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International Gold Trafficking: ORB
Comprehensive 2025-2026 Report

International gold trafficking has evolved into one of the world's most consequential criminal markets,
serving as a financial backbone for organized crime, sanctions evasion, conflict financing, and corruption.
The surge in gold prices—rising to record highs exceeding $2,700 per ounce in 2025—has made the yellow
metal an increasingly attractive vehicle for illicit actors. Criminal networks now control entire supply chains
from extraction to end-market, exploiting regulatory gaps, weak governance, and the inherent portability
and fungibility of gold. This comprehensive report provides detailed analysis of smuggling methods,
trafficking routes, counter-trafficking investigation techniques, and interdiction tactics being deployed
globally. The report also examines the convergence of gold trafficking with other criminal enterprises, the
environmental and human rights dimensions of illegal mining, and the policy responses required to
address this growing threat.

The Scale and Scope of lllicit Gold Trafficking
Global Production Discrepancies

Trade data reveals alarming discrepancies in gold concentrate reporting that underscore the magnitude of
the illicit trade. In 2024, over fifteen percent of world primary gold production was shipped as concentrate,
representing approximately two hundred eighty billion US dollars in value. The mismatch between
declared imports and exports of gold concentrates increased by nearly four hundred percent between
2020 and 2024, rising from eight hundred seventy-three million US dollars to four point three one billion
US dollars. This discrepancy alone accounted for roughly one-third of all reported global gold concentrate
imports, suggesting that vast quantities of gold are moving through official trade channels with false
documentation or no documentation at all.

The implications of these figures are profound. Gold concentrate is particularly vulnerable to manipulation
because it resembles dirty sand, ships in bulk containers, and is poorly understood by customs officials
who may lack the expertise to assess its true value. Unlike refined gold bars that carry hallmarks and serial
numbers, concentrate moves through copper-dominated trading circuits where it can be blended with
material from multiple sources to obscure its origin entirely. Processing facilities with weak due diligence
can mix illicit and licit inputs, effectively laundering conflict gold through legitimate supply chains without
raising suspicion. This blending process makes it virtually impossible to determine the origin of the final
refined product, as the gold has been mixed with material from multiple sources. Once blended and
refined, the gold carries the hallmark of the refinery rather than any indication of its original source.

The pricing mechanism for gold concentrate is inherently opaque, as the value depends on the percentage
of gold content which can vary significantly between shipments. This opacity creates opportunities for
over- or under-valuation that facilitate trade-based money laundering. A shipment declared at a fraction
of its true value can be sold on arrival at market price, generating clean proceeds that are difficult to trace.
Alternatively, a shipment can be over-valued to move money out of a country, with the difference between
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declared and actual value representing laundered funds. These manipulation techniques are difficult to
detect because customs officials lack the expertise to assess concentrate values and because the
concentrate trade is relatively small compared to refined gold trade, attracting less regulatory attention.

Regional Hotspots and Producing Countries

Africa remains the frontline of illicit gold flows, with multiple countries identified as major producers
vulnerable to criminal influence. Ghana, South Africa, Mali, Sudan, Burkina Faso, Tanzania, and the
Democratic Republic of the Congo have all been documented as sources of illegally mined gold that enters
international markets through smuggling networks. Zimbabwe has emerged as an increasingly important
node in the trafficking ecosystem, where organized crime, arms trafficking, and cross-border smuggling
are deeply interconnected. The Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport in Harare has been singled
out by investigators as a major conduit for gold leaving the country, with Dubai consistently identified as
the primary destination. The airport's handling of significant gold volumes with minimal oversight has
made it attractive to traffickers who can move gold through with the complicity of airport staff.

In South America, illegal gold now generates more revenue for organized crime than the drug trade in both
Colombia and Peru, marking a significant shift in criminal economies. An estimated eighty percent of
Colombia's gold exports are illegally sourced, meaning that the majority of the country's official gold trade
is actually criminal in nature. This shift reflects both the rising price of gold and the declining profitability
of traditional drug trafficking, as well as the relative ease of moving gold compared to drugs. Gold does
not require the same production infrastructure as drugs, is more easily concealed, and is more readily
converted into cash. Guyana has become a critical source of illicit gold flowing into Venezuela, where
military buyers pay premiums of eight percent above international market prices to secure supply. This
premium reflects both the risk involved in smuggling and the desperate demand from a regime under
international sanctions that needs hard currency to sustain itself.

