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Introduction 
Latin America currently faces a paradox— despite having a lot of natural resources and a rich cultural heritage, Latin American countries suffer from the highest rates of violence and corruption globally. Each year, organised crime networks within these countries generate profits over $870 billion USD, threatening national security and the pillars of democracy within sustainable development.  
Organised crime and corruption go beyond borders, disregards laws, and reflects the growing reality across Latin America, where criminal organisations exploit governance to sustain billion-dollar enterprises in illicit drugs, arms, and human trafficking. According to the United Nations Congress on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice, two-thirds of homicides committed globally are in Latin America, Caribbean and sub-Saharan Africa, and with homicide rates in Latin American countries being more than seven times higher than rates elsewhere such as Asia.  
Furthermore, according to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, although homicide trends in more recent years have been decreasing, as in Venezuela homicide rates declined from 41 per 
100,000 in 2019 19.3 in 2021, as well as Colombia’s slight decline in homicide rates from 25.7 per 
100,00 to 25.4 in 2022, the rates are higher in areas with armed groups, such as ex-combatants of Fuerzas Armadas Revolutionaries de Colombia (FARC) and Ejército de Liberación (ELN) were more active. 
As Latin America accounts for approximately 40% of global homicides, despite being only less than 10% of the world’s population, approximately one-third of these deaths are due to criminal networks that operate in these regions. Organised crime enterprises, from drug cartels to extortion rings, and bribery schemes like Odebrecht, a lot of these criminal networks have been able to infiltrate within governmental bodies and the justice system, making it an even more pressing issue.  
The United Nations Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice plays a critical role in fostering coordination and responses to such threats. In the committee’s 33rd session, an emphasis was put in the need for promoting international cooperation and technical assistance to prevent and address organised crime and corruption.  
With regional and global cooperation mechanisms put in place, such as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime’s Strategic Vision for Latin America, and the Ibero-American Association of Public Prosecutors, there is room for even more international cooperation to reduce organised crime and corruption within Latin America.  
In addressing the issue of promoting international cooperation in regards to organised crime and corruption in Latin America, the role of frameworks, effective international cooperation is more than crucial. Effective solutions and responses will require more than just legal measures and informationsharing mechanisms between nations, and political will is needed to confront these networks of impunity. As countries are working on sustainable development, human rights, and their justice systems, it is important for this issue to be addressed.  
Definition of Key Terms 
Organised crime 
Organised crime refers to structured groups that engage in illicit activities for profit, which often involves multiple individuals working transnationally. Organised crime groups usually exert control over communities, coerce governmental officials, and use violence and/or corruption to maintain power evading justice. Examples of Latin American organised crime groups include drug trafficking cartels, MS-13 and PCC. 
Corruption 
Corruption is defined as the abuse of entrusted power for personal or private gain. Corruption undermines the rule of law, distorts policies, and allows for criminal enterprises to weaken oversight mechanisms. Corruption includes bribery, embezzlement, and other actions that follow the definition. Corruption in Latin America allows for organised crime to impact law enforcement and justice systems.  
International cooperation 
International cooperation is the coordinated and combined efforts of multiple states, institutions, international organisations and other parties to address shared challenges. In the context of crime and corruption in Latin America, this includes mutual legal assistance, extradition treaties, information sharing, and joint task forces to combat cross-border threats. 
Transnational crime 
