers (Magnin et al., 2024: 35). The former are based primarily within
the Regional Directorates for the Environment, Planning and Housing (Directions ré-
gionales de lenvironnement, de laménagement et du logement — DREAL) and the De-
partmental Directorates for Population Protection (Directions départementales de la
protection des populations — DDPP) (ibid.). They are responsible for monitoring com-

56  https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2025/04/06/la-cellule-demeter-menace-les-militants-animalis-
tes-et-environnementalistes-ainsi-que-les-libertes-associatives_6592083_3232.html

115



7 FRANCE

pliance, preventing pollution, and mitigating risks associated with industrial and agri-
cultural facilities subject to environmental protection regulations (Malochet, 2023).
According to Magnin et al. (2024), however, their role is often oriented more towards
technical and regulatory support for the private sector than toward strict inspection
and enforcement.

The environmental inspectors specialising in water and nature-related cases are positi-
oned within the Departmental Directorates for Territories (Directions départementales
des territoires — DDT), the Regional Directorates for the Environment, Planning and
Housing (DREAL), as well as within the French Office for Biodiversity (OFB) and na-
tional parks (Magnin et al., 2024). A significant part of their work involves issuing
technical opinions on nature-related projects, as well as advising and monitoring pro-
ject developers to ensure compliance with environmental requirements (Malochet,
2023).

In 2022, approximately 1,600 inspectors were responsible for monitoring around
500,000 regulated establishments (Ministere de la Transition Ecologique et de la Cohé-
sion des Territoires 2023, cited in Malochet 2023: 78). As Louvet (2021: 32-33, cited in
Malochet 2023: 78) observes, this staffing level renders regular oversight unfeasible: on
average, each site is inspected only once every seventeen years. The capacity problem is
also echoed by the French Cour des Comptes, which estimates that approximately
1,560 full-time equivalents are devoted to water policing in the broad sense, which is
extremely limited given the number and diversity of France's river basins and aquatic
ecosystems, as well as the increasing complexity of the enforcement tasks (Court des
Comptes, 2026).

The law establishing the title of environmental inspector also promotes the use of “crim-
inal transactions” (transactions pénales), which is currently the most dominant ap-
proach. Although these must be validated by a public prosecutor, they are proposed
and implemented within the framework of administrative policing. This mechanism
allows inspectors to offer offenders a settlement that typically combines compensation
for environmental damage with a reduced fine. Once approved by the prosecutor, the
transaction precludes further criminal proceedings, results in no criminal record en-
try, and remains non-public, thereby avoiding a court appearance and theoretically
promoting faster environmental restoration (Magnin et al., 2024; Interviewee 30 and
35).

7.4.4 The French Office for Biodiversity - OFB

The French Office for Biodiversity (OFB) was created in 2020 through the merger of
the French Agency for Biodiversity (AFB) and the National Office for Hunting and
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Wildlife (ONCES)* . It has become a key specialist environmental policing authority
in the French environmental crime enforcement model.

The 1,700 environmental OFB inspectors (IEs) visibly embody the institution’s dual
policing role, operating in uniform, armed, and equipped in a manner consistent with
conventional law enforcement. Although they share the same legal status as other IEs,
OFB inspectors work within a distinct institutional framework that combines adminis-
trative and judicial policing. They not only issue technical opinions and monitor regu-
latory compliance, but also detect offences and conduct criminal investigations. Re-
forms in 2019 and 2020 strengthened this hybrid mandate, granting OFB officers
expanded powers to interview suspects, conduct searches, issue summons, submit for-
mal requests, and— for selected agents—acquire judicial police officer (OP]) status,
including the authority to impose police custody (Malochet, 2023; Magnin et al., 2024).
However, our study findings suggest that the OFB’s activity continues to focus predo-
minantly on low-intensity environmental offences such as littering, small-scale dum-
ping, or other acts of “environmental incivility;” rather than on serious criminal cases
(Interviewee 31). This indicates a gap between the agency’s expanded legal powers to
use controlled purchases and rely on undercover investigations, and the nature of its
low-threshold day-to-day enforcement work (Interviewee 30). Moreover, inspectors
frequently emphasise the technical dimension of their role, highlighting their interest
and expertise in ecological assessment and restoration rather than punitive enforce-
ment. As one interviewee said: What matters most for us is the restoration or repair of
the damage done to the environment. This can mean restoration measures, or what we
might call ecological remediation. For instance, we had a major case involving a gas pipe-
line crossing a national park forest. The judge’s ruling, to summarise it, made no ecological
sense—I'm exaggerating a bit, but essentially, we were ordered to replant trees in the
middle of summer, which is, of course, impossible (Interviewee 30).

Despite their enhanced judicial role, policing does not constitute the entirety of OFB
inspectors’ work. They are expected to devote approximately 60% of their time to en-
forcement activities, with the remaining share dedicated to education, policy imple-
mentation, research, environmental monitoring, and heritage management (Malochet,
2023; Interviewee 32). For instance, at the time of our fieldwork, the OFB was prepa-
ring its own benchmarking study on environmental policing practices in Belgium,
Germany, Austria, Italy, and Spain, aiming to understand how other countries address
similar challenges and to identify the key institutional actors involved (Interviewee
31).

Initial OFB training lasts approximately one year and combines theoretical instruction
with field placements in the units where new inspectors will subsequently serve. After
obtaining certification, inspectors have access to continuing professional development
throughout their careers. These include specialised modules in core areas of enforce-

57  Namely, the National Agency for Water and Aquatic Environments (Onema), the French National Parks Au-
thority (PNF), the Marine Protected Areas Agency, and the Technical Workshop for Natural Areas (Aten) (see
Malochet, 2023, p. 9, footnote 7).
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ment such as water policing, pollution control, pesticide regulation, and wildlife traf-
ficking. The OFB also maintains an extensive in-house training catalogue, which in-
cludes foundational courses such as basic OSINT training (Interviewee 32).

OFB also maintains extensive collaboration with environmental non-governmental
organisations at both the national and international levels. The OFB regularly exchan-
ges information with organisations such as TRAFFIC, WWE, and other conservation
networks which can provide intelligence gathered through their local, national, or
transnational monitoring activities. This cooperation is particularly active in the area
of wildlife protection and trafficking, where NGOs play a key role in reporting offences
and sharing data relevant to French jurisdiction (Interviewee 30). In addition, OFB is
part of BIOVAL project - launched in 2020 this is an ongoing cross-network project
led by the EUFJE (the European Union Forum of Judges for the Environment), in coo-
peration with IMPEL (the EU Network for the Implementation and Enforcement of
Environmental Law) and ENPE (the European Network of Prosecutors for the En-
vironment) to develop and disseminate a non-binding, practical tool that allows legal
professionals (judges, prosecutors) to value damage to nature (especially fauna/verte-
brates) in court when restoration “in natura” is not feasible.*®

However, the OFB also faces several challenges. First, as it carries with it the history of
each of the organisations incorporated into it, the recent process of aggregation and
organisational transformation raised issues of identity and professional (re)positio-
ning, causing tensions and even a certain unease among the ranks as “within the agen-
cy there are some tensions because agents do not all come from the same agency, they have
different backgrounds, different professional cultures” (Interviewee 24). Despite promi-
sing developments, OFB also faces enduring pressures related to staffing, marked by
recurrent risks of workforce downsizing and significant levels of turnover, which leads
to the feeling among OFB staff that there are not enough of them to carry out the full
scope of their duties (Interviewee 24).

Another related challenge to this are the public calls by farming unions and (far) right
wing politicians in recent years to abolish OFB or to disarm OFB officers™ (Interviewee
24 and 35)%. The criticism directed at the OFB is perhaps not rooted in the organisati-
on itself but rather reflects broader structural tensions within the agricultural sector

58  https://www.eufje.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=66&Itemid=257&lang=en

59  The right of OFB officers to carry firearms remains a contentious issue but it is officially justified as a measure
of self-protection, given their frequent interactions with hunters and farmers. However, this is not a provision
that OFB officers themselves generally welcome (Interviewee 24).

60  Several interviewees noted that political pressure to abolish the OFB has periodically resurfaced, particularly
among elected officials from the Republicans and the National Rally, as well as figures such as Laurent Wau-
quiez (president of the Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes region) and Gérard Larcher (president of the Senate, who has
made similar remarks about ADEME). These calls were revived during the agricultural protests of the previ-
ous winter in 2024, when major unions such as the FNSEA and Coordination Rurale criticised environmental
policing as overly intrusive, excessively frequent in its controls, and, in their view, unnecessarily armed and
overly stringent in its legal requirements. This stance is paradoxical, given that agricultural sector face only a
10% likelihood of inspection in any given year — effectively one inspection per decade (see Magnin, Rou-
méas, & Basier, 2024). Claims of an “obsession with control” or constant monitoring are therefore not sup-
ported by empirical realities. (Interviewee 35).
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that is frequently a subject of OFB interventions. The current controversy over the OFB
illustrates how environmental governance debates can be used to deflect attention
from structural challenges, as political actors increasingly instrumentalise the agency’s
role for strategic ends. As two interviewees explained, addressing these issues requires
a fundamental shift in how agriculture is conceived: farmers often do not earn suffi-
cient income, and the existing system fails to provide the financial conditions neces-
sary to transition to sustainable agriculture practices (Interviewee 23 & 33).
According to one interviewee, future institutional reforms may lead to a clearer divisi-
on within the OFB between its environmental police and scientific staff. OFB would
then retain its scientific and technical expertise, while enforcement personnel could be
integrated into the National Police or the Gendarmerie, following the example of the
Italian Carabinieri’s environmental unit. Such a shift is viewed as necessary as OFB
does not have enough public trust to be viewed as a legitimate security actor in this
field (Interviewee 33).