Nigeria's gold deposits, estimated at seven hundred fifty-four thousand ounces valued at one point four
billion US dollars, have become a significant revenue stream for armed bandit groups since 2023. lllegal
mining in Nigeria now intersects with banditry, insurgency, arms trafficking, and cross-border smuggling in
ways that destabilize entire regions. Most illegally-mined Nigerian gold is smuggled to the United Arab
Emirates, from where it enters global supply chains in Europe, the United States, Asia, and South Africa,
effectively laundering its origin through the busy gold markets of Dubai. The Nigerian case illustrates how
gold trafficking can fuel multiple forms of criminality simultaneously, with the same networks involved in
smuggling, armed violence, and human exploitation.

Sudan presents perhaps the most complex and tragic case of gold trafficking fueling conflict. Sudanese
gold is smuggled through intricate networks involving militias, traders, and foreign intermediaries who
operate across multiple borders. Gold travels from mines in Darfur and South Kordofan through Chad,
South Sudan, Uganda, Egypt, and eventually to the UAE. At each step of this journey, the gold is rebranded,
becoming Chadian, Egyptian, or Kenyan, thereby erasing Sudan's claim and allowing the gold to enter
legitimate markets despite its conflict origin. Forty-eight percent of Sudan's gold now bypasses official
channels entirely, with the proceeds funding both the national army and the Rapid Support Forces in their
ongoing civil war. This means that gold is not merely a commodity in Sudan but a direct fuel for armed
conflict, with both sides of the civil war relying on gold revenues to sustain their military campaigns. The
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humanitarian consequences are severe, with mining areas becoming sites of violence, displacement, and
exploitation.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo presents another devastating case, where gold mining has become
intertwined with armed group activity for decades. The DRC's eastern provinces are home to numerous
armed groups that control mining sites and tax gold production. These groups use gold revenues to
purchase weapons and sustain their operations, creating a cycle of violence that has persisted for years.
The gold from eastern DRC flows through Rwanda, Uganda, and Burundi before entering international
markets, with each transit country adding a layer of legitimacy to the conflict gold.

Smuggling Methods and Concealment Techniques
Body Concealment and Courier Networks

Gold smuggling syndicates have developed increasingly sophisticated methods exploiting human carriers
who are often financially desperate or coerced into participating. Operation Golden Sweep, conducted by
India's Directorate of Revenue Intelligence in October 2025, dismantled a transnational syndicate where
transit passengers traveling from Dubai to Singapore, Bangkok, and Dhaka via Mumbai concealed gold in
egg-shaped wax capsules inside their bodies. This method, known as internal concealment, is particularly
dangerous for carriers who risk death if capsules rupture, yet syndicates continue to recruit financially
distressed individuals willing to accept these risks for payment. The capsules are designed to withstand
stomach acid and are typically recovered from the carriers' digestive systems after a specified period,
requiring carriers to remain in close contact with syndicate handlers who monitor their movements and
ensure the safe recovery of the capsules.

Upon arrival at Mumbai's Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj International Airport, these transit passengers
would discreetly hand over the smuggled gold to complicit airport staff within the international departure
area. The staff would then illicitly remove the gold from airport premises and deliver it to handlers and
receivers coordinated by masterminds based in Mumbai and Dubai. This operation resulted in the seizure
of ten point four eight eight kilograms of twenty-four karat gold valued at approximately twelve point five
eight crore Indian rupees, and the arrest of thirteen persons including Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan
nationals, airport staff, handlers, and the mastermind himself. The operation demonstrated the insider
threat within airport infrastructure, as syndicates exploit transit routes and airport personnel for monetary
gain.

