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Since 2015, the data provided by Empty Pack Survey 

(EPS) on the level of illicit cigarettes by district has 

become a regular topic of policy and media debates, 

changing significantly the focus of decision makers at 

MoI and the Customs Agency. The survey, supported 

by the tobacco companies, was recognised as the first 

instrument to assess police performance in reference 

to share of illicit cigarettes, in addition to the 

traditional indicators of recorded crimes and seized 

cigarettes used by MoI. 

As a sufficient amount of fairly reliable and publicly 

accessible data at district level from both Empty Pack 

Surveys and official police statistics has been 

accumulated, the assessment of the illicit market can 

be approached from a new perspective.  This would 

mean carrying out a statistical analysis of the various 

contextual  factors and  evaluating their impact  on   the 

law-enforcement activities targeting the illicit cigarette 

market in each district.      

The present analysis offers a diagnostic instrument to 

measure, through the use of publicly available data, 

the efficiency of law-enforcement bodies’ response at 

the district level, and to define more precisely the risk 

posed by the illicit cigarette market. It helps capture 

police performance, the local institutional capacity, 

and the major factors affecting the share of illegal 

cigarettes in the respective district. 

 

KEY POINTS  
 

 The proposed model for illicit cigarette market 

assessment at district level is the first tool to 

analyse the combined effect of two types of 

factors: the ones linked to law-enforcement 

bodies' performance and the district-specific 

drivers and barriers to the illicit trade in tobacco 

products. 

 The model allows to identify with precision the 

regions which are at highest risk, and the 

measures needed to curb this illegal market. 

 The statistical analysis has identified 6 

measurable factors affecting the share of illicit 

cigarettes by district: police seizures, number of 

police officers, the average annual salary in the 

district, the number of nights spent by foreign 

tourists in the district, the number of recorded 

property crimes and the number of penal 

decrees imposed by the Customs Agency. 

 Police efficiency at district level could be 

measured based on the relative share of seized 

illicit cigarettes against total illicit cigarette 

consumption. 

 The proposed Integrated Index for Illicit 

Cigarette Market Assessment is also a risk 

assessment tool at district level. 



No. 84               POLICY BRIEF             April 2019 

 2 

 

The main indicators used by the Ministry of Interior 

(MoI) to assess the performance of its General 

Directorates and the District MoI Directorates (DMD) 

in fighting the illicit cigarette market are the number of 

recorded offences and of disclosed perpetrators as 

well as the amount of seized illegal cigarettes. The 

Customs  Agency  applies  similar  indicators,  namely  

 

number of sanctioned violations of excise-duty law 

and amount of confiscated illicit tobacco products. 

While this type of indicators point to the activities 

and priorities of law-enforcement agencies, they fail 

to provide accurate data about the overall effect of 

these efforts on the illicit tobacco product market. 

 

The Empty Pack Survey as an Independent Indicator for Law-Enforcement 

Agencies’ Performance in Countering Illicit Trade in Tobacco Products 

The first EPS in Bulgaria was conducted immediately after the country’s EU accession 

in 2007. It was funded by a consortium of large tobacco companies. The survey has 

been improved to cover Bulgaria’s 20 largest districts and a border town in 2010, and 

22 districts and four border towns in 2011. Basically, it estimates the share of so called 

“cigarettes not intended for the local market” in the total amount of consumed 

cigarettes. 

The survey data were initially met with a degree of scepticism and even antagonism 

on the part of district police directorates and customs units. After its coverage was 

expanded and it grew into a regular survey conducted twice a year, the Ministry of 

Finance and the MoI changed their attitude to recognise it as a reliable source of 

information. Nevertheless, initially the survey results were not made public. In the 

autumn of 2015, after Bulgaria’s Prime Minister attended the first public presentation 

of survey results, the EPS became the focus of policy debates. Since then public 

presentations, open to the media, are held twice a year in the presence of the Prime 

Minister and stakeholders. In 2017 and 2018, all political parties acknowledged the 

survey findings to be objective and reliable. 