7.4.5 The National Forestry Office - ONF

The National Forestry Office (ONF) is a public industrial and commercial establish-
ment (EPIC) under the supervision of the ministries of agriculture and ecology; its
statutes are defined in the Forest Code. Although the ONF lists 160 different professi-
ons within its organisation, territorial forestry technicians (TFT) represent the major-
ity of its staff. They are the main point of contact for local stakeholders and perform a
wide range of tasks related to the sustainable management of state-owned and com-
munal forests. In their site monitoring role, TFTs perform a ‘police function’ - a his-
torical role reflected in their former title of forest ranger (garde forestier) (Malochet
2023).

TFTs hold either public-law or private-law status. Public-law TFTs are sworn officers
with powers under the Forest and Environment Codes, including seizure, requisition,
and informal questioning and may be armed (practices vary by region). Private-law
TFTs now form the majority of the workforce and their numbers are set to grow. They
wear the same uniform, record offences, but do not investigate them (ibid.).

In practice, policing is a minor component of their work. Staffing reductions mean one
TFT now covers roughly 1,000 hectares, compared to 500 a decade ago, with ecological
management and wildfire risk being increasingly prioritised. Consequently, routine
patrols and enforcement operations are limited. In one ONF agency in western {le-de-
France, officers devote less than 5% of their time to policing, producing just over 20
reports annually. Nationally in 2023, ONF reported approximately 4,600 recorded of-
fences; modest given the 11 million hectares under its management (ibid.).

Given the limited availability of TFTs for police missions, and considering the need for
expertise on judicial procedures, the ONF has. for several years, been focusing on spe-
cialising certain agents and setting up a ‘policing network’ ‘to make the most of their
skills’ (ONF 2019 cited in Malochet 2023: 29). The TFTs in this network formulate re-
gional priorities in local ‘policing strategies’ such as the fight against fly-tipping, motor
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vehicles, mountain biking on unauthorised paths, stray dogs and dog sitters, and those
who take over a forest area to conduct a commercial activity without permission. They
facilitate the organisation of police operations with other agencies and are in contact
with the public prosecutor. However, all these tasks are additional to their regular
workload (ibid.).

The organisation has recently faced sustained financial pressures and structural re-
form. Since 2000, staff have been cut from nearly 13,000 to around 8,000 (-40%), with
a further 475 posts scheduled to disappear by 2025. Reforms also target priority-setting
and employment models, shifting from civil-service status to private-law contracts
(ibid.). This downward trend persists despite growing public, media, and political
recognition of the ONF’s crucial role, particularly in light of increasingly severe sum-
mer wildfires in France in recent years.

7.4.6 Municipal Green Policing

Local authorities in France have increasingly mobilised their regulatory instruments
and expanded their involvement in the security field, notably through the management
and coordination of local partnerships (de Maillard, 2005). Similar dynamics are evi-
dent in the domain of environmental crime enforcement, where local authorities have
likewise expanded their operational and coordinating roles. Mayors hold environmen-
tal policing powers under the General Code for Local Authorities (CGCT) and related
regulations. At the local level, municipalities play an increasing role in co-producing
everyday environmental order through dedicated “green brigades” These units take
diverse forms: some are integrated within security departments and adopt a repressive
approach, while others are attached to sanitation services and focus on reactive ur-
ban-cleanliness work (Malochet, 2023).

Municipal green police generally comprise public order officers (agents de surveillance
de la voie publique - ASVP) and, in some cases, rural police officers (gardes champé-
tres). The former are often part of municipal cleaning services. Rural green police con-
stitute a distinct employment category within the municipal police branch of the local
civil service, and demand for them is growing. They may be armed, and their judicial
powers exceed those of municipal police officers, whose role is largely confined to re-
cording offences. Under the Environment Code, rural police officers possess the same
powers as inspectors from the OFB: they can conduct investigations, carry out home
visits and informal interviews, seize property, and request documents or CCTV foota-
ge. By contrast, public order municipal police rely on the national police or gendarme-
rie to pursue further investigations based on their reports (ibid.).

Municipal strategies primarily emphasise prevention and communication through, for
example, poster campaigns, school programmes, and awareness initiatives in natural
areas. Some cities also encourage citizen participation via reporting apps and commu-
nity engagement to enhance citizen responsiveness to environmental matters (Malo-
chet 2023). There have been several excellent collaborative initiatives involving gendar-
mes, mayors, and hunters federations that target illegal waste disposal and develop
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local digital tools. Many of them were documented by Virginie Malochet in her exten-
sive report, however the effectiveness of these local green policing measures remains
uneven and difficult to evaluate systematically (Malochet 2023:113). In addition, ma-
yors occupy a dual position as both regulators and regulated actors. They are subject to
inspection (e.g., concerning municipal pesticide use) and may obstruct national en-
forcement agencies, such as the OFB, if local economic interests are at stake. This ten-
sion underscores the broader conflict between decentralised authorities and national
environmental enforcement bodies (Magnin et al. 2024).

7.4.7 Partnerships and coordination

Given the deep fragmentation of the environmental policing and enforcement model
in France, it is unsurprising that significant challenges persist in building effective col-
laborations and partnerships (Malochet, 2023).

Recent institutional developments have sought to address these coordination prob-
lems. Following the model of the decentralised anti-fraud committees (Comités dépar-
tementaux anti-fraude, Codat), the Comité opérationnel de lutte contre la délinquance
environnementale (COLDEN - Operational Committee for Combating Environmen-
tal Delinquency) was established to improve coordination among the various adminis-
trations responsible for environmental protection at each French département. COL-
DEN brings together the judiciary, prosecution and policing actors to strengthen
information sharing and enhance the effectiveness of legal actions against environ-
mental offences. The committees meet annually in a plenary session to define strategic
objectives and review progress, while operational meetings are held several times a
year to implement priorities, plan control operations, and monitor ongoing investiga-
tions (fieldwork notes, 27 January 2025; Interviewee 34).

Furthermore, following an initiative by the Ministry of the Interior and Justice, in
2022, the Government Priority Workstream on strengthening the fight against envi-
ronmental offences was established (Chantier prioritaire du gouvernement (CPG) "Ren-
forcer la lutte contre les atteintes a l'environnement)®'. It is chaired by OCLAESP, with
the OFB participating on its management committee. The committee meets every six
months and has proven to be a productive and collaborative forum (Interviewee 33).
Another coordinating structure, the Mission inter-services de leau et de la nature (MI-
SEN - Inter-Services Mission for Water and Nature), operates under the leadership of
the departmental directorate for territories (Direction départementale des territoires,
DDT). MISEN is tasked with coordinating public actions related to water policy, in-
cluding the implementation of water-related regulations, management of water resour-
ces, and protection of natural habitats (fieldwork notes, 27 January 2025).

61  https://www.gendarmerie.interieur.gouv.fr/gendinfo/actualites/2025/formation-des-administrations-com-
petentes-en-matiere-de-lutte-contre-les-atteintes-a-l-environnement-aux-fondamentaux-de-la-police-judi-
ciaire
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The Cour des Comptes also identifies MISEN and COLDEN as important coordinati-
on mechanisms, but stresses that their existence does not in itself resolve the deeper
problem of fragmented responsibilities and uneven follow-up (Cour des Comptes,
2026).

Efforts to enhance collaboration have also been pursued through bilateral agreements.
In 2020, OCLAESP signed a partnership agreement with the ONE, followed by a
similar agreement with the OFB in 2022. The latter arrangement provides for the se-
condment of officers between the two institutions, reciprocal contributions to training
programmes (technical input from the OFB for gendarmerie training and judicial in-
put from the gendarmerie for environmental inspectors), and shared access to resour-
ces such as radio systems, drones, and helicopters. Notably, in 2022 the OFB and ONF
also signed a bilateral agreement to reinforce exchanges and joint actions in the fores-
try sector (Malochet, 2023; Interviewee 33). At the time of our fieldwork, a judge was
seconded to the OCLAESP headquarters (Interviewee 28).

At regional and departmental levels, there are additional examples of cooperation
among prefectures, gendarmerie units, mounted police divisions, ONF and OFB servi-
ces, lieutenants de louveterie (sworn volunteers responsible for wildlife and hunting
enforcement), as well as local hunting and fishing federations and other policing ac-
tors. These collaborative arrangements are reflected in initiatives such as the “Clean
Territories” operations (see Malochet, 2023, pp. 93-96).

The “Clean Territories” operations vary considerably in scope and composition, ran-
ging from small-scale actions led solely by the Gendarmerie to large, multi-agency
initiatives that involve extensive communication and public visibility. These broader
operations mobilise a range of actors with environmental policing mandates, including
specialists from the OFB, ONF, or environmental inspectors from decentralised state
services®. The division of responsibilities among these actors reflects the broader insti-
tutional complexity of France’s environmental enforcement landscape, where adminis-
trative and judicial policing functions intersect but remain unevenly distributed (In-
terviewee 24). As Malochet (2023) concludes, the dynamics of partnership,
communication, and cooperation vary markedly between territories. These differences
depend on factors such as the degree of mutual trust and institutional legitimacy, the
history of inter-agency collaboration, local power relations, professional culture, and
interpersonal dynamics.

