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The territorial expansion of mafia-type organized crime. 

The case of the Italian mafia in Germany 

 

Rocco Sciarrone and Luca Storti 

 

 
 
 

 Abstract 

 

The present paper deals with the territorial movements of the mafia groups. Dopo aver 

postulato che il concetto di mafia fa riferimento a una forma di criminalità organizzata con 

caratteristiche sui generis, il paper presenta: i) un repertorio dei meccanismi sottesi ai 

processi espansivi delle mafie in territori estranei a quelli della loro origine; ii) una 

tassonomia delle forme che assume la presenza mafiosa nei territori non tradizionali. By a 

case study approach, il quadro concettuale delineato viene applicato alla presenza della 

mafia in Germania, ricostruita mediante il ricorso a fonti di tipo documenatle. Pur trattandosi 

di un’indagine di tipo esplorativo, emergono alcune chiare acquisizioni: i) il maggiore 

coinvolgimento della ‘ndrangheta rispetto alle altre mafie italiane tradizionali (Cosa Nostra e 

Camorra); ii) il fatto che anche nelle espansioni di “successo” la mafia non riproduce il 

radicamento tipico dei territori originari, incentrando la sua presenza intorno 

prevalentemente all’infiltrazione dell’economia e alla conduzione di attività  nei mercati 

illegali.  

 

Keywords: mafias, protection-extorction, mobility of mafias, agency and context factors, 

taxonomy of mafias’expansion, Mafia in Germany.    

 

 

Introduction 

 

The spatial mobility of mafia-type criminal organizations has become a topic of growing interest, 

for scholars as well as for public opinion and law enforcement. For some time now, judicial 

investigations have indicated that the mafia is no longer confined to certain areas of Southern Italy1. 

In both the scientific literature and the public debate2, it is emphasized that the territorial expansion 

                                                 
1The traditional mafia settlements coincide with some areas of Southern Italy, concentrated in the west of Sicily, with an 
epicenter in the cities of Palermo and Trapani; in the southern part of Calabria, the province of Reggio Calabria in particular, 
and in the provinces of Caserta, Napoli and Salerno in the Campania region (Catanzaro, 1992; Dickie, 2004; Lupo, 2009). 
2 See the work of the Antimafia Parliamentary Commission (Commissione Parlamentare Antimafia,  CPA), the Antimafia 
Investigation Bureau (Dipartimento Investigativo Antimafia, DIA) and several recent judicial investigations, e.g., those 
regarding the mafia’s presence in the regions of Piemonte and Lombardia (Tribunale di Milano, [TriMI], 2010; Tribunale di 
Torino [TriTo], 2011). In addition, starting with Saviano’s best-selling book (2007), there has been a flurry of publications – 
mostly journalistic in nature – that have been enormously successful in attracting the public’s attention. As for scholarly 
publications, it should be recalled that the expansion of organized crime was addressed in a special issue of the journal 
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of mafia organizations in non-traditional areas now affects broad swaths of Northern Italy, e.g., 

Piemonte and Lombardia, as well as areas outside the country. It is precisely these transnational 

movements of mafias that have sparked interest in recent years. In truth, this is nothing new, as 

witnessed by the debate concerning the genesis of the so-called American Cosa Nostra , which is 

often spoken of in terms of Southern Italian immigrants who brought the mafia “virus” with them 

(Bell, 1964; Cressey, 1969; Nelly, 1969; Moore, 1974; Kelly, 1997; Lupo, 2008). But it is equally 

true that the transnational presence of mafia groups has recently attracted growing attention.  

One of the major reason for this attention concernes the growing internationalization of 

socioeconomic phenomena. With an economy that is increasingly centered on international flows, 

the idea that mafias become more “liquid” – to echo Bauman –  or in other words, less rooted in 

specific territory, more inherently transnational, has gained favor with many scholars (e.g. Castels, 

2000; Williams, 2001; Shelley, 2006; CPA, 2008).  

In their extreme versions, these views hold that globalization implicitly fosters crime and fuels a 

sort of moral panic about migrations, which are seen as vehicles for the “ethnic-based” variants of 

organized crime groups (see Varese, 2011a). Though there are obviously other visions that are less 

apocalyptic, better thought-out, there is still a need for closer scrutiny, both theoretical and 

empirical, of the mafia movements outside of their territory of origin.  

This article will contribute to this debate in three ways. First, we will clarify the concept of mafia 

(section 1). In an effort to stem the increasingly evocative use of the term, we will clarify several of 

its features. Specifically, the mafia is particular form of organized crime that is capable of 

infiltrating the legal economy and politics, of gaining a certain social acceptance and some measure 

of tolerance on the part of the authorities (Lupo, 2008). Subsequently, we will present a framework 

of the processes of mafia expansion, attempting to outline: i) a repertory of the mechanisms 

whereby they actually take place (section 2), and ii) a taxonomy of the different types of expansion 

(section 3). In the light of these analytical frameworks, we will then present empirical evidences 

regarding the spread of the Italian mafia in Germany3 (section 4). From the time a number of mafia 

killings hit the headlines some years ago (see infra), this is an issue that has been followed closely 

by law enforcement and the judiciary in both Italy and Germany, and has to some extent entered in 

                                                                                                                                                                  
Global Crime (3, 2011b), with noteworthy discussions of the national and international spread of the Italian mafias in Varese 
(2011) and Campana (2011a).  
3 The analysis is based on judiciary material and institutional documents from a variety of sources, including the Antimafia 
Investigation Bureau (Dipartimento Investigativo Antimafia), the Antimafia Parliamentary Commission (Commissione 
Parlamentare Antimafia), the Antimafia National Judiciary Department (Direzione Nazionale Antimafia) and the Criminal 
Office of the German Republic (Bundes Kriminal Amt). This is material of a particular kind, as it is produced for judiciary, 
rather than scientific, purposes. However, information from such sources – handed with due analytical and methodological 
precautions – is the main dataset for the empirical studies of mafia-type organized crime in the leading international 
literature (see especially Varese, 2010). 
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public debate. We close by summing up the main findings and with some policy suggestion (section 

5). 