Carrying out the survey on a regular basis had a notable practical effect at district level 

stemming from the fact that its results were recognised as an objective indicator of 

local institutions’ and law-enforcement agencies’ performance. This created an 

opportunity to boost their capacity by, inter alia, re-staffing where necessary and 

seeking interagency cooperation. As survey data reliability increased, tobacco product 

revenue collection went up the priority scale on the policy agenda which led to a 

significant improvement of statistical data collection at the relevant law-enforcement 

agencies as regards the number and amount of seized illegal tobacco products. Since 

2013, when it became known that the state budget incurred sizable losses from 

uncollected excise taxes, institutions embarked on augmenting and expanding their 

reporting with a special focus on the performance at national and district levels. 
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The Illicit Market for Tobacco 
Products  

In the last three decades, the illicit tobacco product 

market has been among the largest criminal markets in 

Bulgaria. After 1990, the share of illicit cigarettes 

peaked to 40-50 % at certain points and until 2015 

never dropped below the 14-15% threshold. Even after 

the country’s accession to the EU, it remained among 

the top three local criminal markets, with its annual 

size ranging between 0.5% and 1% of Bulgaria’s GDP. 

Notably, this criminal activity is exercised by both local 

organised criminal groups and criminal groups in the 

neighbouring countries. Two other distinctive features 

are the broad and stable criminal network of retailers 

and the active demand for illicit cigarettes among the 

population. 

There are a number of factors underlying Bulgaria’s 

large and solid illicit tobacco product market and 

several of them could be viewed as crucial. The high 

demand for cheap illicit products is driven by the low 

level of income in the country. Notably, the tobacco 

product affordability rate in Bulgaria between 2007 

and 2015 was the lowest in the EU. Bulgarian smokers 

spent between 23 % and 25 % of their income on 

average, compared to 7 % – 9 % for consumers in the 

older EU member states. Thus, the pressure on the 

population to seek illicit tobacco products is three 

times as high as in Western Europe. Bulgaria’s per 

capita tobacco consumption rate is second in the EU, 

with daily consumers ranging between 36 % and 39 % 

of the population in the period 2007–2018. The high 

consumption rate combined with low purchasing 

power has led to an excessively large pool of illicit 

tobacco product users. 

                                                           
1 See Policy Brief No. 80: The Illicit Trade of Tobacco Products 

along the Balkan Route – Bulgaria, Greece, Italy and Romania. 

Sofia, Center for the Study of Democracy, 2018. 

After 1990, the Communist-time tobacco 

manufacturing and retail facilities were widely 

exploited by various criminal structures. Two types 

of crime syndicates emerged which had a lasting 

influence on the illicit market in the following couple 

of decades. The first type functioned as part of the 

Balkan infrastructure for smuggling illicit tobacco 

products. The Bulgarian “cigarette guys” set up 

stable import channels for smuggling in popular 

cigarette brands from the Greek duty-free zones as 

well as channels for smuggling cigarettes out to the 

Balkans, Central and Western Europe. In certain 

periods the export also included cigarettes legally 

manufactured at the Bulgarian state-owned tobacco 

company Bulgartabac. The second type engaged in 

the illegal manufacture of cigarettes both at home 

and abroad. In the following decades this framework 

of traders and manufacturers managed to adapt to 

all political and economic transformations that 

Bulgaria and its neighbours went through. Following 

the 2014 parliamentary elections, though, the illicit 

cigarette market shrank, going down, according to 

the EPS by 15% between 2014 and 2016. This trend 

still persists, placing Bulgaria among the EU states 

with lowest illicit cigarette levels.  

It is important to analyse how and why this 

happened. Several factors contributed to the 

shrinking of the share of illicit cigarettes. Police and 

customs bodies prioritised the illicit cigarette 

market1 mostly due to the sizeable share of excise 

tax revenues going into the state budget – about 10% 

against a mere 1–2 % in the old EU member states.  

Prior to 2014, it seemed unrealistic to strive for a 

rapid growth of excise tax and VAT from tobacco 

products and for limiting the shares of the illicit 

cigarettes market to one of the lowest levels in the 

EU. This pessimism stemmed from the generally low 
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capacity of the Bulgarian public administration to deal 

with the problem, and also from the widespread 

corruption and low household income of the 

population. The present analysis also dwells on a 

number of contextual factors that had a far-reaching 

effect on illicit trade. 