7.4.8 Prosecution

As in many other countries and the two other case studies examined in this research,
environmental crime investigations in France are led by the prosecution. Green-poli-
cing actors engage with the public prosecutor’s office (parquet) at two levels: first, with

62 In the Ile-de-France gendarmerie region, for example, two operations of this type took place in 2022, the first
in January (80 gendarmes mobilised) and the second in October (160 gendarmes mobilised), concentrating a
series of interventions on several previously identified targets in the same week, such as fly-tipping, excavated
soil, car wrecks, garages that have not recycled their waste properly (Malochet 2023: 18).
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the officier du ministére public (OMP)—typically a police commissioner—who handles
the first four categories of offences heard by the police court; and second, with the
procureur de la République, who determines whether to pursue more serious cases, in-
cluding fifth-class offences, misdemeanours, and crimes (Malochet, 2023).

As in the policing domain, the justice system’s response capacity remains limited,
which helps explain why environmental offences represent only a small proportion of
criminal court activity. Between 2015 and 2019, more than one in four environmental
cases were dismissed without further action (Bouhoute and Diakhaté 2021, cited in
Malochet 2023: 98). Notably, in recent years a so-called “environmental citizenship
course” has been introduced as an alternative educational measure to criminal pros-
ecution or judicial sanctions (Interviewee 34). Designed to raise awareness of environ-
mental issues and promote responsible ecological behaviour, the course, organised by
associations such as France Nature Environnement (FNE), may be proposed by pros-
ecutors or judges for individuals involved in relatively minor environmental offences.
63

However, among some policing actors, the main source of dissatisfaction with the
public prosecutor’s office lies in its failure to follow up on initiated proceedings and the
lengthy delays involved (Malochet 2023; Interviewee 30).

In 2022, a decision was made to establish 36 court and prosecution sections dedicated
to environmental crimes in France. The initiative ultimately failed, as these positions
were never filled (Interviewee 28). Between 2020 and 2022, the French government
pursued a policy to specialise prosecutors and courts in environmental matters, signal-
ling a broader move towards the professionalisation of environmental justice (Minist-
ére de 'Economie, des Finances et de la Relance, 2022). Yet, implementation has been
only partially successful, as the planned number of specialised posts has not been fully
achieved (Interviewee 28).

Nonetheless, progress is evident in the field of judicial training. At the French National
School for the Judiciary (Ecole nationale de la magistrature) in Bordeaux where judges
and prosecutors train together, a specialised course on environmental crime has been
introduced. Each year, approximately 20 to 30 participants enrol, and its growing po-
pularity indicates a gradual strengthening of expertise and institutional interest in en-
vironmental criminal law (Interviewee 28). This trend also reflects a generational shift:
younger magistrates increasingly enter criminal law with the explicit goal of practising
environmental criminal law. Moreover, professional networks such as the Green Robes
Group and the Association frangaise des magistrats pour la justice environnementale

63 See for example https://www.ville-chaumont.fr/actualites/une-convention-relative-au-stage-de-citoyenne-
te-environnementale/#:~:text=Le%20%C2%AB%20stage%20citoyennet%C3%A9%20environnementale%20
%C2%BB%20est,pro%C3%A9venir%20le%20renouvellement%20des%20faits; https://www.cours-appel.justi-
ce.fr/metz/stage-de-citoyennete-environnemental-une-premiere-session-concluante and https://www.
fne-vaucluse.fr/dossiers/stage-citoyennete-et-sensibilisation-a-1-environnement-un-engagement-
concret-avec-fne-84
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(AFMJE) have become key platforms for promoting environmental justice within the
judiciary.®

To support the comparative analysis presented in this section, the environmental crime
enforcement model is visualised in Figure 4 to illustrate the institutional configuration
and relationships between key actors.
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Figure 4. Visualisation of the environmental crime enforcement model in France
7.5 Strengthening the capacity of environmental policing in CESAN

Initially, OCLAESP employed around 20 officers; it currently employs approximately
144 to 150 officers, with about 90 based at the central headquarters in Arcueil, and
others deployed across metropolitan France (Bordeaux, Marseille, Metz, Rennes, Lyon,
Valenciennes) and three overseas regions (French Guiana, Réunion, and French Poly-
nesia) (Gendarmerie Nationale, 2022; Malochet, 2023). In addition, a small number of
seconded experts from the judiciary and the French Office for Biodiversity are statio-
ned at CESAN’s headquarters in Arcueil (Interviewee 33). An estimate of how many
gendarmes are actually engaged in this work remains difficult. According to an officer
from the sub-directorate for force deployment (cited in Malochet 2023: 77), “if we were
completely optimistic, I would say 100,000,” since all gendarmes are generalists and
therefore potentially involved— “but if we are realistic, the figure drops to 1,000, in-
cluding currently deployed OCLAESP personnel and environmental investigators.

7.5.1 Education and training

Following a major policy initiative in 2022, France committed to training several
thousand “gendarmes verts” (green gendarmes) to strengthen detection and enforce-

64  https://www.agriculture-environnement.fr/2024/09/19/le-verdissement-de-la-magistrature-est-en-marche

124



STRENGTHENING THE CAPACITY OF ENVIRONMENTAL POLICING IN CESAN 7.5

ment of environmental offences such as illegal waste trafficking, pollution, and arson.
This initiative received broad coverage in the French press, which highlighted its stra-
tegic goal of embedding environmental expertise across territorial units.®

The training and education programme in the field of policing environmental crimes,
coordinated by CESAN, is organised in three tiers. The first provides foundational
skills for investigators and consists of a 12-hour online module followed by three days
of field-based instruction. At the time of fieldwork, approximately 3,500 gendarmes
had completed this level over a two-year period, with the target set at 5,000. Partici-
pants are selected by the institution rather than volunteering, and the programme is
taught in partnership with external actors. The second tier offers advanced training for
those signing up voluntarily. It includes 24 hours of online instruction and ten days of
in-person training. This level is designed to prepare practitioners to conduct complex
investigations and is accessible not only to gendarmes but also to customs officers,
magistrates, and national police personnel. Around twenty participants participate per
year with a pass rate of 75%. Since its creation in 1993, the programme has produced
approximately 700 graduates. A third, expert-level tier was under development at the
time of research. Described as equivalent to a master’s-level qualification, it will be
delivered online and targeted towards a limited number of specialists (Interviewee 33).
OCLAESP has also formed a partnership with the University of Avignon, which offers
a continuing-education course that covers environmental crime, the University Diplo-
ma (DU) in “Scientific Expertise in Environmental Justice”. It includes modules such as
“Forensic Analysis and Environmental Crime (Interviewee 33).

Across all tiers, course content is grounded in practical investigative experience and
supplemented by contributions from field practitioners and guest lecturers. Although
the topic of environmental crime is not yet hugely popular within the force, interest
and motivation are clearly increasing (Interviewee 33).

To attract and retain qualified personnel, the role should ideally become a full-time
position within dedicated environmental units, accompanied by additional financial
incentives. This is particularly important for officers holding a master’s degree, for
whom flexible pathways for rank advancement would serve as a further motivator.
While these conditions are not yet in place within CESAN, there is a clear intention to
move in that direction (Interviewee 33).

7.5.2 Environmental crime investigations

Environmental crime cases in France can be reported by any stakeholder directly to
OCLAESP/CESAN through its dedicated hotline. Once received, the information is
processed by the operations bureau, where it is analysed and prioritised. Priority is
given to cases that intersect with existing intelligence, particularly those involving

65  https://www.lemonde.fr/planete/article/2022/09/01/des-gendarmes-bientot-formes-aux-atteintes-a-1-en-
vironnement_6139794_3244 . html

66  https://formations.univ-avignon.fr/en/formation/diplome-universitaire-expertise-scientifique-de-justi-
ce-en-environnemt/

125



7 FRANCE

organised criminal groups (Interviewee 33). At the time of the field visit, CESAN em-
ployed eight highly specialised investigators, responsible both for providing analytical
support and for participating directly in field operations. Investigations can utilise the
Gendarmerie’s internal forensic laboratories, although external laboratories, including
those from the private sector or the customs administration, can be engaged if specific
technical expertise is required (Interviewee 33).

While it was acknowledged during the fieldwork that technical expertise and compe-
tence in environmental investigation is not evenly distributed among the various en-
forcement and inspection bodies in France (Interviewee 32), a distinct feature of the
French model is the functional division of investigative labour within environmental
crime investigations between OFB and OCLAESP/CESAN. This was explained by an
OFB officer as follows:

It concerns the nature of the issues we deal with. The Gendarmerie tends to focus on
environmental offences involving significant financial stakes, and this often serves as
one of the criteria guiding their choice of investigations. By contrast, our work is more
oriented toward environmental and biodiversity-related harm, which is the core of
our mandate. This is where our roles complement one another in the broader lands-
cape of investigations: the Gendarmerie concentrates its efforts on trafficking and of-
fences that generate illegal financial gains, whereas our focus lies primarily on ecolo-
gical damage and biodiversity protection, regardless of whether financial motives are
involved (Interviewee 31)

This is the reason why the collaboration between CESAN and the OFB was formally
established through a memorandum of understanding that provides for officer exchan-
ges, joint training sessions, shared technical tools, and secure communication net-
works. Whenever feasible, investigations are supported by investigators from both or-
ganisations (Interviewee 29, 30, 31, 32 & 33). Within this framework, the Gendarmerie
assumes the lead in matters of criminal and procedural law, while the OFB contributes
scientific and technical expertise. Where other specialised expertise is necessary, exter-
nal experts may be appointed from the Court of Appeal’s official register, though infor-
mal expert networks and internal knowledge repositories are also frequently used (In-
terviewee 33). In cases where environmental offences overlap with broader criminal
issues (e.g., organised crime, financial investigations), the prosecutor may institute an
alliance between OFB and the police/gendarmerie to leverage both technical and en-
forcement expertise.*’

Both OCLAESP and CESAN benefit from the contribution of part-time, open-source
intelligence (OSINT) investigators, many of whom are reservists engaged for specific
cases or operational actions (Interviewee 21 & 33).

