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ABSTRACT

The relationship between the European Union (EU) and the United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) in the context of anti-
corruption efforts represents a multi-dimensional and strategic
partnership that responds to the complexity of global corruption
challenges. This article explores the collaboration between the EU
and UNODC, which has recently picked up speed. The article em-
phasises the shared goals of combating corruption globally,
strengthening rule-of-law frameworks, and creating multileveled
synergies in response to emerging global contests. It also exam-
ines specific milestones, such as the EU-UNODC Anti-Corruption
Dialogue and the implications of recent geopolitical shifts, includ-
ing some State actors’ reduced involvement in international anti-
corruption initiatives. The author concludes that multilateral collab-
oration among regional and international actors, involving the parti-
cipation of relevant national, local, and sectoral stakeholders can
provide a robust tool for combating adaptive corruption — one that
is both apt and thorough.
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l. Introduction

Corruption remains one of the most pervasive and insidious threats to global development, political stability,
and security. Corruption is estimated to cost the European Union between €179 billion and €990 billion per
year, amounting to up to 6% of its GDP.! The need for coordinated international efforts to combat corruption
has never been more urgent, particularly as corruption is becoming increasingly complex and interconnected
due to issues such as organised crime, environmental degradation, and the abuse of new technologies, in
addition to its impact on human rights2. Both the European Union (EU) and the United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime (UNODC) have recognised the importance of addressing corruption as a global challenge
and have taken active roles in designing and implementing anti-corruption initiatives worldwide.

This article examines the growing collaboration between the EU and UNODC in the fight against corruption.
By focusing on their joint efforts and frameworks for cooperation, we explore how their relationship has
recently developed and what specific measures are being undertaken to strengthen global anti-corruption
governance. The article presents the different roles and responsibilities of the EU and the UNODC in
combating corruption: individually, with each other, and with other significant international and national
entities, in a collaborative and inclusive, multilayered framework. An analysis will show that the combined
EU-UNODC action has contributed to accelerated and improved response to global corruption, which is both
multilateral and comprehensive.

Il. The Development of EU Anti-Corruption Initiatives

At the regional level, the EU has consistently been one of the most proactive entities in the fight against
corruption. In 2014, the EU took its first significant step by establishing a more systematic framework for
addressing corruption risks within its Member States.? In its 2014 EU Anti-Corruption Report, the European
Commission sought to identify national corruption risks and capacities. The report provided an overview of
the situation regarding corruption frameworks in each EU Member State: anti-corruption measures in place,
outstanding issues, policies that were working well, and areas that could be improved. It was not until 2020,
however, that the European Commission began publishing an annual Rule of Law Report, which includes a
thorough, robust, and consistent assessment of the rule of law in general, including a specifically dedicated
pillar on the anti-corruption frameworks in EU Member States.* The annual Rule of Law Report serves as a
comprehensive evaluation tool that monitors adherence to the rule of law across the 27 EU Member States.
Corruption is a key area of concern in the report, as it directly impacts the integrity of the justice system,
media pluralism, and institutional checks and balances.

The Rule of Law Report has evolved over time, shifting from a descriptive analysis to a more sophisticated
and actionable tool, that offers recommendations for improvement, including on anti-corruption.® The
European Commission’s approach to assessing anti-corruption efforts relies on a diverse set of data
sources: meetings and reports with national authorities, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), civil
society organisations (CSOs), and international bodies like the UNODC, the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), and the Group of States Against Corruption (GRECO). These EU reports,
which cover both systemic weaknesses and positive developments, play a critical role in ensuring that
Member States take the necessary steps to prevent corruption and maintain strong governance.®

The year 2023 was pivotal for the European Union in its efforts to combat corruption.” First of all, the
European Commission submitted the proposal for a Directive on combating corruption through criminal law.®
This marks a significant effort to move toward modernizing and harmonizing the EU’s legal framework in the
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fight against corruption. The proposal aims to expand the scope of criminal corruption offenses beyond
conventional bribery to include acts such as misappropriation, trading in influence, abuse of functions,
obstruction of justice, and illicit enrichment linked to corruption. Additionally, the initiative emphasises the
importance of preventive measures, including raising awareness and promoting a culture of integrity. It also
proposes the introduction of minimum criminal penalties and sanctions for both individuals and legal
entities, ensuring a consistent legal standard across all EU Member States.

Other important elements of the proposal include extending the statute of limitations for corruption-related
offenses and equipping law enforcement and prosecutors with the necessary tools and resources for effect-
ive investigations. The proposal is explicitly designed to fulfil international commitments under the United
Nations Convention Against Corruption (UNCAC). Ongoing trilogue negotiations® among the European Parlia-
ment, the Council of the European Union, and the European Commission are critical in shaping the final
version of the Directive and ensuring it meets or surpasses UNCAC standards within the EU.