The use of financially distressed individuals from Thailand, Iran, Turkey, Brazil, and Chad as couriers reflects
the predatory nature of these criminal networks. These individuals are often recruited through informal
networks or online advertisements that promise quick money for simple travel. Once recruited, they are
given detailed instructions on concealment methods, flight routes, and handover procedures, but are kept
deliberately ignorant of the broader network structure to protect the syndicate's leadership from
exposure. Carriers are typically paid a small fraction of the gold's value, with the bulk of the profit going
to network leadership.

Beyond internal concealment, external concealment methods have also been documented. Smugglers
have been caught hiding gold in shoe heels, specially designed clothing with concealed pockets, and even
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in the linings of suitcases. In some cases, gold has been melted and formed into everyday objects such as
belt buckles or jewelry that can be worn openly without attracting suspicion.

Concealment in Commercial Goods

Smugglers continuously adapt to enforcement measures by hiding gold in legitimate commercial
shipments that pass through customs with minimal scrutiny. In South America, Operation Guyana Shield
conducted in December 2025 seized cylinders of mercury valued at over sixty thousand US dollars that
were being transported concealed inside solar panels. This typology demonstrates how smuggling
networks exploit the complexity of global trade to hide both gold and the toxic chemicals used in its
extraction. The concealment of mercury is particularly concerning because it indicates the scale of illegal
mining operations that require this chemical to separate gold from ore. Mercury is heavily restricted in
many countries, making its concealment necessary for smuggling networks that supply illegal mining
operations.

Other concealment methods documented by investigators include gold hidden in camera lenses, personal
luggage, electronics, machinery parts, and even food products. In Vietnam, smugglers have been caught
hiding gold in the frames of paintings and inside hollowed-out books. In India, gold has been found
concealed in the cavities of heavy machinery imported from the Middle East, with the gold extracted after
the machinery cleared customs. The variety of concealment methods reflects the creativity and resources
available to smuggling networks, as well as their ability to adapt quickly when law enforcement identifies
a particular method.

The use of commercial goods for concealment presents particular challenges for customs authorities, who
must inspect vast quantities of cargo while distinguishing between legitimate shipments and those
containing smuggled gold. The volume of global trade means that only a small fraction of shipments can
be physically inspected, making it relatively easy for traffickers to move gold through commercial channels
undetected.

Air Routes and Diplomatic Channels

Air routes remain a favored method for gold trafficking, with smugglers exploiting commercial flights,
private jets, and diplomatic channels. The Dubai-Mumbai corridor accounts for forty percent of seizures
in India, reflecting the scale of trade between these two gold hubs. Bangkok-Ahmedabad and Bangkok-
Kolkata routes are also significant, as is the Middle East triangle involving Abu Dhabi, Sharjah, and Riyadh.
In India alone, customs authorities seized three hundred twenty-one kilograms of smuggled gold worth
four hundred six crore Indian rupees between January and October 2025, with estimates suggesting that
three to five kilograms successfully enter for every one kilogram intercepted.

Private jets present a particular vulnerability, as they are subject to less scrutiny than commercial flights
and can move gold between countries with minimal documentation. The use of private jets for gold
trafficking has been documented in multiple regions, including Africa and South America, where remote
airstrips provide landing points for aircraft carrying gold from mining areas to export hubs.

The Mohamed Djeha case in France illustrates how criminal networks exploit diplomatic protections. The
Castellane network allegedly attempted to smuggle gold using a diplomatic bag connected to a senior
Comorian official, moving gold from Morocco to Turkey while benefiting from protected diplomatic
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shipments. This case demonstrates the vulnerability of diplomatic channels to exploitation, as diplomatic
bags are generally exempt from inspection and can be used to move gold without detection.

Land Routes

Land routes traverse porous borders that are difficult to monitor and patrol. The Myanmar-northeast India
corridor is a significant route for gold entering India from Southeast Asia, while the Nepal-Bihar and
Bangladesh-India borders are also used extensively. Smugglers using land routes often employ express
trains from major cities to distribute gold to smaller towns and cities, where it can be absorbed into local
markets with less scrutiny. The Sealdah and Dum Dum stations in Kolkata serve as distribution hubs, with
gold sent onward to Chhapra, Patna, Banaras, and Delhi.