Cross-border cooperation further strengthens investigative capacity. CESAN main-
tains regular exchanges with Spain’s SEPRONA (Nature Protection Service of the

67  https://www.syndicat-magistrature.fr/documents/633/obs-mi-senat-ofb.pdf
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Guardia Civil) and the Italian Carabinieri, both of which share a gendarmerie model
and remit for environmental enforcement. Interaction with SEPRONA occurs on an
almost daily basis, reflecting the transnational dimension of environmental crime and
the importance of operational intelligence-sharing in this domain (Interviewee 33).

7.5.3 Collaboration with civil society organisations

At the time of data collection, OCLAESP/CESAN, together with their counterparts in
Belgium, Spain, and Denmark, participated in a comparative study on police collabo-
ration with civil society organisations conducted by dr Agathe Piquet®. Although the
final report has not yet been published, preliminary findings indicate that the French
Gendarmerie approaches this type of collaboration in three distinct ways. These part-
nerships have emerged partly in response to growing institutional pressure to seek ex-
ternal expertise, as one interviewee explained: “We are generalists, not specialists”. The
first type of collaboration involves formal agreements with organisations such as the
Société pour la Protection des Animaux, enabling structured cooperation in areas of
shared concern.

The second type comprises informal collaborations, exemplified by interactions with
France Nature Environnement, an organisation recognised for its strong legal expertise.
However, these relationships are constrained; as study participants noted, cooperation
cannot be openly acknowledged due to France Nature Environnement’s refusal to con-
demn the use of violence against law enforcement. France Nature Environnement
(FNE) is the organisation that also offers a platform for citizen-reporting via platform
called Sentinelles de la Nature® (Interviewee 24). This interactive and territorialised
platform allows lay citizens to signal environmental harm (“atteintes a lenvironne-
ment”) or positive actions via an online form or mobile application. This is a valid
example of civil society actor-led citizen reporting of environmental harm in France,
which links with the notion of non-state actors and cooperative governance in envi-
ronmental policing. However, while citizens can report environmental degradations,
the reporting scheme is not necessarily integrated formally with law-enforcement
agencies in the sense of automatic case referral.

Finally, there are organisations with which cooperation is not possible; typically these
are more activist or movement-oriented environmental groups. Interestingly, in the
overseas French territories, collaborations tend to be closer and more pragmatic, re-
flecting the greater demand for specialised knowledge that local law enforcement lacks
(Interviewee 21).

68  https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/101108537
69  https://sentinellesdelanature.fr/signaler/
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7.54 Technology

The use of technology in environmental inspections and investigations is increasingly
widespread in France, as evidenced both by the fieldwork observations and by recent
French scholarship on the subject. Among the most common tools applied are camera
traps and video surveillance systems which have proven useful for identifying perpe-
trators, for instance, by capturing vehicle licence plates used when committing offen-
ces. Identification is often a prerequisite for filing charges and securing convictions,
however not many cases include this type of evidence. Camera traps, typically equip-
ped with camouflage patterns, can be installed in known or suspected illegal waste
disposal sites and are triggered by motion sensors. Unlike conventional video surveil-
lance systems, the legal framework governing their use depends on the status of the
land where they are deployed, which creates uncertainty about their use for local
authorities and enforcement services (Malochet, 2023). By contrast, video surveillance
systems are more clearly regulated. Local authorities are authorised to transmit and
record images from public cameras for the prevention and detection of offences related
to waste abandonment and illegal dumping under Article L. 251-2 of the French Inter-
nal Security Code (ibid.).

In parallel, the use of reporting applications has expanded rapidly. These mobile apps
are increasingly adopted by both citizens and municipal “green brigades” to report
abandoned waste, illegal dumping, or other environmental violations such as unautho-
rised construction. The digitalisation of reporting enables more targeted field respon-
ses; however, the proliferation and fragmentation of these platforms complicate data
sharing and coordination (Malochet, 2023, pp. 87-90).

Two smartphone applications have been developed internally by the Gendarmerie in
recent years. The first, Gend'Elu, launched in late 2021 in partnership with the Associ-
ation of Mayors of France (AMF), provides mayors with an interactive tool featuring
chat functions, documentation, and resources relevant to environmental policing, in-
cluding memos and fact sheets on illegal dumping (Malochet, 2023, pp. 19-20). The
second, Enviro Gend, released in late 2023, is designed for police personnel and offers
operational support on environmental matters through access to directories, legal
guidance, and action sheets (Malochet, 2023, p. 20). Fieldwork data confirm that the
Enviro Gend app is now operational. It provides all Gendarmerie members with a
user-friendly mobile platform offering operational assistance in the field. The applica-
tion facilitates the assessment and management of environmental crime scenes and
allows users to identify their operational networks, access information on ongoing ca-
ses, and consult relevant reference documents. Monthly usage ranges between 1,500
and 1,700 connections (Interviewee 33).

Another development is the web-based tool Protect’ Envi designed to support the Ge-
ndarmerie and other actors such as local authorities when combating the problem of
illegal waste dumping (“dépdts sauvages”). It offers a streamlined workflow for repor-
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ting, documenting, and initiating administrative or judicial procedures.” Key features

include:

o A user-friendly form to report an illegal waste site, capturing details such as locati-
on, waste type, and photographic evidence.

o Automatic generation of compliant, pre-filled procedural documents (e.g., notifica-
tion letters, inspection reports) based on the submitted information.

o The ability for users to personalise and sign these documents before forwarding
them to the relevant authorities to begin the follow-up procedure.

o Access to personalised guidance and support from a dedicated team for any addi-
tional questions or case-specific assistance.

The pilot phase began on 26 April 2024 and full deployment began on 1 January 2025
(ibid.).

Other technological tools complement these digital initiatives. Investigators occasio-
nally rely on helicopters for aerial mapping, as well as satellite imagery and drones for
surveillance and spatial analysis. Drones are being particularly used to detect illegal
irrigation uses or private swimming pools in times of drought. Ground-penetrating
technologies—such as devices that emit electromagnetic waves—are used to locate
subsurface waste disposal sites (Interviewee 33).

Although the adoption of new technologies in environmental enforcement is expan-
ding steadily, as Magnin and colleagues (2024) caution, the multiplicity and incompa-
tibility of digital tools used to record environmental offences risk exacerbating institu-
tional fragmentation and hindering coordination among agencies.

7.5.5 International presence and collaboration

The French Gendarmerie is a well-established and active actor on the international
stage as far as policing environmental crimes are concerned. In 2018, OCLAESP has
served as France’s lead agency for the EMPACT EnviCrime programme, collaborating
with a wide range of partners to combat environmental offences; one of the European
Union’s ten key security priorities at the time. In this role, OCLAESP coordinated mul-
tinational operations targeting crimes such as the trafficking of glass eels, reptiles, and
timber, as well as illegal fishing. These operations are conducted under a framework led
by Europol and supported by several European and international institutions (Gendar-
merie Nationale, 2022).

OCLAESP/CESAN also participate in the FIEP Network, the International Association
of Gendarmeries and Police Forces with Military Status, which brings together forces
sharing similar organisational and military structures. Each year, FIEP designates a
thematic focus; in 2024, the chosen theme was environmental crime. Within this
framework, a dedicated subgroup comprising the French, Spanish, Italian, and Portu-

70  https://protect-envi.beta.gouv.fr/

129



7 FRANCE

guese gendarmeries facilitated the further exchange of expertise, investigative tools,
and operational know-how in this field (Fieldwork notes, 31 January 2025).
Furthermore, OCLAESP/CESAN is a member of EnvicrimeNet, an EU-wide network
that promotes cooperation among law-enforcement bodies specialised in environmen-
tal crime. OCLAESP/CESAN are also part of the JAGUAR Network (Network of Poli-
ce Forces in Charge of Environmental Crime in South and Central America), the aim
of which is to increase the political and strategic scope of cooperation in the fight
against environmental crime in Latin America.