Furthermore, in the 2023 Joint Communication on corruption, the Commission and the High Representative
announced the creation of an EU-wide anti-corruption network, in addition to a proposal for a regime of
sanctions against serious acts of corruption committed outside the EU."% At the same time, the Commission
presented a proposal for establishing an EU ethics body."" Also, the implementation of the EU Whistleblower
Protection Directive (to ensure stronger protection for individuals reporting violations of EU law, including
corruption) continued in 2023. Lastly, several transparency-related initiatives advanced, e.g., developments in
lobbying regulation (via the EU Transparency Register)'?, financial markets (through the EBA Transparency
Exercise)'?, and environmental claims'.

lll. The Role of UNODC in Global Anti-Corruption
Efforts

UNODC plays a crucial role in the global fight against corruption, acting as the guardian of the United Nations
Convention Against Corruption (UNCAC)."® The Convention, adopted in 2003 and entered into force in 2005,
provides a comprehensive framework for addressing corruption on an international scale (see also IV).
UNODC's mandate includes assisting contracting parties in implementing the provisions of UNCAC, offering
technical assistance, and promoting the principles of transparency, accountability, and integrity. Through its
regional programmes and field offices, UNODC has strengthened its presence in key areas like Sub-Saharan
Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean, working closely with governments to build effective anti-corruption
frameworks.

The UNODC 2021-2025 Strategy focuses on preventing and countering corruption and economic crime,
which further solidifies the organisation’s role in shaping global anti-corruption governance. UNODC has also
been instrumental in facilitating the UNCAC Implementation Review Mechanism, a process through which
signatory parties are peer reviewed on their compliance with the Convention’s provisions.'® This mechanism
encourages international cooperation, the exchange of best practices, and the strengthening of anti-
corruption laws and policies across countries.

IV. The European Union’'s Implementation of the United
Nations Convention Against Corruption

The UNCAC remains the most comprehensive international legal instrument to combat corruption, encom-
passing preventive measures, criminalisation, enforcement, asset recovery, and international cooperation.
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With 191 signatory parties to the Convention, including the European Union (EU), the UNCAC serves as a
critical framework for global anti-corruption efforts.’” The EU is the only regional and international organisa-
tion that is party to the multilateral UNCAC and, as such, subject to the UNCAC's Implementation Review
Mechanism (see IIl)."8

In this context, the main steps of the first cycle of the UNCAC implementation review of the EU as non-state
actor are notable: In June 2021, at the UN General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS) on corruption, the
EU declared its readiness to launch the review under the UNCAC. The Implementation Review Mechanism
operates in two phases. The first cycle covers criminalisation (Chapter Ill of UNCAC) and international
cooperation (Chapter IV), while the second cycle focuses on prevention (Chapter Il of UNCAC) and asset
recovery (Chapter V). In September 2022, the European Commission presented the EU’s self-assessment
under the first round of the UNCAC's Implementation Review to UNODC.'? This was followed by a written ex-
change in September 2023, when the EU responded to detailed questions from the peer reviewers. In Novem-
ber 2023, the EU welcomed representatives from Czechia and Niue, accompanied by the UNODC, for the first
on-site visit.2% This visit marked an important milestone, since the EU is, as mentioned above, not a typical
State party but a regional organisation, posing unique challenges for the Implementation Review. During this
visit, EU institutions presented their anti-corruption initiatives, focusing particularly on the efforts to comply
with Arts. 15-42 (criminalisation and law enforcement) and Arts. 44-50 (international cooperation) of the
UNCAC. The visit was also an opportunity for civil society organisations to engage with the reviewers, who
offered a critical external perspective on the EU’s anti-corruption efforts.?’

V. The EU-UNODC Anti-Corruption Dialogue: A
Strategic Partnership

The EU-UNODC Anti-Corruption Dialogue represents a cornerstone of their collaboration in the fight against
corruption. This high-level exchange is a platform for both organisations to align their strategies, share
information, and establish concrete follow-up actions in the anti-corruption domain. The dialogue brings
together key representatives from the two institutions and serves as a forum to discuss emerging issues and
coordinate efforts in areas such as asset recovery, anti-corruption education, and the role of civil society in
promoting transparency.

