History of the Modern Russian Mobs
1975 – 1985:  Entrepreneurial stirrings.  Illegal capitalistic enterprises began to emerge literally at every level; small businesses, big businesses, and all with the support of the communist leadership, and with the professional criminals serving as the brokers between the business community and the political leadership, and not just products like fruit, cotton, fish, but also the beginnings of the illegal exchange of foreign currency (ie., money laundering).  The Russian Ruble, undermined by counterfeit currency circulated by the U.S. (1/3 of the Russian Rubles in 1989 were made in the USA), was starting to lose its buying power, and many in the Soviet Union began to look for other currencies of exchange, and what was to become the mobs and the Soviet leadership worked tighter to launder money and get foreign capital into Russia.

1985 – 1995:  Consolidation and expansion phase.  The professional criminals began to coalesce into organized entities, and, they expanded into the illegal markets – racketeering, drugs (marijuana and hashish primarily), prostitution (including exporting to Central Asia, primarily Turkey), gambling, auto theft, illegal trade across the iron curtain (as the Soviet Union began to fall, its citizens craved goods from the West) and, production and counterfeiting of liquor (vodka, cognac in particular).  A word about racketeering, it was endemic, with literally every enterprise touched.  Within five years of the wall coming down (1995), criminal associations controlled 90% of Russian businesses.
1995 – 2000:  Penetration of state and business institutions, and expansion into the international realm.  This was a period of privatization, and the goal of organized crime was to take control of everything that was up for grabs.  They focused particularly on banks and at one point controlled perhaps 80 percent of all banking operations in Russia (great for money laundering of course).  It was during this period that the Redfellas moved into the arms trade (Russian military not paid so they auctioned off the country’s military equipment), and into heroin.  Both of these enterprises required the development of international contacts – to sell the arms, and to grow and transport the heroin. 

2000 – 2022:  Endemic corruption involving a merging of state institutions with the criminal organizations.  Russia ranks       out of  countries in the world when it comes to corruption (Transparency International).  One very interesting shift.  All small and medium sized businesses are now controlled by the police, and not by the Redfellas.  They are controlled by the “ment” which is slang for the police in Russia…so all the small to medium sized businesses in Russia are under the ment’s roof.  Again, this is very interesting to see a shift in the racketeering market from the mob to the police.  The allegation is that the police also shake down the mob as well…are taking money from the drug dealers, the pimps, criminal leaders.  In exchange, the police do nothing which then allows the Redfellas to move with impunity, and they are.  Mob leaders started to become political leaders (mayors of large cities, legislators, Putin, Medvedev), as well as business leaders.  
2022 – Present
The Redfellas have merged with the state.  In response to economic sanctions placed on Russia by the International community in response to the war in the Ukraine, the Redfellas, using their black market connects and underground transport options, and in conjunction with the state who have enlisted their services, they are moving every commodity, every product imaginable.  They are the state’s sanction busters.  They also work in tandem with the state in cyberwarfare and intelligence gathering.  There are Redfellas “agents” all across Europe, Eastern Europe in particular as they attempt to undermine and overthrow.  They cooperate with the SVR, FSB and FSO.  Perhaps a little Russian intelligence community history is warranted:
Cheka  Oct. 1916 to 1922 (200,000 employees, killed maybe around 100,000; set up and run by Felix Dzerzhinsky (1877 – 1926)
GPU  1922 - 1934
NKVD  1934 - 1946
MGB  1946 – 1953
MVD  1953 – 1954
KGB  1954 – 1991
Then two entities emerged as of 1991:

SVR – like our CIA, the Russian Intelligence Service morphing from the KGB,
                    foreign intelligence, external threats

FSB – we have nothing like it per se, internal security and counterintelligence


And a third, more of an ancillary member of the Russian intelligence community, the FSO. The are very much like our Secret Service.  It’s agents coordinates with and works with the SVR and the FSB to protect the President, et al and gathers intelligence as well.  

Together, the Redfellas and these government intelligence entities are, in conjunctions with counterparts in North Korea are smuggling in missiles, artillery shells.  Working with folks in Iran who via the Caspian Sea smuggling in RPG’s, attack drones, artillery shells, anti-tank missiles.  Front companies in Dubai and the UAE in general, and in Serbia have emerged as channels to move all kinds of commodities and products imaginable, including military hardware, into Russia.  The Redfellas are helping the Kremlin with these embargo busting ventures.  
Internationally sanctioned Russian oligarchs and other Russian criminals have parked their assets in Dubai.  There is a huge Indian smuggling network based in Dubai that works with the Redfellas to held launder Russian-bound money. There is a dark fleet of Kremlin linked vessels that ply the waters and hide cargo origin.  The ships operate under the flags of Panama, Malta, Liberia, Cameroon, and the big one, Greece.  Today, some 50% of all tanker capacity leaving Russian ports are flagged Greek, and much of it, is oil…international embargoes oil.  Shipments of sanctioned Russian oil is sent under Greek and other flagged ships, to Hong Kong, Dubai, back to Greece and Spain, and recently four ships with Russian oil were flagged as Mongolian vessels!  Spain is the big port of origin for Russian oil at present, and that oil then enters the marketplace with its origin lost.  So much for the sanctions.