 

Mafia: a possible ideal-type 

Defining mafia is no easy task: the term has systematically attracted stereotypes that tend to portray 

it as an elusive phenomenon, typical of backward societies. Stereotyped portrayals of the mafia 

have influenced perceptions of it, and have contributed – in the strict sense – to shaping it. From 

these depictions and the rhetoric employed to describe the mafia, in fact, mafiosi have gained ideas 

and stimuli for how to represent themselves and interact (see especially Moe, 2002; Gambetta, 

2009). In turn, certain commonplaces about organized crime are fueled and conveyed by the mafiosi 

themselves, who use them to build their reputation. This is the case of the myth of an older “good” 

mafia, whose aim was to preserve traditional values, as opposed to a new “bad” mafia, interested 

only in the pursuit of gain (Falcone & Padovani, 1992).  

The term mafia is one of the few Italian words to be known worldwide,  a catch-all concept 

embracing a wide range of phenomena associated with deviance, criminality, and violence, and 

which are found in different parts of the world (Santoro, 2012). In the common lexicon, moreover, 

the term mafia is used to refer metaphorically to situations marked more by particularism and 

clientelism than on universal or meritocratic dynamics. By contrast, we will use the concept of 

mafia in a more circumscribed sense: as a form of organized crime, with unique attributes of its own 

(e.g., Finckenauer, 2005; von Lampe, 2005; Sciarrone, 2009; Alach, 2011). 

In general, defining a phenomenon entails identifying certain salient features and establishing its 

boundaries. In this connection, our subject throws another difficulty in our path: tracing the confines 

of the mafia is by no means straightforward. Scholars have often regarded the mafia as coinciding 

with the context in which it originally took root, interpreting it as a phenomenon arising from 

cultural codes that are widespread in mainstream society. This perspective loses sight of the 

distinction between what lies outside and inside the mafia. This is the case of the cultural 

interpretations, which hold that the mafia is a mentality stemming from the subculture of a given 

local society, marked by codes of omertà and patronage (see especially Hess, 1998). 

It should also be borne in mind that discussions of the mafia take shape in opposition to – and are 

in turned fueled by – those regarding the anti-mafia. Investigations of organized crime also 

contribute to providing a representation of it (e.g., Jamieson, 2000; Schneider & Schneider, 2003). 

In short, the judiciary at times fosters the idea of the mafia as a criminal super-structure, a sort of 

holding company of crime, and at other times puts greater emphasis on its internal structure, its 

organization and violent methods. The first representation spotlights what is presumed to be the 
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growing financialization of criminal power and its presence in the global scapes of the economy. 

The second, conversely, stresses the mafia’s activities in its local area (primarily extortion and 

infiltration in competitive bidding) and in illegal markets, and especially in drug trafficking. 

Now that we have cleared away a series of preliminary questions, we can proceed with an 

essential definition of mafia. We will use the term mafia (in the singular) to designate the 

phenomena in its ideal-typical features, bearing in mind that, in concrete reality, it will differ in 

space and time. In Italy, then, we can distinguish between several historical mafias (in the plural): 

Cosa Nostra, ‘Ndrangheta and Camorra, originally embedded in specific areas of the South (and 

respectively in certain zones of Sicilia, Calabria and Campania)4.  

Within these mafias, the configurations that take shape vary according to the structure of the 

organization, which may be centralized to a greater or lesser extent, and the management of their 

activities, which may be coordinated or conflictual in character (see, e.g., Catanzaro, 1992; 

Arlacchi, 1993, 2009; Paoli, 2003; Sciarrone, 2009, 2010; Lupo 2010). Traditionally, Cosa Nostra 

tends to have a pyramidal organization, where relationships of vertical integration and a relatively 

unitary structure predominate. The ‘Ndrangheta, by contrast, has a more horizontal organizational 

structure, leaving more independence for individual groups, though coordination has recently 

become more centralized. Lastly, the Camorra clans are more fragmented in structure, with many of 

the typical features of gangsterism,  especially in the Naples metropolitan area, but with solid ties to 

other areas of the region and in the province of Caserta in particular. In all of the mafia formations, 

in any case, there is a tension between organizational centralization and diffusion, which assumes a 

network type configuration5.  

Despite the differences that can be seen between the various mafia groups, they all share (as 

Wittgenstein would say) a certain “family resemblance”. We can thus attempt to construct an ideal-

type of mafia, synthesizing certain particularly salient aspects that are present to a greater or lesser 

extent in actual mafia-type groups6: 

 

 The individuals belonging to mafia-type criminal organizations make up a secret society, 

with specific bonds of loyalty and a well-defined hierarchy of control, and act in pursuit of 

gain, reputation and security; 

                                                 
4 Italy also has other criminal groups which are often likened to the mafias, such as the Sacra Corona Unita (SCU), a 
criminal organization active in Puglia, an area which has historically been immune from the mafia presence. The SCU arose 
in this area between the late 1970s and early ‘80s, as a result of the expansion of traditional mafia groups belonging to the 
Camorra and to the ‘Ndrangheta, with intent on controlling of illegal trafficking, e.g. cigarette smuggling (Sciarrone, 2009). 
5 For an application of network analysis to criminal organizations, see Easton & Karaivanov (2009), von Lampe (2003; 
2009), Morselli (2009), Campana (2011b), Campana and Varese (2011), Scaglione (2011). 
6 This ideal-type can also encompass other criminal groups originating in other parts of the word and tending towards the 
mafia model. Examples include the Japanese Yakuza and the Russian Mafia (Varese, 2001; Hill, 2003). 
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 The major means used by the mafia consist of exercising violence, whether actual or 

threatened, in instrumentalizing specific, traditional, cultural codes and manipulating social 

relationships in order to ensure the cooperation of other actors outside the organization and, 

in particular, to establish mutual exchanges in political and economic circles (Sciarrone, 

2009). Thus what distinguishes mafiosi is their pronounced capacity for accumulating and 

employing social capital (Coleman, 1990); 

 The mafia’s organizational structure is that of a network organization, with a certain degree 

of internal cohesion and an appreciable level of openness to the outside. Specifically, 

mafiosi are bound to each other by strong ties, and with outside social groups by weak ties 

(Granovetter, 1973)7. In addition, the organizational relationships between the network’s 

members may be closer in some cases, looser in others, thus enabling parts of the 

organization to have more independence8; 

 The mafia’s organizational form includes two dimensions that are combined with each other 

in a variety of ways (Block, 1980): 1) that of an “organization for illicit trafficking”, which 

makes it an “enterprise” that operates between the legal and illegal markets; and 2) that of 

an “organization for control of the territory” of the local societies in which it is embedded.9 

This dimension is cultivated by using the resources of violence and social capital discussed 

above, whereby the mafia can exercise protection-extortion.  