Institutional Framework for 
Countering the Illicit Cigarette 
Market on National and District 
Level  

The two core institutions responsible for countering 

the illicit cigarette market are the Customs Agency 

(within the Ministry of Finance) and the Ministry of 

Interior. Three of the MoI’s general directorates (out 

of four) are engaged in tackling this issue: the National 

Police General Directorate, the General Directorate for 

Combating Organised Crime (GDCOC) and the Border 

Police General Directorate. The Customs Agency is 

mostly responsible for administrative control over the 

import, export and trading in excise goods, whereas 

the MoI investigates crimes related to the illicit 

manufacture, dealing and smuggling of tobacco and 

tobacco products. 

In the period post 2014, no action had been taken to 

establish additional police units or specialised bodies 

for excise-tax collection, nor have existing bodies been 

vested with any new or special powers. The only 

exception has been the setting up in 2015 of the 

Interagency Coordination Centre for Countering 

Contraband and Control over Dangerous Goods and 

Cargo 2 , which had analytical and coordination 

functions, rather than law-enforcement ones.  

                                                           
2 Council of Ministers Decree No 89 of 16 April 2015 for the 

Establishment of Interagency Coordination Centre for Countering 

Contraband and Control over Dangerous Goods and Cargo. 
3  Corresponding to the NUTS 3 level of the Classification of 

Territorial Units for Statistics.  

The territorial jurisdiction of the agencies 

contributing to the collection of excise tax, however, 

does not overlap. The National Police is the only 

body with directorates covering all 28 administrative 

districts of Bulgaria.3 GDCOC has 12 regional units, 

while the Border Police has 7 territorial units 

operating at border areas and airports. The Customs 

Agency has 6 territorial directorates further 

subdivided into 9 territorial customs units 

responsible for regions of various size or specialising 

in certain issues.  

Since 2014, the MoI and the Ministry of Finance  

have ostensibly improved their coordination and 

have worked in cooperation on many occasions. All 

of them, however, perform a number of overlapping 

functions which paves the ground for both 

cooperation and competition between these 

services. In most cases, this overlapping of powers 

and responsibilities is conducive to better 

performance. Apart from raising their effectiveness, 

it also provides opportunities for checks and 

balances between the institutions. This is a way to 

also limit corruption practices in which law-

enforcement bodies actively cover or let go 

undisturbed the operation of criminal networks. 4 

The most telling and significant example of such 

checks and balances is probably the so called 

“physical monitoring” over tobacco product 

manufacturers launched in December 2014. For six 

months, each of the monitored facilities was visited 

by teams made of both police and customs officers. 

In addition, the officers served in the teams on a 

rotating basis. The implementation of this policy 

resulted in the sharp shrinking of the illicit cigarette 

4  This conclusion was corroborated in both interviews with 

officers from the MoI Internal Security Directorate, and with 

criminals involved in illicit tobacco product smuggling and 

retailing. 



INTEGRATED INDEX FOR ILLICIT CIGARETTE MARKET ASSESSMENT 

 5 

market registered through EPS. 5  This decrease was 

also validated by the substantial growth of excise and 

VAT revenues from tobacco products in 2015. 

Countering the Illicit Trade in 
Tobacco Products at District 
Level 

When assessing the illicit tobacco product market at 

district level as well as police response (i.e. the 

activities of the District MoI Directorates – DMD), one 

should bear in mind that the analysis must focus on 

both wholesale and retail distribution of tobacco 

products within the respective district. The lack of 

relevant publicly accessible data would seriously 

hamper the effect of police response on the other 

actors involved in the trade with illicit tobacco 

products – national wholesalers, importers and 

manufacturers. Usually such actors supply more than 

one district or operate on a trans-border scale, which 

is why they are targeted on a national, rather than local   

                                                           
5 From 18.1 % in the Q4 2014 down to 8.3 % in Q4 2015. 

level, by law-enforcement agencies such as GDCOC,  

the Border Police and the Customs Agency. 

The volume of illicit cigarette seizures at the national 

level, though, would not be sufficient to curb the 

market, if it wasn’t for the active work of district level 

bodies fighting illicit trade locally. Whenever the 

DMDs seize less than 50% of the illicit cigarettes, the 

level of the criminal market for tobacco products 

remains high (see Table 1).  