OCLEASP/CESAN has also been actively involved in EU-funded initiatives aimed at
strengthening cross-border cooperation and information exchange (Interviewee 21). It
led the AMBITUS project, an EU-funded programme coordinated by the French Gen-
darmerie to enhance collaboration and intelligence sharing among Member States in
combating organised environmental offences such as waste and wildlife trafficking
(Colantoni & Bianchi, 2020). The office actively participates in projects financed by the
Internal Security Fund (ISF). OCLAESP also participated in the UNITE project, which
sought to improve enforcement capacities and coordination across Europe in addres-
sing environmental crimes, including wildlife and timber trafficking.” More recently,
CESAN, in collaboration with other actors forming the French environmental enforce-
ment model, served as a driving force behind an international conference that addres-
sed multiple dimensions of environmental crime and law enforcement, reflecting an
emerging emphasis on capacity-building, coordination, and knowledge exchange.”
France, and especially the efforts of Marie Toussaint (Greens/EFA, France), were in-
strumental in driving the recent revisions to the EU Environmental Crime Directive
(Interviewee 21).” At the national level, France’s Gendarmerie plays an essential role in
ensuring compliance with EU environmental directives and legal obligations, thereby
helping to protect the French state from potential fines resulting from non-compliance
(Magnin et al., 2024, p. 28). CESAN contributes to this effort, for example through its
involvement in the working group dedicated to the implementation of the EU Envi-
ronmental Crime Directive (Fieldwork notes, 31 January 2025).

7.6 Conclusions

Opinions among French study participants differed regarding the extent to which the
government takes the policing of environmental crimes seriously and the degree of
progress achieved to date. What emerges clearly, however, is the complexity and deep
fragmentation of the environmental crime enforcement model. This fragmentation
operates across multiple dimensions: between central and local authorities, adminis-
trative, and judicial/criminal domains of policing, and technical versus generalist ap-

71  https://climate-diplomacy.org/uniting-efforts-defeat-wildlife-timber-and-waste-trafficking-unite

72 https://univ-droit.fr/recherche/actualites-de-la-recherche/manifestations/60050-1a-criminalite-organi-
see-environnementale-etat-de-la-menace-reponse-judiciaire-en-france-et-perspectives-transnationales

73 https://ieep.eu/news/eu-lawmakers-agreed-on-a-new-directive-to-protect-the-environment-through-crimi-
nal-law/
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proaches. It also extends to the thematic scope of environmental protection itself—
whether concerning water, forests, or industrial pollution among others. Within this
multilayered enforcement web, various initiatives focus either on prevention or repres-
sion.

New institutional actors and locally driven innovations have become defining elements
of the contemporary configuration of security governance in France (and elsewhere).
The field is now characterised by interwoven networks and institutions that cut across
the traditional public-private boundary, producing hybrid arrangements involving a
wide range of agencies, professional groups, and civil-society actors. This reflects a
form of state-steered police pluralisation (de Maillard and Skogan, 2020; Barone,
2025).

During the fieldwork it was observed that the model of environmental enforcement in
France has neither been the exclusive domain of state police forces, but rather a field
historically managed by specialised occupational groups such as rural wardens (gardes
champétres), hunting and fishing wardens (gardes de chasse, gardes de péche), and tech-
nical inspectors focused on water and species protection. The model in fact has emer-
ged through a plural and professionalised assemblage of actors rather than through
centralised state control. While the current landscape of environmental policing ap-
pears to be evolving, these developments largely build on long-standing, fragmented
traditions of environmental governance rather than constitute a fundamentally new
model (Interviewee 24; Malochet, 2023).

Unsurprisingly, such institutional complexity often produces uneven enforcement ca-
pacity, overlapping mandates, blurred role boundaries, and a persistent need for effect-
ive inter-agency coordination. Two interviewees noted that the French administration,
including for example the Conseil d’Etat’, does not attempt to produce an official list
of categories of agents endowed with police powers in environmental matters, given
the complexity and fragmentation of the field (Interviewees 23 & 33).

France’s model of environmental crime enforcement illustrates both institutional inno-
vation and structural fragmentation. The Cour des Comptes” findings on water poli-
cing reinforce this conclusion. France has developed numerous specialised bodies,
coordination mechanisms, and legal tools, yet the effectiveness of enforcement remains
constrained by legal complexity, limited resources, weak follow-up, and political con-
testation (Cour des Comptes, 2026). The administrative route remains dominant, with
most infractions handled through warnings, fines, or regularisation, rather than
through criminal prosecution. Judicial pathways are hindered by limited prosecutorial
prioritisation and a lack of specialised magistrates. The expansion of OCLAESP, the
creation of CESAN, the merger of OFB signal a growing recognition of environmental
harms, however, these policy developments require coordinated, intelligence-led poli-
cing. Yet the system remains shaped by a pluralistic and multi-level governance struc-

74  The Conseil d’Etat is France’s supreme administrative court and the government’s main legal adviser, ensuring
that public authorities act within the law and that proposed legislation complies with constitutional and legal
principles.
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ture, where administrative, judicial, and local authorities coexist without a single cen-
tre of gravity.

Staffing capacity is insufficient in all the organisations discussed in this report. How-
ever, human-resource and capacity challenges extend beyond staffing levels to the cul-
tural and professional diversity of the personnel involved in environmental policing.
There is a high heterogeneity in the environmental enforcement sector. Profiles range
widely, from municipal workers nearing retirement with no formal qualifications who
originally joined decades ago, to graduates with master’s degrees in ecology, and to
young ASVP officers with vocational diplomas in security professions (Malochet
2023). The OFB employs inspectors with very different educational backgrounds and
skill sets, which requires careful management to make effective use of individual
strengths and ensure consistent training standards (ibid.). In general, some officers
arrive into the enforcement web via traditional law-enforcement pathways; they tend
to identify with a policing ethos, are more comfortable with legal work, and embrace
enforcement functions. Others come from environmental or maintenance roles; they
are typically less oriented toward sanctioning, do not necessarily operate with a poli-
cing mindset, and prioritise communication and prevention (ibid.).

Despite the high degree of fragmentation and the multiplicity of actors involved, the
OFB provides specialised expertise, while the French Gendarmerie contributes gene-
ralist capacity; together, these two institutions constitute the core of France’s environ-
mental law enforcement model. When considering which of these two institutions
most effectively embodies environmental policing, the answer ultimately depends on
the perspective adopted. In terms of technical expertise and specific legal competen-
cies, the OFB is the principal point of reference. However, when evaluated through the
lens of institutional capacity, its limited staffing levels appear markedly disproportiona-
te to the scale of environmental challenges, rendering the question of resources both
critical and unavoidable (Interviewee 24).

France, as a case study, also serves as a reminder of how fragile environmental policing
is to politics. The topic of policing environmental crimes has attracted increasing me-
dia attention, partly due to growing resistance from French farmers and other actors
who are subjects of environmental inspection. Inspectors have reported being threate-
ned with violence, experiencing vandalism of equipment or office facilities, and facing
accusations of excessive or arbitrary enforcement practices. While there are no statisti-
cal data to confirm or refute this trend, regulatory pressure in the agricultural sector is
evidently high, particularly due to the influence of EU subsidy and compliance re-
quirements (Magnin et al., 2024, pp. 47-53). A few days before the start of fieldwork
(mid-January 2025), French Prime Minister Francois Bayrou publicly criticised the
French Biodiversity Office and its role in farm inspections during a major policy
speech. The statement, supported by agricultural trade unions, significantly heighte-
ned tensions between enforcement authorities and the farming sector.
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8 Discussion

This objective of this study was to examine how environmental crime enforcement is
organised and prioritised within national policing systems, how police roles and man-
dates are positioned within multi-actor governance arrangements, and how police or-
ganisational structures, resources, and strategic choices shape enforcement capacity.
The comparative analysis of France, Sweden, and Spain and the Netherlands as a pri-
mary case study reveals four distinct environmental crime enforcement models shaped
by divergent policing traditions, institutional legacies, legal architectures, geographical
and administrative dispositions, political climate, and organisational capacities. This
finding reflects earlier comparative work emphasising the context-dependent nature of
environmental enforcement systems and the decisive influence of national legal and
policy frameworks and environmental crime landscapes (Sundari Akella & Cannon,
2009; Philipsen & Faure, 2015; Spapens, 2025).

Despite this variation, the cases also converge around a set of inherent pressures that
oscillates around the complexity of environmental crimes, increasing regulatory com-
plexity, multi-actor involvement, growing EU demands, growing ecological and clima-
te vulnerability in general, intensifying forms of environmental criminality, and persis-
tent vulnerabilities in detection, expertise, and coordination in this domain. These
pressures have been widely documented in the literature as characteristic challenges
for environmental enforcement across jurisdictions (UNODC, 2025; Neve, 2023). The
persistence of vulnerabilities in detection, specialised expertise, and inter-agency coor-
dination observed across all four cases, although to different extents, further corrobo-
rates earlier critiques concerning capacity gaps and systemic fragmentation in environ-
mental law enforcement (Sundari Akella & Cannon, 2009; Nurse, 2023).

Many of the conclusions reached in this study align with findings from earlier research
in this field. At the same time, our findings offer additional nuance by grounding these
observations in contemporary practice and operational realities. By doing so, we res-
pond to calls in the literature to move beyond abstract or legalistic assessments and to
better account for how environmental crime enforcement is experienced and negotia-
ted in practice (Spapens, 2025). It is my hope that these refinements will provide rea-
ders with insights that are both analytically valuable and directly applicable to pro-
fessional practice.
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8.1 Towards a comparative understanding of enforcement models

Our study highlights both the convergences and divergences observed across jurisdic-
tions, underscoring the value of comparative analysis for revealing shared structural
challenges as well as country-specific dynamics and dispositions. Although France,
Sweden, Spain and the Netherlands diverge in their exact enforcement models and
institutional arrangements, each enforcement configuration embodies a particular set
of features that significantly shapes the role of the police in this domain.