Side note – international sanctions are imposed for PR purposes, especially with large countries.  The international community could put effective embargos and sanctions on small countries, but not big countries as they have too many other doors, too many other horses they can use to move any commodities they want and need, including military hardware.
So what we now have in Russia due to the war in the Ukraine, is basically Gangster at War (Gangsters at War by Mark Galeotti).  The Russian government greatly ramped up its involvement with organized crime groups after its invasion of the Ukraine.  The West handed down a series of economic sanctions, but Russian organized crime networks have been able to side-step those and now provide the citizenry with food, car parts, electronics and other communal needs, but also…they provide items for its military.  The syndicates have also facilitated money laundering and illegal financial flows which are much needed for Russia to continue the war.  In addition, Russian intelligence services have relied on criminal syndicates to supplement their espionage activities, including sabotage, cyberattacks, and assassinations.
Internationally, the Russia government, in conjunction with the syndicates, are weaponization migration, using smuggling networks to create political instability across Europe.  

Putin’s regime now works hand in hand with organized crime groups, to evade international sanctions, to fight the war in the Ukraine, and expand Russian influence globally.

Russian syndicates now operate as a tool for the Kremlin.  They are helping Putin evade economic sanctions, helping the Kremlin to acquire the equipment and financing needed to continue the war in the Ukraine, and are helping Putin destabilize European nations.  Russian organized crime entities have become a key element in Russia’s domestic and geopolitical arsenal. 

So again, the state of the Russian Redfellas today.  Going back 35 years ago, with the fall of the USSR in 1989/1990, many of the former KGB personnel moved into organized crime activities.  They firmly established international contacts from all their years in the KGB, had vast sums of money at their disposal, and had one particular product that the 3rd World was anxious to buy - arms, the biggest mark-up commodity of all (tanks, planes, missiles, AK-47s).  

But there is more to the Redfellas today, and it is more than/beyond their embargo busting activities related to the war in the Ukraine.  The Russian mobs today are into everything – prostitution, human trafficking, gambling, smuggling, murder for hire, nuclear materials (uranium, plutonium, lithium-6, cesium, beryllium and other metals used for nuclear warheads).  They are also getting more and more into drugs - 25 times more hashish is grown in Russia and the former Soviet states than the rest of the world put together.  Cannabis grows wild on 7.5 million acres (that is almost 12,000 square miles), poppies grow naturally in Kazakhstan (part of the old Golden Crescent).  And I cannot overlook currency counterfeiting.  They broke the then U.S. $100 bill secrets in about a week!  They worked with Iran, but the U.S., with Swiss help, figured it out.  But we can’t get too judgmental there…probably 1/3 of the Russian rubles in circulation in 1990, at the fall of the Soviet Union, were made in the USA (we copied the German’s who during WWII tried to destroy the British economy by flooding the country with counterfeit bills…remember, the reason that Germany crashed economically post-WWI was because the German government printed too many German marks to pay off the WWI war debt, and that destroyed the Germany economy.  One way to destroy a country is to flood its economy with counterfeit money.  We do it too.
And back to the Russian mobs, and their big one - the extortion business.  It is huge!  The Redfellas are totally enmeshed with Russian business through their extortion rackets.  Capone did the same thing in Chicago in the late 1920s and that proved to be his downfall.  So far, the Redfellas have gotten away with it, and there is nothing on the horizon that suggests any change in course.  Extortion is called Krysha in Russian, and “roofs” come to collect the fees each month, and about 80% of all Russian businesses pay.  
Interesting, all mob members pay monthly dues (an obshchak) that is collected and put into a common fund (a common treasury as it is called) that in the aggregate/in this centralized collection model, becomes quite a sum and gives the mobs great power. It is thought that 80 percent of Russian businesses have mob connections (banks in particular).  The Redfellas are also major money launderers, and they have infiltrated the natural gas business.  Russia has 25% of the world’s natural gas, and one company in particular (GAZPROM) is an odd venture combining corporate, government and mob activities (GAZPROM is “controlled” by Putin).  It is thought that 25 percent of the Russian GNP is mob influenced.   As implied, they are completely enmeshed with the Russian police.  

While we often call them Redfellas in the West, there is a generic name for Russian organized crime groups in Russian – Vory v Zakone, or, the Vory for short.  The Vory have their roots in organized crime frauds perpetrated since the time of Peter the Great (1672-1725). There are thought to be 6,000 distinct syndicates with 2-3 million associate members and roughly 250,000 made members.  Nearly all of them operate in Russia and the former Soviet states (Ukraine, Belarus, Tajikistan, Latvia, etc.), but 200 of the organizations are very sophisticated and operate internationally, with dealings in at least 50 countries. 