The amounts seized by GDCOC, the National Police 

and the Customs Agency from the tobacco product 

smuggling channels, illicit manufactures and illegal 

wholesalers are generally not sufficient to affect the 

overall size of the illicit cigarette market. If 

compared, annual EPS data show that the criminal 

market losses from such seizures are made up for by 

raising retail prices, but the overall market size 

remains unchanged. All this entails the need to 

create new indicators to assess the performance of 

DMDs. 

Year Total
Customs 

Agency
MoI (total)

District MoI 

Directorates 

(DMD) only

DMD seizures 

as % of total 

MoI seizures

% cigarettes not 

intended for the 

Bulgarian market

2008 15 000 000 14.20%

2009 91 000 000 17.60%

2010 386 701 954 182 815 995 203 885 959 34.50%

2011 403 548 233 165 061 271 238 486 962 141 093 425 59.20% 23.30%

2012 191 540 559 82 393 858 109 146 701 30 900 111 28.30% 15.30%

2013 140 135 953 53 179 571 86 956 382 22 534 542 25.90% 18.80%

2014 90 966 780 53 179 571 37 787 209 13 171 652 34.90% 20.00%

2015 72 064 692 27 727 164 44 337 528 40 976 724 92.40% 13.40%

2016 81 668 059 43 866 640 37 801 419 24 326 300 64.40% 8.10%

2017 49 972 744 36 906 818 13 065 926 7 781 444 59.60% 7.00%

Table 1. Seizures and share of illicit cigarette market (2008-2017) 

Source: MoI and Customs Agency. The data after 2012 are more precise, as they eliminate the double counting of DMD and 
Customs Agency data. 
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Model for Assessment of the 
Illicit Market and the Efficiency 
of Police Response at District 
Level 

The offered approach to the assessment of the risk of 

illicit trade in tobacco products, as well as the 

efficiency of district police forces in countering illicit 

cigarettes was conceived as a response to the long-

time debates among law-enforcement bodies, the 

tobacco industry and experts concerning the most 

appropriate indicators for district police performance. 

The Empty Pack Survey is often criticized by police and 

customs officers that survey data on the number of 

packs without excise bands is useless, as the 

distribution of such cigarettes could have nothing to do 

with district police efficiency and efforts. On the other 

hand, tobacco companies claim that the amount of 

illicit cigarettes seized by police is not a reliable 

indicator, as it does not take into account the size of 

the population and the share of illicit cigarettes in a 

given district. Thus, an objective assessment would 

incorporate additional factors such as demographics, 

district police resources, the local crime situation, the 

economic situation and a number of other 

circumstances which usually get ignored. 

A total of 25 distinct factors were identified and their 

effect on the proportion of cigarettes not intended for 

the Bulgarian market in each district was tested. Out of 

them, 6 variables turned out to produce a significant 

effect on the level of illicit cigarettes. They were 

grouped in 4 sub-indexes to form a comprehensive 

model for the assessment of the illicit cigarette 

market at the district level (See Figure 1). 6  

The model groups the factors under two categories 

related to their statistically significant influence on the 

                                                           
6 The full list of the tested variables and the employed 

methodological approach will be presented in a separate 

publication by the Center for the Study of Democracy. 

level of illicit cigarettes in the district. The first one 

brings together factors affecting negatively the illicit 

trade in tobacco products (barriers), while the 

second one lists factors that facilitate it (drivers). The 

two main factors curtailing illicit tobacco product 

trade at district level and directly linked to the 

operation and capacity of DMDs are under the sub-

indexes police efficiency in seizing illicit cigarettes 

and police workforce. The higher the value of these 

sub-indexes in a particular district, the lower the 

share of illegal cigarettes. The other factors 

constraining the illicit market are strictly economic. 