A number of indicators emerged as being particularly salient in differentiating the en-
forcement models examined in this study. The first of these is the degree and configura-
tion of fragmentation, both horizontally, in terms of the number and dispersion of ac-
tors involved in the enforcement model, and vertically, in terms of the flow of
information and the depth of interdependence between governance/institutional lay-
ers. In Sweden and Spain, the formal positions of the Swedish National Police and
Spain’s SEPRONA appear similarly well-defined within their respective enforcement
landscapes. Yet a closer analysis reveals divergent institutional weight and operational
independence and autonomy. SEPRONAT role has been shaped by decades of sustain-
ed capacity building, specialised training, and organisational continuity, which has led
to a strong internal mandate and outward influence within the broader enforcement
network. By contrast, the Swedish Police, despite having a clearly assigned role, ope-
rates with a comparatively weaker knowledge base and is structurally more reliant on
case inflow from administrative agencies and on prosecutorial guidance to shape in-
vestigative processes. These differences illustrate how seemingly comparable instituti-
onal placements in the model can mask substantial variation in actual investigative
authority, dependency, and the ability to steer enforcement processes.

Second, the clarity and structure of the interface between the administrative and crim-
inal domains varies considerably across jurisdictions. In some cases, hybrid or inter-
mediary entities blur this boundary. Further exploration of their inspection and inves-
tigatory mandates offers a more nuanced understanding of this development. For
example, France exemplifies a highly fragmented and pluralised enforcement lands-
cape, characterised by a unique semi-hybrid position of the Office Francais de la Bio-
diversité (OFB) in the model. The depth and extent of this type of fragmentation reso-
nate strongly with the Dutch experience, and in particular with the similar hybrid role
of Special Investigative Services - BODs (Bijzondere Opsporingsdiensten).

Third, the relationship between police and prosecution, often treated as a background
variable, can be viewed as a critical but under-examined determinant of investigative
capacity and successful case handling. Across all four countries, environmental crime
investigations are formally prosecution-led, but the practical modalities of this arran-
gement differ markedly. The study reveals varying degrees of flexibility, discretion, and
interpretive space available to police investigators within these prosecution-centred
models. Unlike in Spain or France, Sweden exemplifies a setting in which prosecutori-
al direction is particularly strong, resulting in a comparatively narrow operational
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bandwidth for the police and a heightened dependency on prosecutorial decisions to
shape investigative strategies.

Additionally, given the complex and dynamic nature of environmental crimes, the pre-
sence, maturity, and strategic use of environmental crime intelligence constitutes another
distinguishing feature across the models. (Police) Intelligence capacity directly shaped
each jurisdiction’s ability to detect emerging patterns, prioritise risks, and respond
proactively rather than reactively. Although to some extent it was addressed through
so-called government assignments to prepare risk assessments of environmental
crimes, Sweden represents the lower end of this spectrum as the near absence of dedi-
cated intelligence support was identified as one of the major structural deficiencies in
the Swedish case study. By contrast, SEPRONAT integrated intelligence capability, em-
bedded within investigative and specialised environmental teams (GIMA), constitutes
a distinctive model in this regard. The Netherlands has a more fragmented (intelligen-
ce) configuration, with environmental intelligence distributed across the VITH system
and the National Police, resulting in valuable but dispersed information flows that re-
quire coordination mechanisms to translate into operational effect. One example of an
effort to centralise and synthesise this dispersed intelligence in the Dutch context is the
preparation of the four-year Environmental Risk Assessment, developed through coo-
peration between the intelligence departments of the Dutch National Police and the
BODs (personal communication, Dutch Police Academy, 7 February 2026).

Fourth, differences are observable in the extent and quality of police collaboration with
civil-society actors. France and Spain have developed selective yet functional partner-
ships with some civil-society organisations. In Sweden, thus type of collaboration was
largely absent, whereas the Netherlands showed a different pattern: limited engage-
ment with civil society but comparatively strong ties with universities and knowledge
institutions.

Another observation relates to the degree of civilianisation within police environmental
crime units, which also shapes access to expertise and the permeability of organisatio-
nal boundaries. Police civilianisation refers to the deployment of non-sworn personnel
(civilians) within police organisations to support the delivery of policing tasks (Kie-
drowski, Ruddell & Petrunik, 2017). Evidence from British policing scholarship sug-
gests that this practice dates back to the early nineteenth century (ibid.). Police civilia-
nisation has attracted sustained interest from police management, not only as a means
of improving the quality and efficiency of police services, but also in response to bud-
getary constraints and uncertainties, reductions in sworn personnel, rising public ex-
pectations, and the ever-expanding scope of police responsibilities (ibid.). Sweden is
notable for its extensive integration of civilian environmental specialists into police
investigative teams, which can be considered a significant organisational innovation
that strategically mitigates gaps in technical expertise among sworn police officers.
Other jurisdictions maintain more traditional models, relying primarily on uniformed
police personnel or external expert consultation.
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Table 7. Comparative overview of Environmental Crime Enforcement Models in France, Spain, Sweden

and the Netherlands
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REVISITING THE NEW ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK 8.2

Finally, the international presence and engagement of police organisations emerges as
an important driver of national expertise development, intelligence exchange, and the
setting of operational priorities. In this respect, Spain and France are noteworthy as
both demonstrate sustained and institutionally embedded participation in inter-
national fora, contribute actively to international training and capacity-building
initiatives, and play leading roles in the design and coordination of multi-country
operations. Although an unintended consequence of this can be the upward mobility
(‘brain drain’) of investigators moving to EU agencies, as in the case of Spain, an
interesting contrast arises when considering linguistic capacity. Although inter-
national cooperation in this domain is predominantly conducted in English, and
Sweden and the Netherlands are generally recognised for their strong command of
the language, it is Spain and France that have cultivated more continuous and
structured international engagement. In comparison, the involvement of Swedish
Police and Dutch mainly VTH actors tends to be more intermittent, often reliant on
individual officers’ initiatives or participation in specific projects rather than being
anchored in stable organisational commitments.

8.2 Revisiting the New Environmental Governance framework

Conceptually, this study occupies the space between two extensive scholarly domains,
policing studies on the one side and green criminology on the other. Among the
numerous conceptual frameworks developed within both fields, the New Environmen-
tal Governance (NEG) framework introduced by Holley and colleagues (2011) was
considered as the most suitable for bridging these domains (and their concerns) and
for providing a coherent lens through which to examine and compare different envi-
ronmental crime enforcement regimes.

The NEG framework is a valuable tool for understanding the plurality of actors involved
in contemporary environmental enforcement and the shifting balance between “stee-
ring” and “rowing” across this governance landscape. In this respect, NEG helps to
provide an understanding of the structural complexity observed in all four case-study
countries, where police organisations operate alongside regulators, inspection services,
administrative authorities, civil society organisations, scientific institutions, and occa-
sionally, private actors. NEG’s emphasis on polycentric coordination, information-sha-
ring, and adaptive problem-solving offers an initial conceptual toolkit for interpreting
how these diverse nodes interact and where gaps in capacity or communication have
led to enforcement challenges.

However, our empirical findings also demonstrate clear limitations in NEG’s capacity
to capture the realities of environmental crime enforcement. At its conceptual core,
NEG proceeds from a relatively optimistic assumption: that collaborative, participato-
ry, complementary and deliberative arrangements will emerge, and that all actors will
be both willing and able to contribute to shared environmental objectives. This norma-
tive orientation does not always reflect the conditions faced by police and regulatory
agencies on the ground. For example, the framework pays limited attention to how
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configurations of “steering” and “rowing” can generate institutional instability, disrupt
organisational performance, or diminish the resilience of the governance network at
large. The situation of the OFB in France illustrates this gap. At the time of fieldwork,
the agency was undergoing substantial political pressure and public criticism, to the
point that discussions about its potential dissolution were circulating. Such turbulence
not only undermined OFB’s operational capacity but also weakened the stability of the
collaborative arrangements on which NEG presumes environmental governance de-
pends.

The inherent “administrative—criminal dance” remains a defining feature of this field,
generating both opportunities for complementarity and coordinated action, but also
bringing pressures arising from divergent mandates, organisational cultures, opera-
tional rivalries, and evidentiary thresholds. In short, the anticipated complementarities
between administrative and criminal domains often fail to materialise. Even in coun-
tries with more mature enforcement models such as Spain and France, interaction be-
tween different governance nodes remains selective, and is constantly negotiated, con-
ditional, or strategically constrained.

NEG also underestimates the extent to which environmental crime enforcement con-
tinues to be shaped by coercive, hierarchical, and state-centric mechanisms, as evident
in the nature of the revised EU Directive that mandates sanctions, reinforces investiga-
tive obligations, and enhances vertical coordination between EU and national author-
ities, yet offers relatively little guidance on fostering deliberative, community-based, or
non-state forms of engagement that NEG views as being essential for flexible and agile
environmental governance. Furthermore, horizontal learning and shared deliberation,
central to NEG, are not materialised in the way police organisations collaborate with
civil society organisations. Civil society engagement, where it exists, tends to be instru-
mental and episodic rather than embedded in routine governance structures.

To conclude, NEG is analytically useful for mapping actor plurality and for foregroun-
ding the importance of coordination and capacity conditions. However, its “normative
optimism” contrasts sharply with the enforcement realities observed in this study,
where fragmentation, competition, limited trust, poor communication, and resource
scarcity remain defining features of the environmental crime enforcement landscape.
A more critical, practice-sensitive adaptation of NEG may therefore be required to
better reflect the operational constraints and institutional dynamics that shape envi-
ronmental policing in Europe.