 

Unlike the “ordinary” forms of organized crime for which “making a profit, through whatever 

means are considered necessary, is […] the primary goal” (Finckenauer, 2005, p. 66), the mafia is 

not oriented exclusively towards profit-making, but also seeks power. The mafia has “political 

subjectivity”, i.e., exhibits several features of the Weberian political group: a system of rules and 

norms, an apparatus that ensures they are respected, and the ability to use physical coercion and to 

exert forms of domination over a specific territory (Santino, 2012). 

The mafia has provided a concrete demonstration – by virtue of these features – that it has 

effective means for embedding itself in its territory. Nevertheless, it has also proven that it is able to 

expand into nontraditional areas, both in its home country (e.g., into Northern Italy) and 

internationally.  

                                                 
7 The mafia has resources of both bonding social capital, which connects the members of an organization to each other, and 
bridging social capital, as it is also able to establish outside ties (Storti, 2004). Much of the mafiosi’s  power stems from their 
ability to occupy structural holes (Burt, 1992) that separate different social networks. 
8 Mafia is an example of loosely coupled organization (Weick, 2001). For example, Cosa Nostra’s so-called “Cupola”, or 
ruling commission, was active only in the Seventies and Eighties. Both before and afterwards, there was less coordination 
between the clans of the Sicilian mafia and more independent action (Lupo, 2010). 
9 The mafia’s embeddedness in a given local society is not just relational. It also involves the instrumentalization of 
traditional symbols, values and cultural codes (see Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990). 
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Processes of expansion 

Though it may seem anachronistic today, many scholars long held that the mafia is a phenomena 

that cannot be exported. In this interpretation, the mafia can be formed only under exceptional 

contextual conditions that can be found only in the areas where it was born and grew. This view 

reduces the mafia to an expression of a traditional society with specific cultural codes and a 

backward economy (Lupo, 2009). The corollary idea that the mafia is a hangover from the past has 

prevented these scholars from seeing that certain processes of modernization – rapid transitions to 

the market economy, for instance – can offer mafia groups opportunities to become entrenched 

(Varese 2001). More recently, faced with a bulk of empirical evidence, the idea that the mafia 

cannot be exported is no longer tenable. Its place has been taken by more nuanced interpretations 

that hold that the mafia is difficult to export – since it is heavily dependent on the resources and the 

environment of the society where it originated – but, given certain background conditions10, it can 

partially reproduce itself in different territories (see Reuter, 1985, 1987; Gambetta, 1993, 2012).  

A second interpretation can be expressed metaphorically with the idea of contagion. Here, the 

mafia’s expansion is seen as the unexpected outcome of demographic phenomena such as migratory 

movements from areas where the mafia has traditionally been present. There is a deterministic 

version of this view, viz., the presence of immigrants from Southern Italy automatically results in 

the mafia’s spread. This interpretation has stubbornly persisted despite a series of empirical 

findings: it is not true that mafia groups have formed wherever Southern Italian immigrants are to 

be found (for example, it has not occurred in South America). Conversely, Italian mafia groups are 

reported in areas where there has been no immigration from Southern Italy, such as the Costa del 

Sol in Spain (CPA, 2008). In countries where criminal groups of Southern Italian origin are present, 

moreover, these groups did not become active at the time of the great migratory waves, but only in 

more recent years, as witnessed by mafia penetration in Northern Italy (Sciarrone, 2009) or the case 

of Germany which will be discussed below. Consequently, mafia expansion cannot be said to take 

place at the demographic level, given that the great mass migrations did not result in the generalized 

transplantation of mafia-type organizations as such.  

In line with the perspective adopted here, the most recent work has underscored the difficulty of 

identifying a single determining cause of mafia expansion (see, e.g., Sciarrone, 2009; Morselli, 

Turcotte & Tenti 2011; Varese, 2011a, 2011b). It is a complex phenomenon, that in concrete cases 

                                                 
10 Significant background conditions include, for example, uncertainty and lack of systemic trust (Gambetta, 1993). 
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takes shape through several concatenated mechanisms. One strategy for constructing a repertory of 

these mechanisms11 is to distinguish between context factors and agency factors12.  

 

Context Factors 

Context Factors involve the structure of the opportunities existing in the contexts threatened by the 

entry of mafia actors. Here, we are dealing chiefly with the economic, cultural-relational and 

political-institutional spheres. As regards the legal economy, certain sectors are more vulnerable to 

mafia infiltration, in particular: i) those of the traditional production system, with their low 

technological level and predominance of small-scale enterprises that should compete on the local 

market, like construction (Lavezzi, 2008; Lupo, 2010); ii) the sectors subject to public regulation 

(e.g. competitive bidding), where the mafia puts pressure on policy-makers and gain advantageous 

position in accessing public resources. These are the areas where the mafia’s presence – and in 

some cases the protection it offers – are strongest, and where mafiosi can make best use of their 

“skills”: their use of violence to discourage competition and employ labor flexibly, their store of 

social capital. 

One of the factors that can encourage the mafias’ expansion is the economic dynamism of local 

settings. These criminal groups are attracted by high-growth areas where they can make new 

investments or assume their traditional role as protectors and go-betweens, seeking to lubricate 

social relations and economic transactions. At the same time, the mafiosi are also able to benefit 

from situations of economic crisis, for instance by offering liquid capital and financial resources to  

entrepreneurs who have difficulty in accessing credit, or by taking over troubled businesses as 

fronts for money laundering (TriMi, 2010). 