Transnational crime includes any criminal act that crosses national borders, involves more than one country, or has widespread, international effects. Examples of transnational crime includes human trafficking, drug smuggling, illicit arms dealing, and money laundering. It also to mention that Latin American criminal groups often commit transnational crime by exploiting weak borders and limited regional enforcement capacities.  
Impunity 
Impunity refers to the failure to bring perpetrators of criminal or corrupt acts accountable and to justice. Impunity often stems from weak institutions, political protection, or lack of legal capacity. Impunity also emboldens criminal networks as there is low risk of prosecution.  
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organised Crime (UNTOC) 
The UNTOC is a legally binding international treaty that was adopted in 2000, and it provides a global framework for combatting transnational organised crime, as well as promotes international cooperation, criminalisation of key offences, and mechanisms for mutual legal assistance.  
Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty (MLAT) 
An MLAT is a formal document and argument where two or more countries assist one another in legal proceedings, which include evidence gathering, extradition processes, and prosecution of transnational crimes, which are crucial in international crime prevention and justice.  
Money laundering  
Money laundering is the action of disguising illicit funds and making them seem legitimate, often including complex financial transactions across multiple countries, and is one of the major mechanisms used by organised crime parties to integrate illegal profits into the economy.  
Cartel 
A cartel is an organised group, which typically is involved in illegal drug trade, exerts control over illicit production, and trafficking routes. Cartels often also use violence, intimidation, and corruption to maintain power. Examples of cartels in Latin America include the Sinaloa Cartel and the Jalisco New Generation Cartel who are major cartels in transnational crime.  
Rule of law  
The rule of law is a legal principle that all individuals, and institutions, including governments and other entities are accountable to the laws that are public enacted, equally enforced and adjudicated independently. Organised crime and corruption break the rule of law as it goes around legal principles. 
Extradition 
An extradition is the legal process where a country formally transfers a suspected or convicted criminal to another country for trial or punishment, and is important in international cooperation in addressing organised crime.  
Illicit Financial Flows (IFFs) 
Illicit financials flows are illegal movements of money or capital from one country to another, and they often originate from criminal activities like corruption, tax evasion, and drug trafficking, which undermine the development of nations by draining resources.  
Criminal network 
A criminal network refers to a loosely structured group of individuals or organisation that collaborate to commit crimes, often done transnationally. Unlike hierarchical criminal organisations, criminal networks are decentralised but highly adaptable, making them difficult to dismantle.  
Technical assistance  
Technical assistance refers to support provided by international organisations or states to strengthen institutions in combatting crime and corruption, which include training, resources, infrastructure, and legal expertise.  
Witness protection 
Witness protection involves safeguarding individuals who are involved as witnesses, and also testify against powerful criminal or corrupt actors. Witness protection can include relocation, identity change, and physical protection. Witness protection is also important for ensuring justice in cases involving organised crime.  
Judicial independence  
Judicial independence refers to the concept that judges must be free from external influence and pressure, especially from political or criminal actors. Lack of judicial independence allows for impunity, and for corruption and crime to continue.  
Background Information 
 	It is to note that the landscape of organised crime and corruption in Latin America is constantly evolving, and the transformation of criminal networks, environmental and economic damages to communities, and systemic corruption are related to flaws within governance, making it crucial for international cooperation.  
Expansion of criminal networks and increased violence 