8.3 Strengthening capacity without a fully formed identity

A further set of critical reflections centres on the development of capacity, expertise
and professional identity within police organisations to respond to environmental
crimes. This question lies at the heart of the project. As environmental crime enforce-
ment continues to mature, questions still emerge about the cultivation of specialist
expert knowledge, the establishment of credible career pathways for environmental-
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ly-minded police officers, and the sustained institutional investment required to em-
bed this domain within mainstream policing practice.

Our findings suggest that the long-standing narrative of pervasive enforcement gaps
requires some revision. Across the jurisdictions we examined, concrete steps have been
taken to address these gaps, reflecting an environmental enforcement landscape that is
evolving and adapting. The detailed country case studies were intended not only to
identify limitations and challenges, but also, if not primarily, to document this ongoing
progress. A further indication of this development is that many of the study’s recom-
mendations for the Dutch Police closely align with the strategic orientation set out in
Environmental Policing 2.0 — Reliable and Sustainable (Politiemilieutaak 2.0 - Duur-
zaam betrouwbaar). Although this strategy was adopted during the course of the pro-
ject, its content was only made available to the author at the final stage of the writing
process. While the pace of change does not yet match the scale or urgency of environ-
mental harms, the processes described across all case studies point towards incremen-
tal but meaningful improvement.

A distinct but related issue concerns police professional identity. The persistent questi-
on that I often heard throughout the project was: Should environmental crime be a po-
lice responsibility? This question continues to surface in policing scholarship, especially
among those who argue that police should do less rather than more. Yet the evolving
global ecological context, the increasing profitability of environmental exploitation,
and the cumulative consequences of decades of environmental legislation effectively
preclude police withdrawal at this stage. Environmental crime has become, by structu-
ral necessity, part of the policing mandate. Whether this shift is accompanied by deeper
identity formation, an emerging “eco-police” mindset (Matczak, 2025), remains, for
the time being, empirically underexplored.

Nevertheless, we show that where a recognisable organisational identity around envi-
ronmental protection exists, it reinforces capacity and confidence. This was most visi-
ble in Spain, where SEPRONA’s decades-long institutional continuity has embedded
environmental protection into its organisational DNA, producing a palpable sense of
pride, professional recognition, and mission clarity. By contrast, Sweden and the
Netherlands represent countries where the police are still at early stages of internalising
and operationalising their role in environmental crime enforcement. Police officers,
unlike civilians, expressed a sense of adjustment rather than long-standing identity
alignment, illustrating how organisational culture and identity evolve at different paces
across policing contexts.

8.4 Environmental crime investigations as diagnostic practice

The environmental domain has long been characterised by extensive legislative devel-
opment, and has been occasionally referred to as ‘legislative proliferation with unin-
tended negative consequences. As early as 2009, Le Monde highlighted “the existence
of a gulf between the proliferation of legislation and the enforcement of environmental
law on the ground” (Dupont 2009, cited in Malochet 2023:7). This gap is often caused
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by those environmental cases typically requiring substantial resources, mainly in the
form of considerable staft time, specialised expertise, advanced technical equipment,
laboratory analyses, and the review of voluminous and often technically complex do-
cumentation. Even when a conviction or settlement is secured, additional oversight is
frequently necessary to ensure compliance with mandated site-cleanup or remediation
measures (Epstein & Hammett, 1995).

Although access to detailed information about environmental crime investigations va-
ried across the countries examined in this project, investigative practice consistently
emerged as the most revealing vantage point from which to understand both the
(quickly evolving) nature of environmental crimes and the capacity of police organisa-
tions to address them. Investigations serve as a “living laboratory,” where operational
realities illuminate the strengths and weaknesses of existing arrangements, the limits of
technical and organisational capabilities, and the needs that are often masked at more
strategic or policy-oriented levels. The conversations around environmental crime in-
vestigation revealed police officers’ reluctance to take samples, tensions and/or compe-
tition between administrative and criminal investigators, divergent attitudes toward
the application of technological or Al-supported tools, or the classification challenges
regarding waste or second-hand goods. These insights into investigations not only ser-
ve to provide case-specific insights, but also serve as a broader diagnostic picture of
how environmental crime enforcement operates in practice and where developmental
efforts are most pressing. The complexity of these cases should not be seen as a weak-
ness, as one SEPRONA officer observed: the greater the number of steps in an environ-
mental crime scheme, the higher the operational risks for offenders, and, correspon-
dingly, the greater the opportunities for law enforcement to intervene and learn.
Successful environmental crime investigations also possess a unifying effect within
highly decentralised policing landscapes, as demonstrated in Sweden in the “Think
Pink” case. Moreover, even small-scale investigations, regardless of their final legal out-
come, carry significant learning value. This was repeatedly acknowledged during inter-
views in France and Spain, where practitioners emphasised that winning a case in
court may satisfy legal requirements without fully addressing and responding to the
environmental or ecological harm.

8.5 Limitations and further research

This study is based on qualitative data, and, as with any methodological approach, it
carries inherent limitations. Examining four different national contexts within a con-
strained timeframe inevitably required breadth over depth. Although a substantial
amount of information was gathered, the study should still be considered exploratory,
or as an initial scoping exercise into a complex and conceptually challenging research
problem. While the primary aim was to investigate capacity-building mechanisms
within relevant police organisations, the research process was shaped by the availabil-
ity of institutional access facilitated through police and academic gatekeepers, by une-
ven national scholarly coverage across countries, by the research team’s limited famili-
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arity with certain cultural and organisational nuances, and by unexpected resource
constraints following the completion of fieldwork.

Despite these limitations, we trust that our study, challenging as it proved, will offer
valuable insights not only to the Dutch Police but also to other police organisations,
across the European Union and beyond, seeking to strengthen their capacity and ex-
pertise in environmental crime enforcement. Further research in additional jurisdicti-
ons is required to identify whether similar dynamics emerge elsewhere or whether al-
ternative models exist that diverge from those presented in this report.

Our study provides a helicopter-level overview of key identified patterns and mecha-
nisms. Future research can build on this foundation by examining individual compo-
nents in greater depth, whether through qualitative or quantitative methodological
approaches. Further research could, for example, include police education and training
on environmental crimes, the effectiveness of joint investigative critical reassessment
of the New Environmental Governance framework, or the development of pro-en-
vironmental attitudes among police officers.
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From the comparative perspective, the Dutch model shares a number of features with

each of the models analysed, and it is not unique regarding its shortcomings and limi-

tations, as all countries face these to varying degrees. The Dutch model resembles that

of the dense and deeply fragmented environmental field as in France, prosecutorial

reliance and dependence on (VTH) inspectors as in Sweden, without having the strong

centralised specialist component characteristic of Spain. The Dutch Police currently

operate within a system that is ambitious, yet structurally constrained. The strategic

prioritisation of environmental crime is a major step forward, and many suggested

actions have already been set in motion, but further development requires:

o stronger institutional clarity and identity for environmental policing within the Na-
tional Police;

o improved intelligence capacity and information integration;

o deeper and more formalised collaboration with inspectors and BODs;

o specialist career pathways and multi-level training options;

o strategic coherence across regional and national levels.

These findings form the basis of the recommendations. These are divided into two
sections: (1) overarching recommendations relevant to enforcement systems across
Europe, and (2) specific recommendations for the Dutch Police based on lessons lear-
ned from France, Sweden, and Spain.

9.1 General Recommendations
9.1.1 Improving the knowledge base on environmental crimes

Given the complexity and dynamic nature of environmental crimes, it is critical that
each country continuously develops its knowledge base in this field, and that the police
actively contribute to this process. One aspect that must always be considered when
analysing environmental crimes is their frequent convergence with other forms of of-
fending, as well as the necessity to qualify them both ecologically and legally. Regar-
dless of the terminology used, whether this relates to risk assessments, government
assignments, police-academia research partnerships, or environmental crime intelli-
gence, these efforts should be integrated to improve collective understanding of the
nature and complexity of environmental crime. The Netherlands plays a vanguard role
in this regard, particularly due to the Dutch Police’s long-standing contribution to
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knowledge production and, more recently, the publication of their risk assessments in
English. Moreover, all four case studies demonstrate that intelligence remains a critical
yet often underdeveloped component of environmental enforcement. Effective envi-
ronmental policing requires a strategic intelligence base, which helps to identify trends,
and to inform targeted police interventions. Furthermore, the value of community po-
licing and the significance of locally connected knowledge (also shared by civil society
organisations) with the geographical disposition and diversity in the field of environ-
mental crimes should not be neglected.

This recommendation is also underscored by an additional concern. As one of the
French academics noted (Interviewee 34), without systematic documentation, we risk
“environmental amnesia’, which is a concept in environmental ethics describing how
each generation comes to view the increasingly degraded ecological conditions they
inherit as ‘normal, lacking any lived memory of healthier ecosystems (e.g., more abun-
dant insects, greater biodiversity, cleaner rivers). This phenomenon may have direct
legal and practical implications: environmental harm becomes harder to recognise, the
burden of proof in environmental law increases, and authorities may come to accept
compromised ecological baselines as the new norm, and in consequence reduce their
efforts for restoration or enforcement.

