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The Amazon lllicit Economy

[llegal gold, timber, coca corridors, and river logistics: how convergent criminal economies are consolidating
governance gaps across the Amazon basin.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Amazon basin functions as a single permissive operating environment for several overlappingillicit economies. lllegal
gold mining, unauthorized logging, coca cultivation and transit, wildlife and fuel trafficking, and river-based logistics share
the same rivers, airstrips, financing channels, and enforcement gaps. Convergence, not any single commaodity, is the
defining feature: the same networks move gold downstream and cocaine outbound, launder both through mineral exports
and cattle, and use the tri-border river system to cross jurisdictions faster than enforcement can coordinate. The resultis a
durable, revenue-diverse criminal ecosystem that is materially harder to disrupt than a single-commodity trade and that
increasingly touches legitimate supply chains in metals, timber, protein, and freight.

KEY JUDGMENTS

lllegal gold has become the basin's most important criminal revenue stream because it launders more easily than
narcotics and enters formal markets through mineral export and refining channels.

Commodity convergence gives networks financial resilience: enforcement against any one line of business is absorbed
by the others, so pressure on cocaine alone will not reduce overall capacity.

River corridors and clandestine airstrips are the decisive infrastructure; control of a small number of confluence
points confers disproportionate influence over movement, taxation, and pricing.

Jurisdictional seams in tri-border areas are exploited deliberately, and enforcement effects are routinely displaced
across a border rather than eliminated.

Environmental crime and violent crime are the same problem set: deforestation fronts, mining incursions, and
homicide concentrations track together, with indigenous territories and protected areas disproportionately affected.
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Legitimate supply-chain exposure is real and growing in gold, timber, cattle and leather, and river freight, and
reputational and regulatory risk for buyers will rise faster than physical security risk.

ILLICIT ECONOMY FOOTPRINT (1-5)

lllegal gold minin 5/

Coca cultivation and transit 4/5

Unauthorized loggin 4/5

River and airstrip logistics 4/5

Wildlife and fuel traffickin 3/5

Relative scale and consolidation of each economy across the basin over the forecast horizon.

STRUCTURE OF THE ECONOMY

The basin's illicit economies are organized around logistics rather than around a headquarters. Financiers supply dredges,
mercury, fuel, and equipment; local operators work sites under protection arrangements; armed groups and criminal
factions tax movement at river confluences and access roads; and brokers move product into formal markets through
export documentation, small refiners, and cross-border intermediaries.

Because the same corridor carries gold, timber, coca paste, fuel, and people, disruption at a single node changes routing
rather than volume. Networks demonstrate high tolerance for tactical loss and low sensitivity to seizure rates that are not
paired with financial and documentary enforcement.

ACTORS AND TERRITORY

Colombian and Venezuelan armed-group remnants operating along the northwestern and Orinoco-adjacent
approaches.

Brazilian prison-origin criminal factions that provide financing, weapons, and downstream distribution.

Peruvian and Bolivian mining syndicates concentrated in alluvial gold zones with established laundering channels.

Local political and commercial facilitators who supply permits, documentation, fuel, and transport.

Opportunistic entrants drawn by high gold prices, whose lower operational discipline raises violence and
environmental damage.
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INDICATORS AND WARNINGS

Sustained high gold prices, which historically expand mining incursions within one to two quarters.

New clearing or dredge concentrations detected inside protected areas and indigenous territories.
Homicide increases in river-port municipalities, an early signal of contested corridor control.

Mercury and fuel supply anomalies in interior towns, indicating scaling rather than steady-state operations.

Attacks on environmental agents, indigenous monitors, and river inspection posts, which precede corridor
consolidation.

Export-volume anomalies from jurisdictions whose declared production does not support them.

IMPLICATIONS FOR ORGANIZATIONS

Buyers and financiers of Amazon-origin gold, timber, cattle products, and river freight should assume contamination risk in
any chain that cannot be traced to a verified origin point. Origin documentation alone is a weak control in this environment;
provenance testing, satellite-derived deforestation screening, and counterparty ownership review are the practical
mitigations.

Organizations with field operations should treat river access, fuel supply, and local labor arrangements as the primary
exposure surfaces, and should plan for episodic access denial rather than continuous threat. Coordination with recognized
indigenous and community authorities materially reduces friction and improves early warning.

ANALYTIC NOTE

This assessment is derived exclusively from open-source reporting and is produced for client planning and situational
awareness. Confidence statements reflect source reliability and corroboration at the time of publication. It is not legal,
investment, travel, or operational-security advice, and it does not constitute a guarantee of future events.
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