Other context factors that make a territory more susceptible to mafia entrenchment involve 

intertwined cultural, political and institutional aspects. Where political institutions are ineffective in 

regulating economic processes and cushioning the effects of market failures, there may be a loss of 

institutional trust. This process can provide more scope for “mediators” to provide protection and 

sanction collusive exchanges. In addition, ineffective institutions foster corrupt practices and the 

private appropriation of public resources, and result more generally in a widespread lowering of the 

sense of legality (della Porta & Vannucci, 2011). This outcome can also be affected by the actors’ 

social circles, where social norms “circulate”, establishing the degree of approval/disapproval 

accorded to conduct. In this specific case, having dealings with a mafioso entails a certain degree of 

                                                 
11 In this section of the paper we try to point out quite large number of mechanism able to foster mafia’s expansion 
processes. However, which of them are in work – and how – in concret expansion cases is mainly an empirical question.  
12 Those scholars are use to distinguish between push and pull factors or between supply and demand factors, which lead to 
a mafia’s expansion process. We believe the agency-context framework fit better with a dynamical and multilevel 
explanation. 
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social disapproval and hence moral costs: if these costs are low, there will be less resistance to 

establishing contact. To summarize, then, in addition to depending on idiosincratic propensities, the 

decision to enter into a relationship with a mafioso will hinge on two mutually interconnected 

components: i) the type of recognition and legitimacy enjoyed in one’s social circles, and ii) the 

system of social norms and obligations circulating in the institutional environment. 

Again with regard to institutional aspects, it should be added that inadequate opposition on the 

part of law enforcement and the judiciary – either through a lack of experience or because there is 

no appropriate legislation – make the mafia’s expansion easier13. Other facilitating factors include 

scant attention from public opinion, the mass media and civil society in general, and a tendency on 

the part of local political figures to underestimate the problem. 

The success of the mafia’s expansion can be favored by situations in which other forms of 

illegality are already common: for example, covert deals and corruption in politics and local 

government. In this case, the mafia’s ability to offer illegal services can link up with other skills in 

illegality that already exist in the territory (della Porta & Vannucci, 2011)14. 

Lastly, it should be borne in mind that exogenous shocks can dislodge the economic and political 

actors who operate in an area, generating new opportunities for criminal infiltration. This is the 

case, for example, of the collapse of the planned economy countries, where the rapid transition to a 

market economy, with no political and bureaucratic institutions that can set up a credible system of 

constraints and incentives and guarantee a respected rule system, generates a demand for protection 

that can be offered by mafia groups (Varese 2001, 2011a).  

 

Agency factors 

Context factors alone are not sufficient to illustrate the mechanisms underlying the processes of 

mafia expansion across territories. It is also necessary to consider the active role of the actors who 

concretely pursue these processes: their strategies for action, their ability to understand and take 

advantage of the opportunity structure, i.e., the agency factors (Sciarrone, 2009). From this 

standpoint, it is useful to make a distinction between intentional and unintentional choices (Varese, 

2011a). In the first instance, expansion is an independent decision, taken on the basis of an 

assessment  of costs and benefits, and to a certain extent subject to instrumental and strategic 

                                                 
13 This took place, for example, in Italy’s Liguria region, where the judiciary long underestimated the presence of mafia 
organizations, regarding them as fairly unstructured criminal groups, and thus did not apply the measures contemplated by 
antimafia legislation (CPA, 2010).  
14 Several judicial investigations have revealed, for example, that corrupt practices in healthcare have made it easier for 
members of mafia groups to gain entry. These mafiosi take part in covert dealings, acting as “enforcers” for illegal deals 
thanks to their ability to hold the parties to the terms (CPA, 2008; TriMi, 2010). 
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considerations15. In the second instance, by contrast, expansion is a decision influenced by external 

variables, less sought out and planned, and made more in response to an adaptation mechanism. 

Basically, unintentional processes of expansion stem from the decision to look for a new territory as 

a result of three processes: 1) a crackdown by law enforcement; 2) a mafia war, which upsets the 

balance of power between rival clans in a given territory, reducing the opportunities and dealings 

available to the losing clan, which decides to turn its attentions elsewhere; 3) the perverse outcomes 

of efforts to quash organized crime, which force mafiosi out of their home territories (in Italy, this is 

the case of soggiorno obbligato or forced resettlement16). In greater detail, we can say that these 

factors can explain mafia members’ exit from a territory in which they were entrenched, after which 

a true process of expansion can begin. In the case of soggiorno obbligato, for example, the mafiosi 

may find their new territory to be promising and thus decide to prolong their stay beyond the time 

mandated by the court (see, e.g., CPA, 1994; Sciarrone, 2009). In the case of conflict between 

warring groups and/or an effective crackdown, the criterion used to select the destination is 

important, and is likely based on an estimate of the opportunities provided by different areas. In 

these cases, even if there is no explicit plan for colonizing new territories, the move is not made at 

random, but is based – at least as regards the choice of place – on strategic considerations. 

As for intentional movements, the basic mechanism involves finding a territory for doing 

business and increasing gains. The decision may often reflect the need to invest, in the legal or 

illegal economy, money made in the original territory. The latter, in fact, may not offer sufficient 

investment opportunities because of tight markets or in view of the higher risks associated with 

money laundering.  Secondly, attempts to extend the range of action in illicit trafficking, and 

especially in drug dealing, are important. For a mafioso, the move to another area may be dictated 

by hopes of “getting ahead”, i.e.,  by the desire to improve his standing in the criminal organization: 

in a setting with less internal competition, the chances of rising in “rank” are better17.  

For both intentional and unintentional factors alike, the process of expansion may be mediated 

by relational resources. The prior presence of fellow countrymen, acquaintances, friends, relatives 

and other gang members in the new location can help the new arrival establish himself 

                                                 
15 This interpretation does not mein that the mafia has a central expansion strategy. The idea that the mafia is a sort of 
holding company that can formulate a strategic overall plan for penetrating the most disparate national and supranational 
territories is unfounded (see, e.g., DNA, 2009).  
16 Soggiorno obbligato or forced resettlement is a policy of court-ordered obligatory relocation in a specific place, usually far 
from the original residence, for a period of time, which may be quite long. The purpose of the policy is to oblige mafia 
bosses to move away from the territories in which they are entrenched. It is thus based on the assumption that the mafioso 
can be neutralized if his ties with the original setting are severed. Underestimating mafia members’ ability to adapt to new 
environments, this policy is rooted in the culturalistic view discussed above, which holds that it is the context, not the 
specific criminal group, that makes the mafia. 
17 This emerges from the testimony of a number of mafia members turned state witness, whose criminal career took off  
when they moved to nontraditional areas, especially when they showed particular skills in illicit trafficking (Sciarrone, 2006). 
In addition, reputations can be amplified in new mafia settings, so that saying that someone is a boss may be a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, turning him into a boss even if he was not one before (Sciarrone, 2009, p. 165). 
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economically and socially, providing assistance and information about the area and acting as 

brokers. Having a dense network of contacts in a given locale is an opportunity structure that can be 

leveraged by criminal groups pursuing a strategy of extending the territorial scope of their 

operations.  