9.1.2 Measuring impact and performance

We need to reconsider how police performance in this field is conceptualised and
which indicators are used to assess it. Traditional performance metrics in this field
follow a numbers-driven logic (Interviewee 34) and it would require considerable ef-
fort to consolidate data from the various environmental policing actors operating
across different administrative and geographical levels (see Malochet 2023:108 for in-
dicative figures; even these assume that all offences are systematically recorded and
processed, which is not the case). To make basic statistics (such as resources allocated,
investigations initiated, or fines issued) meaningful, they must be contextualised in
relation to the number of officers involved, population size, territorial coverage, and
the nature of local environmental issues. Moreover, while such metrics reflect enforce-
ment activity, they do not capture the full extent of environmental offences, so this re-
mains largely unavailable to authorities.

According to Ido Nap”, an advisor in the Dutch Police who supported the establish-
ment of a small team tasked with developing performance indicators for environmen-
tal crime enforcement, the selection of indicators should always be driven by clearly
defined goals. These goals must first be articulated through questions such as: What do
we aim to achieve? Which problem are we addressing? How do we collaborate with other
actors pursuing the same objectives? Key performance indicators (KPIs) should never
become ends in themselves, rather, they are tools to assess whether sufficient and ap-
propriate efforts have been undertaken to achieve the intended outcomes. A recurrent

75  Personal communication, 2 December 2025.
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challenge in police organisations is their case-driven orientation. What is needed in-
stead is a shift towards an effect-driven approach, in which once KPIs are reached,
work does not stop, and underlying strategic goals continue to guide practice.

9.1.3 Environmental crime investigation as a systemic learning process

Police organisations should institutionalise environmental crime investigations not
only as enforcement activities but also as structured diagnostic and learning processes.
Investigations routinely expose operational gaps, whether in sampling practices, coor-
dination with administrative authorities, use of technology, or the classification of en-
vironmental goods and waste. To harness this diagnostic value, the police should im-
plement mechanisms that capture lessons from both large and small cases, regardless
of legal outcome. This can include after-action reviews, cross-disciplinary debriefings
with administrative partners, and structured feedback loops that feed insights into
training, intelligence development, and organisational strategy. By formalising investi-
gations as sites of organisational learning, the police can strengthen their investigative
capacity, enhance inter-agency complementarity, and continuously adapt to the evol-
ving complexity of environmental crime. The learnings from the environmental crime
investigations should have a strong financial perspective. This perspective underscores
the fundamentally economic and financial nature of many environmental offences and
suggests that the conventional distinction between “environmental” and “economic”
crime is often artificial and counterproductive. If police organisations were to fully
embrace this understanding, the composition of environmental investigative teams
would necessarily reflect it, requiring the systematic inclusion of specialists in both fi-
nancial analysis and investigations of legal and illicit entities.”

9.14 Strengthening international presence, cooperation and education at
EU-level and beyond

Although opinions may differ regarding its pace, progress has been made internatio-
nally in approaches to environmental crime. Collaboration has become a new policing
paradigm at Europol, as acknowledged by the head of its environmental unit. Similarly,
one of the key insights from the INTERPOL visit was that the majority of the environ-
mental team’s time and effort is devoted to developing, facilitating, and maintaining
cooperation with counterparts in national police organisations. Police services, facing
constant resource and time constraints, can do better to benefit from work already
undertaken by these two organisations. Moreover, at the EU level, the revised 2024 En-
vironmental Crime Directive significantly broadens the range of criminalised behavi-
ours and raises evidentiary and procedural requirements. As a result, all EU police

76  In the first study on environmental crime enforcement to be recognised as such, expertise in white-collar
crime and the economic dimensions of environmental offences is identified as being particularly valuable
within police-based environmental units (Epstein & Hammett, 1995).
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organisations will require additional resources, specialised training, enhanced forensic
capacity, and stronger intelligence integration to meet these new obligations. Despite
its significance, the data collection process revealed how difficult it is to obtain clear or
current information on how respective police organisations are preparing to meet
these new obligations.

9.2 Specific recommendations for the Dutch Police
9.2.1 Strengthening data collection and accessibility

The Dutch case study revealed significant limitations in access to systematic and relia-
ble numerical data, particularly in comparison with other jurisdictions examined in
this project. This constrained our ability to identify trends in the number and types of
environmental crimes, as well as to assess police capacity, staffing levels, and resource
allocation over time. We therefore recommend that the Dutch Police further develop a
coherent and transparent data collection framework for environmental crime and en-
forcement activities, including standardised recording practices across units and im-
proved accessibility for analytical and evaluative purposes. Strengthening data avail-
ability would not only support evidence-based policy-making and strategic planning,
but also enhance accountability and the capacity to monitor the implementation of
national environmental policing strategies.

9.2.2 Establish a cohesive environmental policing identity

Drawing primarily on Spain’s SEPRONA and, to some extent, on France’s CESAN, the
Dutch Police would benefit from strengthening its environmental policing profile. This
entails a clearly defined mandate, an internal organisational strategy dedicated to envi-
ronmental crimes, and a coherent branding approach that improves legitimacy, visibi-
lity, and internal coordination. Although progress has been made through the work of
the Senior Advisor for Environmental Crime Strategy and the activities of the Sustai-
nability and Environmental Safety Programme, additional recognisability could be
gained through more direct engagement and practical exchanges between relevant ac-
tors within the Dutch Police and these services. This issue was also frequently raised
and discussed during the exchanges between representatives of the Dutch HIEC team
and the Swedish Police. This recommendation strongly resonates with the overall stra-
tegic orientation set out in Politiemilieutaak 2.0 - Duurzaam betrouwbaar (Environ-
mental Policing 2.0 — Reliable and Sustainable), which emphasises that the Dutch Po-
lice fulfils its (environmental crime investigation) role in a reliable, visible, and
independent manner within the Dutch enforcement chain.

In this context, the analytical framework developed in this study can serve both as a
comparative tool and as a set of internal benchmarks within the Dutch Police. The re-
search questions as well as the operationalisation matrix (see Appendix I) can provide
structured reference points for monitoring institutional development and assessing
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progress in the formation of a coherent environmental policing identity within the
Dutch Police.

9.2.3 Consolidate specialist capacity and reduce organisational fragmentation

Our comparative insights indicate that fragmentation within the Dutch system, as well
as the relatively marginal position of the police, is not unique. However, the Dutch en-
forcement model of policing environmental crimes is fragmented not only externally
but also within the police organisation itself. To strengthen investigative capacity in
particular, specialised knowledge should be consolidated rather than dispersed across
numerous units. The High Impact Environmental Crime Team (HIEC) and NXT could
function as central nodes for national expertise, supported by regional specialist teams.
At the central level, the establishment of the National Environmental Intelligence Unit
and the Strategic National Coordinator of Environmental Intelligence is a highly wel-
come development. However, further improvements should be made to strengthen the
intelligence cycle and better inform police operations, as demonstrated during the field
visit to the SEPRONA headquarters.

9.2.4 Exchanging practices about multi-level training and education pathways

Despite obtaining some information during the fieldwork, little is currently known
about how education and training on the policing of environmental crime are organised
and delivered. Considering the complexity of environmental crime and its enforce-
ment, this area of education merits increased attention and the application of more
effective teaching and training methods. One possible initiative would be for the Dutch
Police, together with the Dutch Police Academy, to organise international workshops
aimed at sharing and comparing approaches to teaching environmental crime policing
across jurisdictions.

The lessons learned from the studied countries is that beyond technical knowledge,
training should also address sampling, financial aspects, digital evidence, permit ana-
lysis, cross-border cases, and emerging EU legal obligations. Inspectorates, the police,
and the prosecution should train together to reduce discrepancies in evidentiary stan-
dards. These training programmes should also be accessible to practitioners from other
agencies as they are in Spain and France and, where possible, delivered in person. The
latter suggestion is informed by the author’s participation in numerous international
(primarily online) workshops on environmental crime during the course of this pro-
ject. Although aimed at practitioners, many of these workshops offered limited engage-
ment or practical relevance and did not resemble the interactive nature traditionally
associated with workshops. The field would benefit from more innovative learning
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tools such as serious gaming”’, an approach also discussed during the visit to INTER-
POL.

9.2.5 Strengthen joint operational protocols and shared evidence standards

This is an intrinsic issue in this field and the extent of it depends on the depth of the
field’s fragmentation. Environmental crimes find themselves at the boundary between
regulatory oversight and criminal investigation. Sweden’s case shows that rigid admi-
nistrative-to-police referral systems risk producing a reactive model. France demon-
strates that multiplicity without efficient and smooth coordination leads to inconsis-
tency. Just as it was evident, mostly in the case of France, the Dutch administrative -
criminal boundary suffers from unclear role descriptions, overlaps, differing evidentiary
standards, and inconsistent communication. Genuine complementarity between ad-
ministrative and criminal actors is achievable only when mandates, expectations, and
operational boundaries are clarified through transparent and continuous communica-
tion. Joint operational protocols, events, training programmes, newsletters, and de-
briefing meetings between police, Omgevingsdiensten, BODs, ILT, and NVWA can
reduce operational friction, and improve and unify the quality of case files submitted
to the Functional Prosecutor’s Office.

77  During the course of the project, two prototypes of environmental-crime serious games were developed in
collaboration with Safety and Security students at The Hague University of Applied Sciences and the HIEC
team. Owing to time constraints and limited research capacity, these prototypes have not yet been refined to
alevel suitable for integration into police educational settings.
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