They are grouped under the sub-index economic 

development and tourism in the district. It is not 

affected by MoI’s activities and includes two 

variables: the average income for the district and the 

number of nights spent by foreign citizens visiting 

the district. The second group of factors that rather 

facilitate the illicit cigarette market are assembled 

under the sub-index illegal activity within the 

district, which is calculated on the basis of property 

crimes recorded by MoI and administrative offenses 

with tobacco products penalised by the Customs 

Agency. The higher the index for a given district, the 

bigger the proportion of illicit cigarettes in it. The 

assessment of the so described factors and the 

approach used to calculate the sub-indexes for each 

of them are presented below. 

Efficiency of Police Seizures of Illicit 

Cigarettes 

The preliminary analysis of the effect of police 

operation on the illicit cigarette market by district 

entailed testing two types of data – number of 

uncovered crimes involving excise goods (Art.234 of 

the Criminal Code) and number of seized cigarettes. 

The statistical analysis showed that of the two 

indicators only the number of seized  cigarettes  has 
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any substantial effect on the level of illicit cigarettes  by 

district and it was therefore included under Sub-index 

1. The data used in calculating the sub-index were 

derived from EPS, demographics and police statistics, 

all publicly accessible. The first step towards forming 

the index was to overcome the significant 

demographic and consumption variations from district 

to district.7 For this purpose, data from the National 

Statistical  Institute (NSI)  about  the population in each 
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7 The Sofia City district, for instance, is 15 times as populated as 

Vidin district, while its average income 2.08 times as high as that in 

Vidin.  

district was used. Based on the average percentage 

of smokers and on the average daily number of 

smoked cigarettes, the research team calculated the 

average annual number of consumed cigarettes, 

both legal and illegal, in each of Bulgaria’s 28 

districts. The second step was to measure the 

number of cigarettes not intended for the Bulgarian 

market consumed in the course of the year 

consumed cigarettes in each district. EPS data for the 

  

Recorded crimes 

against property 
Sub-index 4 

Illegal activity in the district 
Penal decrees issued by the 

Customs Agency in the district 

Barriers to the illicit trade in tobacco products 

Products 
Number of cigarettes seized 

by police as a share of the 

total cigarettes consumption 

Number of 

police officers 

per capita 

Average annual 

salary in the 

district 

Number of 

nights spent by 

foreign tourists 

Sub-index 1 
Police efficiency  in seizing 

illicit cigarettes 
 

Drivers of the illicit trade in tobacco products 

Sub-index 2 
Police force in the 

district 
 

Sub-index 3 
Economic development / 

tourism in the district 

Level of Illicit Cigarettes by District 
(Share of cigarettes not intended for the local market according to EPS) 

Figure 1. Model for assessment of the level of illicit cigarettes at the district level 

Source: Center for the Study of Democracy 
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respective year was used, subtracting the number of 

illicit cigarettes from the total number of consumed 

cigarettes. 

The third and last step was to determine the 

percentage of illegal cigarettes seized during the 

respective year by each of the DMDs. The latter would 

be an indicator for the efficiency of police in seizing  

 

Police Workforce by District 

For the purpose of objective assessment of police 

efficiency quantitative indicators were sought 

measuring the resources and capacity of each DMD 

and therefore its capabilities to fight illicit trade. The 

necessary data on the financial and technological 

resources of district services which could be analysed 

statistically, though, are publicly available neither in 

Bulgaria, nor in many other countries. Thus, a single 

indicator for which such public data could be found 

was used, i.e. the number of police officers as per the  

illicit cigarettes. The sub-index compiled following 

this procedure could be used to rank district police 

services by their efficiency for the respective year. If 

the index results are compared to EPS data for 2017 

for instance, one could, given the overall market 

drop on a national scale, identify the best performing 

DMDs (see Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the district’s population. The analysis reconfirmed 