 

 

  Figure 1 Processes of expansion, context factors and agency factors 
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1) A spread of the mafia phenomenon in which connections are maintained with the original 

mafia groups and areas, i.e., the relationship is one of subordination to and dependence from 

the “mother house”; 

2) An emergence of the mafia phenomenon in an area that was formerly immune which takes 

place endogenously or is substantially independent of the original territories.   

The first form of expansion has two variants. On the one hand, there may be a fully-fledged 

transplantation of the mafia in a formerly immune territory. This is the case of those situations 

where, starting from a given original setting, the mafia is able to reproduce itself elsewhere (namely 

it is able to reproduce the characteristics outlined in paragraph 1), colonizing its new location and 

becoming fully embedded in it. On the other hand, we have the situations that reflect a more or less 

intense form of infiltration. In these cases, we will see only certain features of the mafia 

organizations in the new territories, reproduced by the presence of individual mafia members or 

groups, who operate in the new setting. At the lowest level of an infiltration, the mafiosi in the new 

territory will operate in purely predatory fashion, as do ordinary criminals. 

In connection with these two types of expansion, it is useful to apply the conceptual distinction 

that has been made between enterprise syndicates and power syndicates, i.e., between organizations 

that have business dealings in illegal markets such as drug trafficking, and organizations that 

control the territory (Block, 1980). It can be maintained that these two arenas are highly intermixed 

in the mafia’s original areas, while the enterprise syndicate predominates – at least in the early 

stages – in the areas into which they have recently expanded. This is especially true for situations of 

infiltration, whereas transplantation,  which entails a greater degree of embeddedness in the new 

setting, also involves forms of territorial control. Transplantation is obviously harder to achieve: it 

necessarily calls for more time to strike root and the combined action of a series of factors, both 

context and agency. A number of concrete cases have shown that the mafia tends to operate as an 

enterprise syndicate when it first expands into a new territory, and only later assumes a form closer 

to the power syndicate model (Sciarrone, 2009). 

We can also distinguish between two ideal-typical cases for the second form of expansion 

process in which – as we have seen – mafia groups which are independent of the organizations in 

the home area establish themselves in previously uncontaminated territories. The first involves a 

process of formation in which the link with the original groups and setting is chiefly “symbolic”: 

here, a mafia is produced through imitation. This occurs when criminal groups and individuals 

pattern their conduct and organization after the traditional mafias, though without having structural 

ties with the original areas. Another situation is that in which locally-grown criminal groups adopt 
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an organizational structure and symbolic apparatus (initiation rituals, for example), inspired by and 

imitated from traditional mafia models.  

In the other ideal-typical case, the rise of a mafia is linked to the original home territory in 

“material” or “instrumental” terms (e.g., to do specific types of business), but only at the initial 

stages of the expansion process. In other words, there is a sort of “contamination” of the new 

territory by mafia groups, which leads, however, to a situation of hybridization, which results – over 

time – in the emergence of a full-scale new mafia, or a criminal group that maintains affinities with 

the original group but cannot be considered as a direct outgrowth, as it gradually distances itself by 

adopting an independent model of action and organization18. Though there may be connections and 

links between the “new” and original mafias, they take the form of predominately structural 

relationships (business deals and exchanges of services) between two independent entities, without 

giving rise to a single, unitary organizational configuration.  

 

Transplantation

Colonization;

High embeddedness

Infiltration

Business links;

Low embeddedness

Close connections with

the home territory

Imitation

Symbolic link;

Endogenous formation

Hybridization

Material link;

Gruadual independence

Loose connections with

the home territory

Expansion processes

Figure 2 Types of expansion: a taxonomy 

 

Clearly, this analytical framework, which is dynamic and idealt-ypical in nature, is chiefly 

valuable for exploratory purposes. In reality, concrete cases of mafia expansion show a mixture of 

the four types we have described, where it is likely that one predominates. It is also plausible that 

the mafia’s approach to taking over a given territory, combined with the latter’s characteristics, give 

rise to configurations that change over time19. The initial infiltration in the legal or illegal economy 

                                                 
18 This is the model followed by the American mafia. In this connection, in fact, it would be misleading to think that the 
Sicilian model was transplanted into the United States, as if the American group were an outgrowth of the Italian. Indeed, 
the relationships between the mafias in the old and new continents are bidirectional. Action strategies and criminal 
organizational models are developed in the two settings through interaction and influence, by means of processes of 
hybridization (Lupo, 2008). 
19 From this standpoint, an interesting case is that of the SCU mentioned in note 4, where the initial infiltration and 
transplantation of Camorra and ‘Ndrangheta groups was followed by a process of imitation by local criminals in Puglia. The 
latter sought to free themselves from the outside criminal groups, adopting methods and types of organization taken from 
the traditional mafias, thus resulting in the formation of a new mafia. 
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can later lead to a more stable territorial entrenchment on the part of the mafia organization, and 

thus appear to be a transplantation. In the new territory, this means that the mafia will have a greater 

capacity for networking, or in other words to establish relationships of complicity and collusion 

with economic and political actors. This does not proceed, however, along a unilateral and 

evolutionary route: some processes of expansion reach maturity without ever going beyond 

infiltration, and there are cases where mafia expansion recedes after an initial success. It is thus 

useful to identify case studies that can be investigated through diachronic or longitudinal 

comparisons carried out in a limited territorial context affected by a mafia movement and observed 

over different intervals of time.  

Lastly, it should be noted that the mechanisms underlying the processes of mafia expansion 

discussed in the preceding paragraph are not neutral with respect to the type of expansion. A mafia 

presence resulting from the infiltration model is more sensitive to contextual mechanisms regarding 

the economic sphere, while a situation that is more similar to a transplant, and gives rise to forms of 

embeddedness, usually requires a greater determination on the part of the mafiosi to seize control 

over the newly entered territory, which can be facilitated by cultural, political and institutional 

factors (lack of authority on the part of state institutions and of legitimation on the part of local 

authorities, slow response by civil society, weak legality, etc.).  