In Africa, land routes are the primary method for moving gold from mining areas to export hubs. Trucks,
buses, and even motorcycles carry gold across borders that are often poorly monitored and controlled.
The porous nature of African borders enables the movement of gold with minimal detection, with land
routes traversing remote areas with limited law enforcement presence. The combination of land and air
routes gives trafficking networks flexibility to adapt to enforcement actions and shifting conditions.

Trafficking Routes and Supply Chains
The Kenya-Dubai-India Pipeline

Investigators have identified a new favored corridor for gold laundering that exemplifies the complexity of
modern trafficking networks: the route from the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Sudan through
Kenya to Dubai and ultimately to India. Each step of this journey adds a layer of legitimacy to the gold,
transforming conflict minerals into apparently legitimate commodities.

Gold leaves conflict zones under militia-controlled conditions in the DRC and war-torn Sudan, where it is
extracted under brutal conditions that often involve forced labor and environmental devastation. This gold
is then transported across porous borders to Kenya, which acts as a laundering corridor, refining zone, and
re-export platform. In Kenya, the gold is relabeled as Kenyan origin, effectively erasing its connection to
conflict zones and allowing it to enter formal trade channels. The Kenyan gold market has expanded
significantly in recent years, with the country emerging as a major gold exporter despite having relatively
limited domestic production.

Dubai then refines and redistributes the gold through its cash-heavy gold souks and poorly supervised
refineries, where oversight is minimal and documentation requirements are easily circumvented. The UAE
handles vast quantities of gold, with Dubai processing one hundred twenty-nine billion US dollars worth
of gold in 2024, a thirty-six percent increase from the previous year. This volume makes Dubai the world's
second-largest gold market and provides ample cover for illicit gold to mix with licit supplies. The UAE's
gold refineries have been criticized for weak due diligence, with investigations revealing that gold from
conflict zones has passed through Dubai refineries before entering international markets.

Finally, India absorbs the gold into its massive domestic jewelry market, where consumer demand for gold
remains insatiable. India is one of the world's largest gold consumers, and its domestic market can absorb
vast quantities of gold with minimal questions about origin. The Indian jewelry industry processes gold
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from multiple sources, making it difficult to distinguish licit from illicit gold once it has entered the
domestic supply chain.

The Venezuela-Guyana-Brazil Nexus

South America presents a distinct trafficking dynamic involving Venezuela, Guyana, and Brazil. lllegal gold
mining in Guyana has become a critical source of supply for Venezuelan military buyers who pay premiums
of eight percent above international market prices. This gold is then either consumed within Venezuela or
re-exported to other markets, with the proceeds funding the Maduro regime and its security forces. The
Venezuelan military has become deeply involved in gold trafficking, with generals and other senior officers
reportedly controlling mining operations and smuggling networks.

The Brazil-Venezuela border has become a major transit point for both gold and the mercury used in its
extraction. Operation Guyana Shield documented the movement of mercury cylinders concealed in solar
panels, indicating sophisticated concealment methods designed to evade border controls. The gold itself
moves through remote jungle routes that are difficult to monitor, with small aircraft and riverboats used
to transport both gold and supplies. The Brazilian Amazon has become a major site of illegal gold mining,
with Indigenous territories and protected areas increasingly targeted by miners who operate with
impunity.

The integration of cryptocurrency has transformed this trade, enabling instant settlements that bypass
traditional banking channels. Military buyers in Venezuela can transfer stablecoins to brokers in Brazil or
Guyana, who then deliver gold or mercury without leaving a paper trail. This crypto-for-gold pipeline has
made the trade more efficient and more difficult to interdict, as investigators must now trace both physical
gold and digital currencies. The use of cryptocurrency also allows trafficking networks to move money
across borders without the scrutiny that would accompany traditional banking transactions.