this indicator’s serious effect on the level of illicit 

cigarette trade by district. The present assessment 

uses the number of police officers against the 

district’s population (number of police officers per 

1,000 inhabitants). This is how the sub-index police 

workforce by district is compiled. The public data 

available by district does not represent the 

proportion of officers directly engaged in tackling the 

illicit trade in tobacco products, so the total number 

0.00%

0.50%

1.00%

1.50%

2.00%

2.50%

3.00%

3.50%

4.00%

4.50%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

Sh
u

m
e

n

V
ar

n
a

M
o

n
ta

n
a

G
ab

ro
vo

R
u

se

B
u

rg
as

V
ra

ts
a

So
fi

a 
C

it
y

D
o

b
ri

ch

P
le

ve
n

St
ar

a 
Za

go
ra

P
lo

vd
iv

P
er

n
ik

Ya
m

b
o

l

V
el

ik
o

 T
ar

n
o

vo

Sl
iv

en

B
la

go
ev

gr
ad

V
id

in

P
az

ar
d

jik

K
u

st
en

d
il

H
as

ko
vo

EPS 2016 EPS 2017 EPS average 2016

EPS average 2017 Seizures index 2017 Seizures index 2016

Figure 2. Index of police efficiency in seizing illicit cigarettes by DMD, and level of illegal cigarettes by district 
according to EPS (2016-2017) 

Source: MoI, EPS and CSD calculations 
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of officers had to be used. Collecting data on the 

number of police officers involved in combatting the 

illicit cigarette market at DMDs and making it publicly  

.  

 

 

Economic Development of Districts 

Alongside police response, the spread of illicit tobacco 

products in a district is strongly influenced by a number 

of economic factors determining local demand. A key 

factor is the uniform price throughout the country of 

cigarettes of one and the same brand. In contrast to 

alcohol and fuels, the other main excise goods where 

prices vary from area to area or from one retailer   

chain to  another,  reflecting local  purchasing  power, 

 

 

accessible would be a step towards improving this 

sub-index. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

such price discrimination is prohibited by law in the 

case of tobacco products. At the same time, the 

difference in affordability of legal tobacco products 

between districts may be as high as 200% (e.g. 

between the capital Sofia and the lowest-income 

districts of Vidin, Blagoevgrad and Haskovo). Several 

economic variables for which data are collected on a 

district level by NSI were tested, among them 

Figure 3. Number of police officers per 1,000 population and share of illicit cigarettes not intended for the 
Bulgarian market, by district (2017) 

*The percentages reflect the share of illicit cigarettes as per EPS. In 7 of the country’s districts, this kind of data 

was not collected in 2017. The colour codes denote the differences in number of police officers by district. 

Source: CSD calculations based on MoI and EPS data. 

Police per 1000 

population 
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unemployment rate and GDP per capita. 8  As the 

analysis shows, the variable with highest impact on the 

share of cigarettes not intended for the local market, 

is the annual average salary (see Figure 4). 

Contrary to the strictly controlled legal cigarette prices, 

those of illegal tobacco products vary greatly, even 

within the boundaries of the same city, making them 

highly adaptable to the population’s purchasing 

power. Within the country, price variations reach 50-

70% depending on the local economic conditions. Such 

fluctuations from region to region exercise a growing 

price pressure on consumers, making illicit products 

more attractive. 

                                                           
8 Discrepancies with the remaining economic indicators such as per 

capita GDP, could be explained by the companies’ registered 

addresses. According to the analysis, most companies are 

registered in the 4 largest cities, Sofia in particular, although their 

facilities are located all over the country.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A number of international studies 9  conclude that 

cross-border trade and the inflow of tourists increase 

the level of cigarettes not intended for the local 

market, assuming that tourists usually bring their 

own cigarettes when entering the country. The 

statistical analysis for Bulgaria, however, showed the 

reverse to be the case  the impact of tourists 

(counted by the number of nights spent in a given 

district) is to decrease rather than increase the share 

of illicit cigarettes. This could be explained by the fact 

that a busier tourist industry raises the income level 

in the respective district. At the same time, tourists 

obviously opt for the local legal cigarettes as these 

9 See, for instance, Gilmore et al. (2014), Towards a Greater 

Understanding of the Illicit Tobacco Trade in Europe: a Review 

of the PMI Funded ‘Project Star’ Report. Tobacco Control, 23: 

51–61. 

Figure 4. Average annual salary and share of illicit cigarettes not intended for the Bulgarian market, by district (2017) 

Average annual 

salary, ‘000 

BGN 

*The percentages reflect the share of illicit cigarettes as per EPS. In 7 of the country’s districts, this kind of data was 

not collected in 2017. The colour codes denote the differences in average annual salary by district. 

Source: NSI and CSD data. 
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are also cheaper than in their countries of origin (see 

Figure 5). 