 

 

The mafia in Germany 

In the town of Duisburg on August 15, 2007, six young men belonging to a ‘Ndrangheta group were 

gunned down by hitmen from a rival group in front of an Italian restaurant where the victims had 

passed the evening. Though it took place in Germany, the massacre was the culmination of a feud 

originating in San Luca, a village in Calabria regarded as one of the most important centers of the  

‘Ndrangheta, and the scene of bloody conflict between two mafia families.  

The ferocity of the massacre, which was reported in the worldwide press, the fact that it 

propelled a conflict rooted in a small Southern Italian village into another country, and the risk that 

the mafia and its violence could insinuate itself into the European Union’s richest nation all pointed 

to the need for a clearer picture of the Italian mafias’ presence in Germany, not least because of the 

intense economic exchanges and history of immigration that link the two countries20. 

Mafia operations in Germany center chiefly on illicit trafficking, and in particular on drug 

dealing, counterfeiting and automobile smuggling. These activities are followed by money 

laundering, with investments in various areas of the economy, including real estate, tourism, 

                                                 
20 During the Fordist emigrations in the ’60s and ’70s, Germany hosted over a million Italian immigrants, most of whom 
were from the Southern regions (Storti 2007). 
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construction, the textile industry, retail businesses and restaurants. The commercial enterprises also 

provide a logistics network for transporting drugs and for the arms traffic (Allum & Sands, 2004; 

Forgione, 2009; Campana, 2011a). Consequently, we are thus dealing with the type of crime 

associated chiefly with an enterprise syndicate.  

However, there is no lack of evidence that these mafia groups are even more dangerous, and 

capable of infiltrating other spheres of the upperworld: for example, certain mafia cells have bought 

large blocks of stock in energy companies, including Gasprom, on the Frankfurt exchange (CPA, 

2008). 

From the territorial standpoint, we can say that the mafia is scattered in clusters across Germany. 

Hotbeds can be found in the industrial basin of North Rhine-Westphalia, long settled by the Italian 

mafia: members of Cosa Nostra are active in Cologne and Wuppertal, and there are Camorra clans 

in Dortmund and Düsseldorf (Forgione, 2009; Roth, 2009). An operation by the Italian judiciary, 

moreover, found offshoots of the ‘Ndrangheta in numerous towns in Baden-Württemberg and in 

Frankfurt (Tribunale di Reggio Calabria [TriReCA], 2010). Nor should we forget that starting 

chiefly in the ‘90s – from the time when the Italian mafia’s presence had become clear – it appears 

to have established a firm foothold in several cities of the former German Democratic Republic: 

Berlin, Chemnitz, Dresden, Leipzig, Magdeburg and Erfurt, where there are large money laundering 

operations, run mainly by the Camorra (DNA, 2011, p. 142).  

Empirical evidence thus does not bear out the ingenuous interpretations of the contagion 

metaphor: there are relatively few Italian immigrants in the eastern portion of the Federal Republic 

of Germany21. Even in the Länder with highest Italian population, organized crime began to make 

itself felt when mass immigration from Italy had already come to an end. The available data suggest 

that organized crime infiltrated later, attracted by the local economy’s growing potential22. This 

means that the prior presence of Italian immigrants became important only in relation to mafia 

clans’ expansion strategies. 

The infiltration of Italian mafias in the east also points to the importance of elements of the 

opportunity structure. Factors such as the fall of the Berlin Wall, the transition to the market 

economy on the part of the former DDR Länder, the reduction in border controls on trade mandated 

by the Schengen Agreements, Germany’s special geopolitical position as a bridge to Eastern 

European countries, where markets are also expanding, and the vicinity of the Netherlands, a major 

                                                 
21 There are around 523,000 Italians currently living in Germany. Of these, slightly over 3% reside in the eastern Länder. 
The majority of Italian residents are concentrated in the southwestern part of the country and in the Rhineland, the heart of 
industrial Germany. Approximately 82% of the Italians who have immigrated to Germany live in and around Stuttgart in 
Baden-Württemberg, in the Munich region in Bavaria, in North Rhine-Westphalia and in Hesse (Haug 2011). 
22 The arrival of large numbers of Gastarbeiter from Italy in the Sixties and Seventies did not increase the crime rate among 
Germany’s resident population: on average, immigrants – Italians included – committed fewer crimes than native-born 
Germans (Barbagli, 2008; Zimmermann, 1966).  
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port of transshipment for the drug traffic from – and directed  to – South America, have made the 

country, and the easternmost parts in particular, attractive to mafia organizations (see Gratteri, 

2011). 

Another interesting point concerns the pronounced tendency to maintain contacts with the place 

of origin: when necessary, the businesses run by mafiosi in Germany have harbored mafia members 

who have fled from the law, or are looking for work and a place to stay while doing so23. These 

aspects testify to organized crime’s ability to put social networks of their immigrant compatriots to 

effective use. Noteworthy in this connection is a recent and particularly alarming incident involving 

the former senator Nicola Di Girolamo. Elected as the representative of Italians abroad for the 

European electoral district, Di Girolamo was involved in the early months of 2010 in an extensive 

investigation, as a result of which he was forced to resign and was subsequently found guilty. 

According to the prosecutors, he owed his election to vote-rigging by the ‘Ndrangheta. The mafiosi 

to whom the senator was allegedly close had involved the groups in Germany, asking them to 

support the campaign. The affair signals the networking abilities of mafia groups, who have shown 

that they can contribute significantly to delivering elections through vote-buying and patronage 

(Senato della Repubblica, 2010). 

Another form of link with the home area is symbolic in character: take, for example, the 

initiation rite24. In this connection, it should be recalled that after the Duisburg massacre, it was 

found that “the wallet of one of the victims, Tommaso Venturi, contained a charred picture card of 

St. Michael, clearly indicating that an initiation had been held shortly before”. It is no accident that 

the killings, like other similar episodes in Calabria, took place “always in a symbolic and ritual 

perspective, in a day of celebration” (CPA, 2008, p. 13). Further signs of these symbolic links 

emerge from an investigation conducted by the Reggio Calabria judiciary, which used electronic 

surveillance to reconstruct the process of setting up an ‘Ndrangheta unit (a so-called locale) in the 

city of Singen, which faithfully retraces the rituals of forming a locale in Calabria: sacralizing, 

through a sort of baptism, the place where the members meet and making the ties between them 

official (TriReCa, 2010). For the purposes of our analysis, this investigation touches on several 

other interesting points, which help delimit the Calabrian mafia’s international projections. It would 

seem from the investigation that the formation of ‘Ndrangheta units in Germania requires 

recognition by the mother house, from which the affiliates abroad continue to “depend”, and to 

                                                 
23 References to fugitive mafiosi who were tracked down and arrested in Germany can be found in DIA (2008). 
24 Most mafia groups have a ritual marking entry into the organization. More than simply a nod to tradition, this ritual is an 
essential part of the organization’s symbolic capital, fulfilling important functions: it generates boundaries and underscores 
the passage made by the new entrant. 
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which they are answerable as regards the activities they intend to pursue, their organization25, 

members’ “promotions” and the disputes between different groups.26 This findings appear to 

confirm a (partial, at least) “unity of the ‘Ndrangheta in its transnational arrangements” (TriReCa 

2010, p. 1910). 

