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Abstract
Internal concealment and transportation of illegal substances by body packing is a major business with very high profits,
attracting criminals all over the world. As body packers are rarely arrested, it is difficult to quantify their proportion in
the general population and, consequently, identify the countries involved in this kind of drug traffic; as a consequence, the
percentage of undetected cases is undoubtedly high. The aim of this study is to provide useful information concerning the
country of origin of body packers travelling to Italy through the analysis of the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime Individual Drug Seizures Report database in the period 2010–2015. Results of our study highlighted a total of 85
cases, producing a total of 52.4 kg of drugs transported through body packing towards Italy. Data obtained from our
analysis could represent an useful starting point to: (a) enhance police controls on people coming from targeted
countries and improve collaborations between Italian Police Forces and those of other countries; (b) understand the
reason why some cities/airports are so frequently used in drug trafficking through body packing and, as a consequence,
enhance police controls in these places; and (c) train airport security staffs in international airports recognized as
important departure points for body packers travelling to Italy.
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Introduction
Internal concealment and transportation of illegal substances by body packing is a major business with very
high proﬁts, attracting criminals all over the world.
Body packing is a well-known method of international
drug traﬃcking and Europe represents the fastest growing market for cocaine and heroin transported in this
way.1,2 Drugs are traﬃcked to Europe mainly from
South America and North Africa, with the most
important routes being via air and sea.3
As body packers aka ‘‘drug mules’’ are rarely
arrested, it is diﬃcult to quantify their proportion in
the general population and, consequently, identify the
countries involved in this kind of drug importation; as a
consequence, the percentage of undetected cases is
undoubtedly high.4 Researchers and policy makers
have sought to understand the business operations of
body packers in order to better design and target police

eﬀorts and reduce the harm associated with this illicit
market.
Due to its strategic central position in the
Mediterranean Sea, its extensive coastline, and its
numerous minor airports, Italy is one of the main
drug gateways to Europe and an important crossroad
for international drug traﬃcking (especially via body
packing).
Large
drug-traﬃcking
organisations
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dominate the drug market and have well-established
international links to other traﬃcking regions, such as
South America and Africa.5
In order to better understand the magnitude of the
problem and to give useful data concerning body packing drug importation into Italy, we analysed the United
Nations Oﬃce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
Individual Drug Seizures Report database. The
UNODC has thematic programmes on research and
trend analysis that permit management of global and
regional data collections, provides scientiﬁc and forensic services, supports Member States in strengthening
their data collection, research and forensics capacity,
and regularly updates global statistical data on drug
traﬃcking, drug production and drug use.

Materials and methods
The present study was carried out analysing the
Individual Drug Seizures (IDS) Report database,
published by the UNODC using data available for
the period 2010–2015. An electronic search of the
IDS Report database6 was performed by two researchers (SC and ST), limited to seizures of cocaine and
heroin that had been internally concealed, directed
towards Italy. This study was exempt from institutional
review board approval as it did not involve human
subjects.

Results
A total of 85 cases of drugs transported by body packing were identiﬁed (56 cocaine body packers, 29 heroin
body packers), producing a total of 52.4 kg of drugs
transported (37.3 kg of cocaine and 15.1 kg of heroin);
the data giving countries of origins of the body packers,
as well as the cities where the seizures took place, are
reported in Figures 1 and 2.
The largest number of cocaine body packers came
from Brazil, followed by Spain, Argentina and Nigeria
(Figure 1).
A comparison between data included in the IDS
database and the results of our research highlight that
cocaine transported via body packing from Brazil
accounts for only a tiny fraction (1%) of cocaine transported from Brazil to Italy.
Cocaine transported by this method from Argentina
and Nigeria is respectively responsible for 17% and
73% of the total quantity of cocaine transported to
Italy from these countries.
As highlighted in Figure 1, a considerable number of
body packers originated from Spain, France and
Belgium; while these countries are not directly involved
in cocaine production they are nonetheless the most
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important European hub countries responsible for
cocaine traﬃcked to Italy.
By contrast, most heroin body packers came from
Pakistan, Tanzania and Kenya (Figure 2).
Comparison between data included in the IDS database and the results of our research demonstrate that
heroin transported via body packing from Pakistan
accounts for only 4% of the drug transported from
that country to Italy.
African countries act as the main hubs for heroin
body packing importation into Italy. Spain’s role in
heroin traﬃc into Italy is notable, as body packing
accounts for 89% of all heroin transported from
Spain to Italy between 2010 and 2015.
The relatively low number of body packers identiﬁed
in the IDS database (85 cases) probably underestimates
the reality when these statistics are compared to reports
in the national media and in the scientiﬁc literature,
where news of body packing arrests are more frequent.4
The reason for this underestimate may be due to the
voluntary basis of data submission to the UNODC
database by each country.