 

Illicit Activities by District 

Some previous studies of the trade in illicit tobacco 

products have demonstrated that illicit cigarette 

distribution by district largely relies on the local 

criminal contingent and criminal networks. 10  Within 

the statistical analysis a number of indicators for 

criminal activity were tested to verify their relation to 

the level of the local illicit cigarettes market. Over 80 

                                                           
10 Financing of Organised Crime. Sofia, Center for the Study of 
Democracy, 2015. 
11 The analysis of in-depth interviews with crime experts led to the 
conclusion that these offenses are affected by other factors, 

types of recorded crimes as per the Bulgarian 

Criminal Code were examined for their predictive 

power in relation to illicit cigarettes in each district. 

The findings indicated that most organized crimes 

such as drug dealing, car theft and the like,11 are poor 

predictors for the size of the illicit cigarette market. 

The best predictors for the level of illicit cigarettes 

turned out to be the crimes against property12. They 

seem to be the best indicator for measuring local 

criminal activity, reflecting accurately the size of the 

criminal contingent and criminal networks in the 

region (see Figure 6). 

different from those related to the illicit market of tobacco 
products. 
12 Art.194–200, 206–217 of the Penal Code 

Figure 5. Nights spent by foreign nationals per local person and share of illicit cigarettes not intended for the 
Bulgarian market, by district (2017) 
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foreign 
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ts 

* The percentages reflect the share of illicit cigarettes as per EPS. In 7 of the country’s districts, this kind of data was not 

collected in 2017. The colour codes denote the differences in number of nights spent. 

Source: NSI and ESP data. 
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The number of penal decrees for offenses established 

by administrative acts of the Customs Agency was 

found to be another factor related to the level of the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

local illicit cigarettes market. These acts are issued 

for excise tax offenses and could be viewed as an 

indirect indicator of the size of the local grey sector. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Recorded crimes against property per 100,000 population and share of illicit cigarettes not intended for the 
Bulgarian market, by district (2017) 

* The percentages reflect the share of illicit cigarettes as per EPS. In 7 of the country’s districts, this kind of data was not 

collected in 2017. The colour codes denote the differences in number of crimes against property by district. 

Source: MoI and EPS data. 
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Integrated Index for Illicit 
Cigarette Market Assessment at 
District Level  

The described assessment model and core factors 

serve as the basis for the development of an integrated 

index which could be used for a much more precise 

assessment of the illicit tobacco products market risk 

in each of the 28 administrative districts in Bulgaria. 

The integrated index is calculated as a weighted 

average13 of the four sub-indexes detailed above. The 

first component of the index is the police efficiency in 

seizing illicit cigarettes which is used to rank the 

performance of district police directorates according 

to results (Table 2, column 3). The higher the index, the 

more efficient the DMD. Based on the statistical 

model, it is assumed that a greater police workforce 

and better economic development would improve the 

ranking of the respective DMD, whereas a higher illicit 

activity level would place it down on the list. The 

integrated index was developed with the purpose of 

assessing the extent to which local law-enforcement 

services are hampered by the environment in which 

they operate (Table 2, column 7).  

The Integrated Index for Illicit Cigarette Market 

Assessment highlights the districts at risk, making it 

clear where extra efforts are needed to curbing this 

market. The four sub-indexes help define the type of 

measures relevant to a given district to further combat 

illicit cigarette trade. Drawing on the average value of  

 

 

 

                                                           
13 In calculating it, the weighted average of this indicator against 

its effect on the level of illicit cigarettes was taken into account. 

The detailed methodology of the statistical analysis will be 

each sub-index, it could be decided whether 

measures should focus on streamlining internal 

organisation to raise the efficiency of seizures, on 

increasing the number of officers, or on stepping up 

the response to crimes against property. 

The findings of the diagnostic tool and integrated 

index trials were discussed with tobacco industry 

experts and senior officials at MoI agencies as well as 

the Customs Agency who were aware of how the 

market had developed in the different locations. 

Three senior officials were asked to make 

independent rankings of DMDs based on their own 

assessments of efficiency of response to the illicit 

cigarettes market. To a significant degree, these 

three evaluations corroborated the findings of the 

proposed model, with 20% to 30% deviations from 

the integrated index results concerning the risk 

levels by district. 