The first EU-UNODC Anti-Corruption Dialogue, held in October 2022,%? focused on such critical areas as cor-
ruption in times of emergency (notably during the COVID-19 pandemic), the integrity of the sports sector, and
the role of youth in anti-corruption efforts. Subsequent dialogues, like the one held in October 2023 in Vi-
enna,?® expanded the scope of discussion to include corruption linked to organised crime, gender issues in
anti-corruption work, and collaboration in crisis regions like Ukraine and Haiti. In November 2024 in Brus-
sels,?* the dialogue also dealt with crimes that affect the environment, new technologies, and Global
Gateway investments. Going forward, the goal is to work together more effectively, e.g., in regions like Sub-
Saharan Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, Asia-Pacific, and the EU’s East and South Neighbourhoods.
These dialogues not only enhance the operational capacity of the EU and the UNODC but also enable the
identification of common priorities and challenges that require coordinated responses.

VI. EU-UNODC Initiative to Improve Global Anti-
Corruption Action

Based on their previous collaboration, which was fostered through their anti-corruption dialogue, in 2023, the
EU and the UNODC launched the International Anti-Corruption Partnership Forum, together with their tradi-
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tional partners, namely the GRECO and the OECD This was done on the occasion of a special event

organised during the 10t Conference of State Parties to the UNCAC, held in Atlanta, USA.%° The new global
anti-corruption partnership, including not only the European Commission, UNODC, Council of Europe/GRECO,
and the OECD, but also the World Bank Group (WBG), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the African
Union (AU), the Organization of American States (OAS), and the League of Arab States (LAS), was an
achievement that realised the idea (initiated years before) of enhancing synergies between the different
organisations committed to prevent and combat corruption.Z® In Atlanta, the concerns of the conference
panellists ranged from a lack of collaboration, such as the duplication of efforts, to the benefits of closer
cooperation for both international organisations and countries. After identifying some of the solutions
already developed, either individually or jointly, all panellists agreed to set up a jour fixe among their organisa-
tions to work on country reviews and support for policy reforms. The first meeting of the Anti-Corruption
Partnership Forum took place online in July 2024, co-hosted by the EU and the UNODC. In two sessions, the
participants focused on sharing plans and projects to increase synergies as well as exploring which primary
data exist in each organisation, with a view to potential data exchange and sharing.?’

The EU, UNODC, the Council of Europe/GRECO, and the OECD also collaborate within the framework of the
EU network against corruption.?® Established in September 2023 as an outcome of the Commission's Joint
Communication on corruption,?® this network is meant to be an umbrella forum for all stakeholders (State
authorities, experts, academia, NGOs, and other international partners) in which they can exchange good
practices, opportunities, ideas, and plans for future work. In addition to plenary sessions, the EU network
against corruption meets in thematic workshops and national events.3? The discussions so far highlighted
ongoing efforts to support technological advancements in combating corruption, e.g., the development of
digital tools that improve asset declaration submissions®' and public procurement processes. The EU is also
a funder of technological projects across its Member States, including those related to the Recovery and
Resilience Facility (RRF) and the Technical Support Instrument (TSI).32 These initiatives have been designed
to modernise corruption detection and prevention mechanisms, improving the EU’s ability to track, verify, and
report corrupt activities.

UNODC, on the other hand, has incorporated blockchain technology into training programmes for law en-
forcement and has developed secure communication tools to enhance cross-border collaboration. These
technological innovations are particularly crucial in the context of international cooperation, where data
sharing and transparency are essential for effective anti-corruption efforts.

VII. Conclusion

The ongoing collaboration between the EU and UNODC demonstrates the importance of multi-stakeholder
approaches in tackling global corruption. However, significant challenges remain. For instance, the shifting
geopolitical landscape, marked by some national decisions to steer away from enforcing anti-corruption
measures, could lead to a diminished role for traditional anti-corruption powers in global governance. This
further underscores the need for robust regional cooperation, where international actors can continue to play
leading roles.

Through their coordinated efforts, the EU and UNODC have made significant strides in strengthening anti-
corruption frameworks, promoting transparency, and ensuring the rule of law across borders. As global
corruption challenges grow, the EU-UNODC collaboration sets a clear example of an inclusive, multilateral,
multisectoral, and multilevel framework of collaboration, which includes global institutions in primis, but also
national agencies, officials, CSOs, NGOs, academia, and experts at large. This composite, modular structure
offers a promising approach by which to respond to the complex and adaptive challenges posed by corrup-
tion, and could serve as a driving force in shaping international anti-corruption strategies. Translating
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discussions, such as the joint dialogues, into actionable outcomes and building enlarged platforms, such as
the international anti-corruption partnership forum, will help ensure that the fight against corruption remains
a central component of truly global governance.
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