 	In recent years, organised crime within Latin America has gone beyond just drug trafficking, and is now a network of illicit activities, including narcotics, illegal mining, human trafficking, as well as cyberenabled crime. As global cocaine production has gone up to 2,757 metric tons in 2022, being a 20% increase from its previous year, and triple the volume seen in 2013 and 2014. In just Colombia alone, cocaine cultivation has increased by 10%, with over 253,000 hectares being covered, feeding criminal networks and driving more crime to take place, resulting in a rise in violence. Furthermore, in Ecuador, around 7,600 homicides were recorded in 2023, prompting the United Nations to open an office to mitigate the issue.  
 	Firearms proliferation and its impact in relation to organized crime and corruption 
The unnecessary use of firearms is also causing an increase in violence, and the lethality of violent confrontations. Firearms are involved in around 70% of homicides in South America, where the regional homicide is four times the global average, standing at 22.8 per 100,000 people, which reflects on the use of illicit arms from North America. 
Environmental and economic factors 
 	Illegal mining 
Similar to drug trafficking, illegal gold mining has become an increasingly common and major revenue stream for criminal networks. In Peru alone, illegal mining is estimated to have generated approximately $9 billion USD between 2014 and 2023. Illegal mining also disrupts ecosystems, causing deforestation, mercury contamination and deaths due to violent confrontations. 
 	Macroeconomic costs 
The Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) estimates that in just 2022, crime and violence cost 
Latin regions around 3.44% of GDP, which is nearly $261 billion USD, and that is equivalent to 78% of these regions’ public education budget, double the amount of social assistance spend, and twelve times the research and development budget. As the costs for private security account for 47%, government spending on law enforcement and prisons account for 31%, and lives lost due to homicides account for 22%, growth and investment are deterred as crime and corruption rates increase.  Additionally, there are underground markets that also generate profit for these industries.
Corruption and institutional problems 
 	The Odebrecht scandal 
Corruption remains a pressing issue, with the Odebrecht scandal being an example. Between 2001 and 2016, the company spent at least $788 million USD in bribes, which inflated public contracts by up to 70%. Due to this, Peru’s former President, Alejandro Toledo received $35 million USD, and was later sentenced to 20 years in prison in October 2024. Former president Ollanta Humala was also sentenced to 15 years in prison for the involvement in laundering funds related to Odebrecht and Venezuelan political financing. Further investigations from this scandal also discovered €237 million in bribes to 145 officials across Latin American countries, showing the true nature of these criminal networks and their embedment in corruption transnationally.  
 	Risk in governance 
Corruption has profoundly undermined governance. According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and IDP, national GDP estimations remain stagnant at around 2.1% for 2025, unless countries tackle crime and corruption. For example, in Peru over six presidents have been under investigation in 2016, causing public trust to erode and widespread civil unrest, as well as political volatility. Such examples show the perpetuation of impunity that is exploited by criminals, and how the rule of law is weakened. 
Crime in sociology and public trust 
High crime rates exacerbate societal conflicts, as the IDB reveals that 50% of Latin American households experience crime annually, and with 51% reporting feeling unsafe compared to a global average of 20%. Furthermore, in just Mexico, violent home invasions correlate with 1.8% drops in property values, while babies that are born in high-crime areas across Brazil are more prone to be of low weight, showing the intergenerational social impacts of crime and corruption. 
Crime in relation to economic instability 
A feedback loop exists with crime and its relation to economic instability. Economic downturns fuel crime, and this further depresses growth. The IMF and IDB show that 10% GDP drops lead to a 6% increase in homicides the following year, whereas inflation over 10% is shown to correspond to a 10% rise in murders. However, interventions like Argentina’s Rosario, where homicide rates dropped by 65% have shown to boost local economic output by 30%, showing the potential for similar actions to be taken to disrupt corruption and crime.  