Discussion
The main aim of this study is to address the problem
posed by countries involved in cocaine and heroin body
packing traﬃc into Italy.
In Europe, Italy included, the share of the overall
public drug-related expenditure devoted to supply
reduction policies has been increased.7 Nevertheless,
Italian public policies to combat the body packing phenomenon are insuﬃcient and feeble. Indeed, even if
body packing accounts for only a small proportion of
the illegal drugs traﬃc into Italy, it is important from a
public health view. The role of a drugs mule is dangerous for the carrier in addition to the harm caused by the
drugs themselves when released into the community. It
would be helpful for treating doctors and forensic pathologists if there was raised awareness of these dangers
which could prevent some of the serious injuries and
deaths which occur frequently as a result of the packages leaking or rupturing or obstructing the gastrointestinal lumen. For these reasons, a better
understanding and limiting of the Italian body packing
phenomenon is urgently required.
The absence of similar studies in literature and in the
Italian National Central Anti-drug Services Department
(DCSA) annual reports further justify our research.8
Data obtained from this short analysis could provide
a useful starting point to:
(a) enhance and increase police controls on people
coming from targeted countries and improve
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Figure 1. Upper graph: Countries of origin involved in cocaine and heroin body packing flows towards Italy for the period 2010–
2015 by weight of drug seized. Dark blue: cocaine; Light blue: heroin. Note the significance of Brazil and Pakistan for cocaine and
heroin drug trafficking through body packing, respectively. Spain is considered an important hub for drug trafficking into Italy. Lower
graph: Countries involved in cocaine body packing importations into Italy.
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Figure 2. Number of seizures per city where cocaine and heroin body packers were arrested in the period 2010–2015. The upper
right graph represents the amount of cocaine and heroin (kg), transported via body packing. The lower right graph shows the
proportion of cocaine and heroin seizures in north, central and south Italy. The lower image shows the countries involved in heroin
body packing flows towards Italy.
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collaboration between the Italian Police Forces
and those of other countries;
(b) understand the reason why some cities/airports are
so frequently used in drug traﬃcking by body
packing and, in consequence, enhance and
improve police controls in these places; and
(c) train airport security staﬀ at international airports
which are important departure points for body
packers travelling to Italy.
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Conclusions
Although the features of body packing have been
debated in previous papers, this is the ﬁrst study
aimed at identifying countries of departure for body
packers travelling to Italy.
Findings obtained from our study draw attention to
the likely underestimation of body packing as a means
of transporting illegal drugs as data published appears
to represent only the tip of the iceberg. Our results
could be integrated with the results obtained from the
DCSA annual report in order to give a more comprehensive overview.
Awareness of which countries are involved in drug
traﬃcking via body packing is important as it can assist
the police and reduce the quantity of drugs reaching
Italy and at the same time avoiding potential health
consequences for drug mules. New strategies are
urgently needed to ﬁght drug traﬃcking organisations,
predict and prevent its occurrence in the cities which are
recognised to be most at risk and reduce the proﬁts
earned from illegal drug traﬃc.
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