Counter-Trafficking Investigation Tactics
Gold DNA and Forensic Traceability

Brazil's Ouro Alvo Program represents one of the most significant innovations in gold trafficking
investigation, offering hope that the inherent traceability of gold can be exploited for law enforcement
purposes. Launched in 2019 by the Federal Police, the program integrates chemistry, physics, and forensic
geology to identify the geochemical and isotopic origin of seized gold, even after it has been refined. This
capability is revolutionary because it challenges the assumption that gold, once melted and recast,
becomes untraceable.

The program operates through two central pillars. The first is Ouroteca, a national collection of gold
samples gathered from different regions of Brazil and neighboring South American countries. This
collection serves as a reference library, allowing investigators to compare seized gold against known
samples from specific mines. The second pillar is the National Bank of Gold Profiles, a centralized reference
system cataloging the unique chemical and isotopic characteristics of gold from different sources. These
profiles serve as fingerprints that can be used to identify the origin of seized gold.

According to criminal expert Fabio Augusto Salvador, one of the program's creators, Ouro Alvo was born
from the belief that gold retains impurities and isotopes capable of revealing its geological origin even
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after refining. This scientific insight has proven correct, with the program demonstrating that gold from
different mines has distinct chemical signatures that survive the refining process. The program enables
investigators to determine whether gold matches what is stated in tax documents, distinguish between
gold from illegal mines and legitimate sources, invalidate fraudulent records and invoices used to launder
illegal gold, and provide technical basis for seizures, criminal prosecution, and strengthening traceability
in the gold market.

In 2023, Brazil prosecuted its first case using the gold DNA technique, marking a milestone in the
application of forensic science to gold trafficking. Between January and August 2025, police seized two
hundred fifty-three kilograms of gold, half of which was headed to smelters in Venezuela. The gold DNA
analysis has been crucial in building cases against trafficking networks, providing evidence that can be used
in court to prove the illegal origin of seized gold. The Brazilian model has inspired international cooperation
through the Interpol GAIA Project, backed by the German government, which trains police agencies
worldwide to use the Brazilian method of cataloguing gold. Interpol Secretary-General Valdecy Urquiza,
himself a Brazilian Federal Police officer, supports initiatives to map gold-producing regions as a strategy
for successful investigations against illegal mining. Brazil has signed agreements with France enabling
police in Brazil and French Guiana to access each other's databases, and Colombia is modeling its own
initiative to develop gold DNA analysis capabilities.

Intelligence-Led Operations and Risk Indicators

Operation Golden Sweep demonstrated the effectiveness of intelligence-led investigation, where specific
intelligence about criminal networks drives targeted operations. The Directorate of Revenue Intelligence
developed specific intelligence about a transnational syndicate's sophisticated modus operandi, enabling
coordinated apprehension of foreign nationals, airport staffers, and other syndicate members at Mumbai's
Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj International Airport. The investigation successfully dismantled the entire
network structure from carriers to airport staff to handlers to the mastermind.

Australian authorities have developed a comprehensive set of risk indicators that can alert investigators
to potential gold trafficking. These indicators include gold shipments routed through jurisdictions
commonly involved in the gold trade such as India, Kyrgyzstan, the UAE, and Tiirkiye, poor documentation
including missing information or lack of assay certificate, clients with no prior gold trading history suddenly
involved in large purchases, transactions with refiners or brokers with opaque ownership, payments by
third parties not listed in trade documents, use of cryptocurrency, barter, or netting arrangements,
reluctance to disclose further information when requested, and unusual methods of import including
private jets or ship-to-ship transfers.

These risk indicators are most effective when combined with other sources of information, including
customs data, financial intelligence, and human sources. The integration of multiple intelligence streams
allows investigators to build comprehensive pictures of trafficking networks that would otherwise remain
invisible. Advanced data analytics are increasingly used to identify patterns in trade data that may indicate
trafficking, with machine learning algorithms trained to flag suspicious shipments for further investigation.
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Interdiction Tactics and Operations
Operation Guyana Shield: A Model for Transnational Interdiction

In December 2025, police and prosecutors from Brazil, French Guiana, Guyana, and Suriname conducted
their first-ever transnational operation to combat illegal gold mining. Operation Guyana Shield involved
over twenty-four thousand five hundred checks on vehicles and individuals, leading to nearly two hundred
arrests. The scale of this operation reflects the seriousness with which participating countries view the
threat posed by illegal gold mining and trafficking.