Importance of international cooperation  
Recent regional initiatives on cooperation in regards to organised crime and corruption in Latin America reflect the urgency and need for coordinated responses. In December 2024, 16 Latin American and 
Caribbean nations were supported by the IDB, Interpol and World Bank, with the launch of “Alliance for Security, Justice and Development”, which aims to combat money laundering tied to illegal mining, reinforce police and judicial institutions to safeguard a combined regional GDP of $5.5 trillion USD. These efforts, and other similar ones illustrate how difficult cross-border cooperation can be. 	
Major Countries and Organisations Involved 
Mexico 
 	Mexico is very involved in Latin America’s organised crime landscape, with violent cartels like the 
Sinaloa Cartel and Jalisco New Generation Cartel maintaining significant control over drug trafficking, human smuggling, arms distribution, illegal mining and extortion. Despite declines in homicide rates, Mexico still has over 30,000 violent deaths annually, with the 2024 general elections causing attacks on journalists and candidates. In response to these issues, president Sheinbaum’s administration deployed forces to combat cartels, and dismantled over 1,150 clandestine drug labs, seizing 178 tonnes of narcotics by mid 2025, including 3 million fentanyl pills.  
Brazil 
 	Brazil is a major cocaine export route and one of the countries with the largest consumer market. 
The Primeiro Comando de Capital (PCC) and Comando Vermelho (CV) control territories across São Paulo and Rio de Janiero and collaborate with transnational trafficking networks. Brazil also faces persistent corruption, shown through the Odebrecht scandal, which caused significant backlash and public distrust.  
Colombia 
 	Colombia is the world’s largest cocaine producer, with coca cultivation reaching approximately 
253,000 hectares in 2023, enabling cocaine production to around 2,664 metric tons. Cocaine growing regions are under the influence of armed groups, like the National Liberation Army (ELN) and FARC units. Such groups gain income through drugs, illegal mining and extortion, causing corruption and crime to increase.  
Peru 
 	Peru is the world’s second largest cocaine producer, and a significant source for illegal gold mining. As mentioned before, former presidents in Peru have been involved in corruption and crimes, causing public distrust and weak governance.  
United States 
 	Although the United States isn’t a Latin country, the United States is the primary destination for illicit drugs and firearms. Agencies such as the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) and initiatives like the Mérida Initiative are important to regional anti-cartel operations. However, there is also criticism on security efforts from the United States in regards to intensified violence due to inadequate measures to address corruption.  
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 
 	Other than UNCCPCJ, UNODC serves as a major UN organ that tackles organised crime and corruption. In May 2024, UNODC opened a new office in Quito to support Ecuador in their management of crime and institutional flaws. The UNODC also minors cocaine production and produces critical research like the World Drug Report.  
Organisation of American States (OAS) 
 	OAS supports legislative reform and facilitates intergovernmental dialogue, as well as technical guidance for international standards and agreements in relation to the topic.  
INTERPOL 
 	INTERPOL’s I-24/7 communication platform helps foster intelligence exchange among 196 countries in real time, including countries in Latin America, and also have initiatives like Project 
CRIMJUST and EL PACCTO 2.0 which help enhance regional law enforcement and cooperation.  
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) 
 	In December 2024, the IDB created the “Alliance for Security, Justice and Development,” uniting around 16 Latin American and Caribbean states along with the OAS, Interpol, the World Bank, and other international organisations. This initiative, backed by an initial amount of $1 billion USD, and focuses on intelligence sharing, legal system strengthening, and anti-money laundering centred on illicit mining operations in the Amazon, representing regional multilateral cooperation targeting criminal economies. 
Timeline of Events 
	Date
	Description of event