The Italian mafia has also shown an ability to establish connections with organized crime groups 

originating in other countries: evidence has been found of dealings between ‘Ndrangheta members 

and the Russian mafia around Thüringen and in Leipzig (Vastano, 2007; Reski 2008). In Hamburg, 

it would appear that Italians and Albanians have forged strong ties in the prostitution market. Here, 

there is a difference in the spectrum of the mafia’s activities in the home areas and those into which 

it has expanded: in the former, mafia groups are not traditionally involved in prostitution. However, 

the greatest difference between the mafia’s workings in Germany and in its home areas lies in the 

lower level of outside networking: as the BKA notes, no cases have been reported in which 

extended segments of political administrations at the local level have been suspected of being 

connected, much less colluding, with mafia groups (BKA, 2007). 

In short, the Italian mafia in Germany has the earmarks of an enterprise, rather than a secret 

society and an organization with political subjectivity. The mafiosi in Germany are chiefly 

entrepreneurs operating in the formal or informal economy, as opposed to social entrepreneurs. 

They do not exercise forms of “territorial signoria” or control like that practiced at home, and they 

are less oriented towards building social capital resources in German society. The enterprise 

syndicate aspect is much stronger than that of the power syndicate. This does not mean that certain 

portions of the territory may not be infiltrated by criminal groups with more social capital resources, 

a more stable organizational structure, greater internal solidarity and more power to intimidate 

outsiders: this could be the case of Kaarst in North Rhine-Westphalia, which is controlled by the 

Nirta-Strangio clan, and of Duisburg, where the Pelle-Vottari-Romeo clan is entrenched (Forgione, 

2009). 

To summarize, we can organize our analysis around three dimensions: the first is spatial in 

nature, the second temporal, and the third concerns the different mafia groups. From the spatial 

standpoint, it can be maintained that the spread of the Italian mafia in German follows a pattern that 

chiefly involves capturing territorial niches. This is quite clear in the eastern part of the Federal 

Republic. It would appear that these areas, after the events that followed reunification, were the 

target of a expansion that resulted from a deliberate strategy fielded by the mafia, who sought fresh 

                                                 
25 The reproduction of the Calabrian mafia’s organizational structure in Germany is particularly significant, as it has assumed 
a configuration – as regards hierarchies, ranks and appointments – that goes well beyond family ties (TriReCA, 2010). 
26 This concept is clearly expressed by a high ranking member of the ‘Ndrangheta Locale in Singen, who was recorded in a 
wiretap as saying: “when I go down there [to Calabria], I talk about what I have to talk about, and when I come here [to 
Germany], I say what they say to me down there” (TriReCa, 2010 p. 1842). 
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profit opportunities by entering the “newborn” Eastern markets. For the moment, this is limited to 

an extension of illegal trafficking and the infiltration of specific spheres of the formal economy27. It 

remains to be seen whether this will be followed by an attempt to colonize, partially or otherwise, 

certain areas. The Eastern European countries’ sudden transition to the market economy was often 

not accompanied by an ability to “clearly define and protect property rights”, a situation that 

generated a demand for “alternative forms of protection” (Varese, 2011b, p. 227), offered by violent 

mafia-type groups. As regards these phenomena, the move away from the planned economy in the 

eastern Länder was in some ways exceptional, as it was “guided” by West Germany. Its outcome 

was thus less traumatic in terms of the respect of property rights. The empirical data in our 

possession, in fact, provide no evidence for an expansion process that can be regarded as a 

transplantation. It is more realistic to see the mafia presence as reflecting the infiltration model: the 

rapid – and perhaps poorly coordinated, as well as imperfect – market transition generated 

investment opportunities that the mafiosi did not fail to seize.  

By contrast, in the western areas with a longstanding Italian immigrant presence, the mafia 

infiltration may at times have occurred as a partially unintended consequence. As they were able to 

rely on relatives or friends who had emigrated before them, it is possible that members of mafia 

clans arrived from Italy and, finding a favorable opportunity structure, decided to enter the types of 

illicit traffic that existed in the area before their arrival, or to start new ones by taking advantage of 

their skills, reputation and social capital resources.  

In the final analysis, we can confirm that the mafia’s spread into non-traditional areas is not the 

result of one-shot processes, but is dynamic and complex. Over time, it is thus possible that the 

regionalized features of the Italian mafia’s entrenchment in Germany will be accentuated, giving 

rise to different local profiles, some more involved in organizing illicit traffic, others – we can 

assume – in controlling the territory. At the moment, in any case, empirical evidence and judicial 

findings confirm that the presence of mafia outposts in Germany meets the need to invest and gain 

entry to certain illegal sectors, rather than to find new markets for exercising protection-extortion.  

The temporal dimension is obviously interwoven with the spatial. It can be maintained that the 

Italian mafias’ eastward expansion is more recent than that in the western parts of the country. Once 

again, however, it should be pointed out that even in the west, the mafia’s spread did not take place 

at the same time as the migratory flows, but only – as we have attempted to show – at a later stage. 

As Italy’s antimafia investigation bureau recently reiterated (DIA, 2008), the mafia’s 

transnational expansion in Germany involved all of the groups historically present in Italy: Cosa 

                                                 
27 As we have indicated, the sectors of the economy with strong local ties and a low technological level are more susceptible 
to penetration by organized crime (Lavezzi, 2008). It is thus possible that the massive real estate investments made in the 
eastern Länder after reunification made these areas more vulnerable to mafia entrenchment. 