Mirror operations were a key innovation of Operation Guyana Shield. Officers from Brazil, French Guiana,
and Suriname worked in tandem, carrying out checks on opposite banks of the Oyapock and Maroni rivers
that form national borders. This approach ensured that traffickers could not simply cross to the other side
of a river to avoid detection, as both sides were conducting simultaneous enforcement operations. The
checks included inspections of small stores along riverbanks known to be involved in smuggling gold and
illegal supplies such as mercury.

The operation was significantly enhanced by intelligence and satellite data, with authorities mapping over
four hundred square kilometers of river and forest territory heavily impacted by illegal mining. This
mapping allowed authorities to focus their enforcement efforts on the most active areas, increasing the
efficiency of their operations. The satellite data also enabled authorities to identify new mining areas that
had not previously been documented, expanding the scope of enforcement efforts.

The impact of Operation Guyana Shield was substantial. The operation disabled two hundred seventy-
seven dredges used in illegal gold extraction along the Madeira River, worth an estimated six point eight
million US dollars. Factoring in equipment losses, recent gold extraction, environmental and social
damages, and disrupted profits, the total economic impact on criminal organizations was estimated at
approximately one hundred ninety-three million US dollars. This impact demonstrates the potential of
well-coordinated interdiction operations to disrupt criminal networks and deter future trafficking.

Operation Boiuna and the Amazon International Police Cooperation Centre

Operation Guyana Shield was the first coordinated by the Amazon International Police Cooperation Centre
in Manaus, inaugurated in 2025 by Brazilian President Lula and Colombian President Petro to facilitate
information-sharing across Amazonian countries with a focus on environmental offenses. The center
represents a structural reconfiguration of law enforcement cooperation in the Pan-Amazon region,
providing a permanent mechanism for coordination that will support future operations.

Participating countries through liaison officers based at the center include Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia,
Guyana, Peru, and Suriname. This broad participation reflects recognition that illegal gold mining is a
regional problem requiring regional solutions. The center provides a platform for real-time information
sharing, joint planning, and coordinated operations that would be difficult to achieve through traditional
diplomatic channels. The center also facilitates capacity building, with more experienced law enforcement
agencies providing training and support to their counterparts in countries with less developed
enforcement capabilities.
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Conclusion

Illicit gold trafficking has become an accelerant economy that amplifies broader criminal activity,
environmental destruction, and conflict. The convergence of traditional smuggling with cryptocurrency,
diplomatic exploitation, and industrial-scale criminal operations demands an urgent, coordinated
international response. Innovative forensic techniques such as Brazil's gold DNA methodology offer new
hope for prosecuting traffickers and disrupting supply chains. Transnational operations like Operation
Guyana Shield demonstrate the power of coordinated interdiction. However, without systemic reform
including mandatory due diligence, enhanced customs cooperation, and expanded traceability, the opacity
that currently enables this trade will continue to undermine the rule of law, finance armed conflict, and
devastate fragile ecosystems.

As the gold market becomes more resilient to crime, actors with the greatest systemic influence must
accept that their economic interests are better served by a more transparent, rules-based market than by
the opacity that currently prevails. The fight against international gold trafficking is not merely a law
enforcement challenge, but a struggle for environmental protection, human rights, and international
security. The investments made in forensic science, intelligence cooperation, and transnational operations
represent progress, but sustained commitment will be required to truly disrupt the criminal networks that
profit from this devastating trade. The international community must recognize that gold trafficking is not
a peripheral issue but a central component of transnational organized crime that demands sustained
attention and resources.
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Obsidian Research Bureau

Obsidian Research Bureau is an independent think tank dedicated to the rigorous analysis of
global security challenges in an increasingly volatile world. We specialize in geopolitical,
intelligence, HUMINT, and military affairs, with a particular emphasis on espionage,
counterintelligence, terrorism, and irregular warfare. Our work is designed to provide decision-
makers, professionals, and informed readers with clear, unvarnished assessments grounded in
evidence rather than ideology.
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