	June 19th, 2016
	The Colombian government signs a peace agreement with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), aiming to end decades of armed conflict and destroy drug trafficking routes, but dissident factors later cause criminal activity.

	December 21st, 2016
	Odebrecht admits in a US court to paying over $788 million in bribes across 12 countries.

	April 15th, 2023
	El Salvador’s President extends a national state of emergency for a 13th time to arrest over 70,000 individuals tied to gang violence.

	October 18th, 2023
	UNODC reports that cocaine production in Colombia has reached a record of 253,000 hectares, highlighting persistent influences of organised crime

	December 12th, 2023
	Latin America and the Caribbean launch a 
Regional Alliance Against Organised Crime that is backed by $1 billion USD in funding. 

	May 6th, 2024
	UNODC opens new office in Quito, Ecuador in response to increases in gang violence and organised crime threats.

	October 21st, 2024
	Former Peruvian President Alejandro Toledo is sentences to prison for 20 years for accepting over $35 million USD in bribes from Odebrecht.



Relevant UN Treaties and Events 
· United Nations Convention against Transnational Organised Crime, 15 November 2000 (A/RES/ 55/25) 
· United Nations Convention against Corruption, 31 October 2003 (A/RES/58/4) 
· Strengthening international cooperation in combating transnational organised crime, 19 December 2019 (A/RES/74/177) 
· Technical assistance for implementing the United Nations Convention against Corruption, 17 December 2015 (A/RES/70/174) 
· Promoting and strengthening the rule of law in the fight against transnational organised crime, 16 December 2021 (A/RES/76/188)	
Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 
Bilateral and multilateral security cooperation 
An example of a regional strategy to address organised crime is “Plan Colombia”, which was launched in 2000, as a US and Colombia joint initiative. While it succeeded in decreasing FARC’s influence and temporarily reducing coca cultivation, recent UNODC data shows that cocaine production has reached record levels again, suggesting that the underlying causes were not adequately addressed.  
Similarly, the “Mérida Initiative” between the US and Mexico has helped critical surveillance equipment, training, and forensics capacity, Mexico’s homicide rates and cartel-related violence remain relatively high. There is also criticism that an overemphasis on militarisation rather than judicial reform has allowed corruption and impunity to persist within law enforcement agencies. 
Regional anti-corruption enforcement 
The Odebrecht scandal triggered many anti-corruption investigations across Latin America, and while the prosecution of senior leaders was a milestone in accountability, the scandal also exposed the structural weaknesses of judicial systems in the region. Many of the prosecutions have since stalled or been reversed due to political interference and institutional backlash, undermining long-term progress. 
UN and OAS efforts 
On an international level, UNODC has implemented capacity-building programs throughout Latin 
America, including the establishment of cocaine production monitoring systems in Colombia and Peru,

anti-corruption training modules, and forensic analysis tools. The agency also opened a new field office in Ecuador in May 2024 to respond to a rapid escalation in gang violence and institutional collapse. 
Furthermore, OAS has helped with judicial reform and transparency through mechanisms  conducting reviews and issuing technical recommendations. However, implementation has been uneven, and the mechanism’s lack of binding enforcement power has limited its long-term impact in the most corruption-prone states.  
Possible Solutions 
 Strengthening institutions 
 	An effective approach in combating organised crime and corruption in Latin America has to begin with strengthening institutions, especially in judiciary, law enforcement, and public accountability. Various criminal networks in these regions thrive in violence, and in weak enforcement. International bodies such as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) could possibly further technical assistance programs aimed at digitising court records, and improving transparency of public systems. Creating legal training programs, could help mitigate anticorruption standards. 
Anti-money laundering mechanisms 
 	Organised crime relies on financial systems that allow illegal proceeds to circulate undetected. Therefore, if regional governments can improve the development of cross-border financial intelligence platforms and real-time data-sharing protocols for suspicious transactions, this could greatly alleviate the issue. In addition, establishing a Latin American Anti-Money Laundering Task Force under the supervision of the Financial Action Task Force of Latin America (GAFILAT), in partnership with the United Nations, could potentially have oversight and reduce gaps exploited by cartels. National governments can also make all high-value assets and public procurement contracts mandatory and for them to be registered in searchable databases accessible to oversight bodies. 
Rehabilitation programs 
 	In areas affected by the influence of criminal groups, traditional policing is often ineffective or even counterproductive. Therefore, governments in these regions should start social intervention programs that can directly address the root causes, such as poverty, lack of education, and youth unemployment, as these are factors that criminal groups exploit for recruitment in these activities. Evidence from initiatives in Colombia and Brazil demonstrate that community policing, combined with access to education, sports, and job training, significantly reduces local crime rates. UNODC and UNESCO could jointly coordinate regional pilot projects that offer economic incentives, vocational education, and mental health support to at-risk youth in high-crime zones. 
Cybercriminal and technological cooperation 
 	Criminal networks are starting to increase usage win encrypted messaging apps, cryptocurrencies, and online platforms to traffic drugs, weapons, and humans. By strengthening digital cooperation, governmental bodies in Latin American states could launch a Regional Digital Crime Intelligence Hub in collaboration with INTERPOL and the Organization of American States (OAS), focused on data encryption, dark web surveillance, and blockchain tracing. Through equipping police forces with AI-powered crime pattern detection systems and providing regional training in cyberinvestigation would allow governments to keep pace with evolving criminal tactics. 
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