 19 

Nostra, Camorra and ‘Ndrangheta. Undeniably, however, the latter group has recently shown itself 

more adept at moving into international trafficking – as the case of the Federal Republic witnesses – 

than the other two. Thus, what is regarded as the most archaic of the mafias has been the most 

successful at rising to the challenges of globalization, joining strong local roots with national and 

supranational expansion.  

 

 

Concluding remarks 

The paper presented a framework for analyzing the combination of generative mechanisms 

underlying the processes whereby mafia groups expand. Through a taxonomy, we then outlined the 

configurations assumed by the mafia’s presence in areas outside those in which it originated. The 

case of the mafia in Germany, reconstructed from documentary and judicial sources, was the first 

empirical test of this analytical approach. Our main findings show how difficult it is for mafia 

groups to transplant into a new territory, namely to achieve a presence that presupposes a high 

degree of embeddedness, a wide protection racket, and territorial signoria over local society. Instead 

of reproducing themselves fully on foreign territory, mafia groups engage in a process of 

infiltration, using cells of the organization operating in Germany to pursue a series of activities, 

both legal and illegal, that are chiefly economic in nature. Essentially, we see: i) a difference in the 

mafia presence in the home country and the new territory, and ii) a connection between the mafia 

groups in Germany and the mother house in Southern Italy. Here, it is important to emphasize that, 

at least for now, the process of reproducing mafia groups starts from the home territory: no affiliates 

have been identified who did not have Italian nationality and who did not come from the area in 

which their mafia group is historically entrenched. For example, the findings that emerged from 

investigations of the German offshoots of the ‘Ndrangheta all involve people from restricted areas 

of Calabria, i.e., the areas surrounding Crotone and Reggio Calabria. 

These empirical findings, moreover, suggest that the idea of transnational organized crime – as 

briefly discussed in the introduction – is not entirely convincing. It is an umbrella concept which is 

too generic to account for a many-faceted phenomenon (Campana, 2011b). Rather, the complex 

blend of embeddedness and expansion that marks mafia groups calls for the development of 

taxonomies such as that presented here, which can be tested empirically and progressively revised 

through appropriate case studies28. Some empirical evidence suggests that mafia groups who 

expand into new territories can enter into cooperation with other forms of organized crime that are 

already present in the area. These synergies, however, are circumscribed from a functional, spatial 

                                                 
28 In particolare, sarebbero benevenuti studi di caso intensivi e thick, finalizzati a ricostruire l’inserimento di specifici clan 
mafiosi in territori circoscritti. 
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and temporal standpoint. The phenomenon cannot be likened to the idea of systematic and organic 

transnational alliances between criminal organizations generated by the processes of globalization 

(see especially Castells, 2000). 

In addition, our analysis makes it possible to advance several theses that contradict certain 

positions that have been taken in the German public debate regarding the presence of the Italian 

mafia. The German institutions have long underestimated the scope of the problem, essentially 

denying that the offshoots of the Italian mafia in Germany could last (see Roth, 2009). This kind of 

reductive stance has also been reflected in the public debate. It springs both from the lack of a 

specific competence in combating  the mafia, and from the idea that the mafia is only a remnant of 

the past, and is thus incapable of insinuating itself, if not transiently and superficially, in an 

advanced economy such as Germany’s. The climate has changed significantly after the Duisburg 

killings, shaped in part by a media frenzy that fueled a certain collective hysteria by conveying an 

overblown idea of the mafia presence and a series of ethnic stereotypes (see Strauss, 2007; Prinzing, 

2008; Viscone, 2012). In other words, the silence of the first stage was followed by empirically 

imprecise views that linked the presence of Italian immigrants with the lack of integration and the 

strong sense of family that characterizes their culture29. Some of the data concerning Italians in 

Germany undoubtedly suggest a lack of integration: low levels of education, persistent difficulties 

in learning the language, high rates of unemployment (Haug, 2011). Thinking that this depends 

exclusively on Italian immigrants’ particularist orientation means assuming a essentialist and reified 

conception of culture. Such an attempt at explanation is even more unsatisfactory when it claims to 

interpret the mafia presence on the basis of poor integration: this, in fact, would amount to equating 

the mafia with the culture from which it springs, which would in turn produce difficulties in 

assimilating into the host society. Brought to extremes, this is tantamount to saying that Southern 

Italian immigrants are carriers of a latent tendency to mafia-type crime which manifests itself if 

integration is unsuccessful. It is clear that this proposition, markedly fallacious from the empirical 

standpoint, is supported by a stereotyped portrayal of the mafia, whose critical aspects were 

discussed in the opening paragraphs of this article. 

A number of policy suggestions can be drawn from these considerations. The spread of the mafia 

does not reflect migratory processes, as is sometimes – instrumentalizing the presence of foreign 

criminals – maintained in the political arena. Positions of this kind, which betray a sort of 

                                                 
29 In addition to appearing in sensationalist tabloids such as Bild Zeitung, articles expressing alarmist positions linking the  
spread of the mafia to the presence of Italian immigrants were also published in more analytical weeklies such as Der Spiegel 
(see Brandt, Kaiser, Kleinhubbert, Ulrich & Weinzierl, 2007). For a reconstruction of the German debate on organized 
crime, see also von Lampe (2001, 2004). 
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overarching obsession that sees the mafia striking root everywhere30, stand in the way of 

formulating effective crime-fighting measures. The fact that strong ties persist between the mafia in 

its traditional territories and its offspring in new areas calls for internationally coordinated action: it 

is encouraging that an Italo-German task force was set up between the DIA and the BKA after the 

Duisburg massacre. Legislative action on Germany’s part is also to be hoped for: ever more 

frequently, the judiciary points to the need to introduce the specific offense of criminal association 

in German law, and to develop the concept of mafia-type criminal association (CPA, 2008; DNA, 

2008, 2011). In addition, it might also be useful to introduce measures for preventing the flow of 

mafia capital into the legal economy, such as the regulations requiring traceability of funds. As for 

the presence of businesses in collusion with the mafia, or actually run by the mafia, in the legal 

economy, strong anti-trust authorities could be beneficial in overseeing how contracts are awarded 

and the forms of competition. Such authorities could establish uniform criteria for drawing up white 

lists, i.e., lists of firms that meet specific requirements and can thus receive positive incentives and 

be granted preferential access to public contracts.  
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