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Out of sight out and out    
IVAN MARTIN

Diesel smuggling was a major
headache for the Maltese authori-
ties until they decided to push
them out of the island’s jurisdic-
tion and off law enforcement’s to-
do list, an investigation by The Sun-
day Times of Malta has learnt.  

This newspaper met with a num-
ber of government officials, inves-
tigators and political operators
with an intimate knowledge of the
Malta-Libya diesel smuggling
racket, with one question: “How
did this crime go unpunished for
so long?”  

In a series of interviews, sources
detailed how back in 2014 the gov-
ernment, police and security serv-
ices had agreed that getting smug-
glers out of Malta’s jurisdiction
was the simplest way to “deal with
the problem”. 

“A direction was agreed upon to
close the loopholes and back chan-
nels ‘allowing’ smuggling to occur
in Maltese waters. Once this was
done, they moved their operations
just a few kilometres further out to
sea and this was seen as favourable
to us,” one senior government
source said.

The move was not seen as
favourable, however, by the inter-
national community – most
notably, the Italian government,
the source added. 

“There was disappointment by
our neighbours that we were not
doing more – this was communi-
cated to us through unofficial
channels,” another source said. 

Meanwhile, one AFM source,
who at one point was involved in
patrolling Maltese waters, said the
smugglers appeared to know just
how to get away with the crime
under the authorities’ noses. 

“On one patrol I remember we
knew there were some boats that
were probably selling diesel. But
they were just out of our jurisdic-
tion. We also had clear direction to

limit ourselves to matters in our
territorial waters,” the source said. 

However, this does not mean 
the smuggling was limited to
international waters. 

Last month, the Investigative
Report Project Italy (IRPI) and
the Times of Malta reported on the
criminal activity as part of the
Daphne Project. 

The reports found how the
island was at the centre of a 
well-coordinated multimillion 
fuel-smuggling operation, with
stolen Libyan fuel traded easily in

territorial waters and through
established storage facilities inside
the Grand Harbour and Birżeb-
buġa. The criminal operation
evolved into a large criminal organ-
isation coordinated by Maltese,
Libyan and Sicilian businessmen
close to the mafia.

The Sunday Times of Malta has
learnt that smugglers had long
been on the Malta Security Serv-
ices (MSS) radar – since the fall of
the Gaddafi regime.  

“They were monitored – their
movements, and in some cases their
conversations – as part of a national
security risk assessment,” a former
MSS official told this newspaper in
a confidential meeting in a car
parked on a country road. 

He went on to detail how in 2014,
information gathered by the MSS
had been unofficially passed on to
the police in the form of intelligence
– however, he was quick to add that
such intelligence is not admissible
in court as evidence and so the
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At a point smugglers learnt that if they sat just outside Malta’s contiguous waters for the bulk of their operations, they would not face much interference from
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The story of how diesel smugglers got away with it for years

“Don’t for a
second think that
this crime has
stopped – because
it hasn’t, we are
talking about
huge sums of
money, millions
upon millions
of euros”

A vessel allegedly used by a
gang of Maltese smugglers.