The people in Russia, use to the old repressive Communist rule and the repressive Czars before that, seem willing to tolerate a certain level of gang/mob activity and have learned to adjust.  There are 3 kinds of Russian gangs from a geographic context:

1. Grupprirovik or local gangs

2. Prestupaia or regional gangs

3. Soobshchestow or international powers

Let’s look at the international players.  Perhaps the most well-known and the largest is the Solntsevskaya Bratva group (5,000 members).  Solntsevskaya means family or brotherhood. They have been around since the late 1980s.  It is centered (and was founded) in the Solntsevo district Moscow and specializes in racketeering, kidnappings, drugs, prostitution, oil and gas frauds, and murder of course.    It has operations in at least 20 countries, and in Atlanta and upstate New York in the U.S.

Dologoprudnenskaya, is the 2nd largest gane, is also named for a Moscow suburb, Dolgoprudniy.  Founded in 1988, it is composed of martial art fighters (which is kind of interesting) as well as members of the Russian police force.  It controls the northern part of Moscow as well as parts of St. Petersburg.  This group is involved in extensive gambling activities, as well as the usual racketeering, protection/extortion rackets, etc.  It has operations in at least 2 dozen countries, Bright Beach area of New York City.

Izmaylovskaya is the oldest of the modern Russian mobs, starting in the mid-1980s when the Communist regime was still strong, but starting to fade.  This is the world’s Murder, Inc.  They will kill anyone by contract, anywhere.  They of course are involved in other illicit activities, with notable operations in Liechtenstein and Switzerland and several dozen countries, Brighton Beach area of New York City, tied with Putin, use legal fronts to cover their operations.
Side note – there are 3 other notable Russian organized crime entities operating in the U.S.  They tend to engage in Medicare fraud interestingly.  

a. Ekaterinburg family – all from a town in the Ural mountains of Russia (now called Yekaterinburg)

b. Uzbekistan mob

c. Russian Jews from Odessa who operate in the Brighton Beach area of New York City

It is interesting to note that there are approximately 50 different Russian words for theft, and the Russian mobs seem to be into all 50!  We have a few in American too of course (to steal, filch, snatch, pilfer), but not 50. 

Some Russian mob slang and related principles to understanding them: 

Tattoos – street level thieves

Vory V Zakone – something they call themselves; translated into English it means something like thieves in law (like brothers in law).  Also, it is the name of one particular mob in the city of Perm.

Vorovskoy Zakon - Russian Omerta.  It is an 18-point code of conduct that Russian mafia members are expected to abide by.  Amazing, it is roughly the same code in every gang.  

Nishinstvo.  This is an extremely important concept, a component of Russian culture and has 3 components: 


1. Live with pain and suffering and still perform

2. Communal Asceticism, self denial, an abstinence in the sense that you are only happy when suffering. Accept pain and suffering and sometimes even seek it out because only in suffering can one find true happiness and peace (ala Hinduism and the bed of nails; self-flagellation stuff)

3. Poverty so desperate that one loses any sense of a moral compass, any sense of shame and thus a willingness to do anything to survive, and of course the result being that many persons who would have never gotten into the syndicates do, or at least deal with them to survive. 
These three related aspects of nishinstvo are a driving force in Russia and its sister nations right now and is very important in understanding how the mob grew so fast with the fall of the Iron Curtain, and how is has maintained, and now (with the Ukraine war) enhanced its collective position and power within the Russian social-culture. 

The FBI currently divides the Russian syndicates into three basic groups in terms of activities:

1. Classic syndicates - into the usual mob-type activity of drugs, prostitution, arms, gambling; they have ties with the Cali cartel to move cocaine for arms, and with the Sicilians and Triads to deal with prostitution, bank fraud for arms.  

2. Racketeering groups - groups that do nothing but engage in racketeering and extortion; they are into extorting the newly created Russian businesses and banks (80 percent of all Russian businesses are currently paying 10 percent to 20 percent in protection money).  Wide open opportunities here.


3. Legitimate enterprises - No real parallel in America.  There is an interesting group of individuals that run seemingly legitimate enterprises, but run them with a criminal hand; banks (a really big problem), tire manufacturers, vodka processing plants, meat packing plants; the story here is that these enterprises in the Communist regime were owned by the state and were managed by various persons; with the demise of Communism, these persons literally stole these business and took them over and now run them, KEY without any state interference/regulation; the result is price fixing, bid rigging, production of dangerous products, sales of spoiled products, illegal dumping of chemicals, all kids of bank fraud because they have no FDIC or EPA or FDA or SEC, etc., etc.  It is called cowboy capitalism, and the businesses are taking full advantage of the lack of any regulation (like our businesses did in the late 1800s in America until Teddy Roosevelt and later his 2nd cousin Franklin Roosevelt finally pushed for regulatory agencies)     

The Redfella culture is now embedded deep in the Russian DNA.  It is not merely tolerated, but accepted and fits well within the foundational concept of nishinstvo.  It would take generations to eradicate it, particularly since there appears to be no interest in doing so, particularly at the top as it works very well for them.  Redfella presence is not a social issue of any significance or bearing in Russia.
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