The performed analysis demonstrates the potential 

for a more comprehensive assessment of police 

performance and the limitations over it due to the 

lack or insufficiency of certain type of data at district 

level. The results produced were contingent on these 

limitations, so they should be interpreted rather 

tentatively. This leaves room for further elaboration 

and streamlining of the integrated index. One way of 

making the assessment more reliable would be for 

law-enforcement bodies to enhance data gathering 

by district.  

 

 

 

 

 

presented in a separate publication by the Center for the Study 

of Democracy. 
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District

Share of 

cigarettes 

not intended 

for the BG 

market (EPS)

Police 

seizures 

index  (%)

Police 

workforce 

index

Economic 

development 

and tourism 

index

Illegal 

activities 

index

Integrated 

illicit 

cigarette 

market index

Haskovo 19.62% 0.95 34.42 1.99 64.53 83.57

Pernik 8.14% 0.37 91.30 6.35 50.41 69.01

Pazardzhik 15.30% 0.71 18.61 7.65 54.01 66.07

Vidin 11.10% 1.52 100.00 0.25 35.76 62.82

Kyustendil 17.69% 0.42 80.27 2.76 39.24 62.78

Sliven 10.00% 0.67 42.22 5.22 43.13 60.71

Smolyan * 8.15% 0.22 87.64 7.83 39.49 57.14

Yambol 8.66% 0.68 70.66 7.72 40.67 56.89

Plovdiv 7.39% 1.22 0.00 15.85 56.57 56.27

Montana 3.53% 3.05 72.01 6.17 40.03 55.88

Kardzhali * 8.15% 0.45 41.35 6.27 38.94 55.74

Pleven 6.15% 2.21 44.73 6.83 40.43 54.72

Stara Zagora 7.09% 1.51 38.28 23.67 59.33 50.61

Lovech * 8.15% 0.19 93.69 7.33 29.85 49.39

Blagoevgrad 10.53% 0.23 2.57 5.50 32.90 49.25

Vratsa 5.42% 1.18 60.09 18.91 48.54 48.54

Veliko Tarnovo 9.54% 0.93 16.14 8.93 28.74 41.12

Gabrovo 3.97% 0.56 41.54 13.68 30.66 38.60

Silistra * 8.15% 0.01 47.08 2.59 11.13 36.00

Ruse 4.34% 0.15 16.58 12.10 22.94 32.60

Targovishte * 8.15% 0.02 35.48 8.97 17.11 32.55

Shumen 2.89% 0.56 41.51 12.15 21.39 32.14

Sofia District  * 8.02% 0.62 95.26 25.39 36.67 32.02

Sofia City 5.83% 0.59 60.99 54.30 75.86 28.54

Razgrad * 8.15% 0.01 39.31 12.90 14.56 25.43

Varna 3.12% 1.36 29.37 46.16 53.55 16.11

Burgas 4.90% 1.66 75.52 59.84 69.47 15.34

Dobrich 5.99% 0.22 31.14 30.21 24.97 11.95

Table 2. Integrated Index for Illicit Cigarette Market Assessment 

*There are no EPS data for the districts marked with an asterisk, as they were not covered by 2017 survey. 

The boxes marked in red denote districts with problematic sub-index values, while those in blue indicate the 

best performing districts. 

Source: CSD calculations. 
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Recommendations 

Based on the present attempt for an assessment of the 

illicit tobacco product market, several 

recommendations can be drawn:  

 Applying the model and the index. The 

proposed index should be consistently applied 

in the course of at least 5 years to make an 

assessment of trends possible. This would 

allow to track not only the way institutional 

response changes, but also to make a more 

precise evaluation of the ways other factors 

contribute to variations in the level of illicit 

trade. 

• Planning comprehensive illicit market 

response measures at district level. The main 

conclusion drawn from the proposed model’s 

pilot implementation was that it is not feasible 

to target all district-level measures at 

improving the operation of police and customs 

services. In the short term, other factors such 

as tax evasion, excise tax offences and 

property crime should also be considered.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of the DMDs would benefit from an 

increase in their workforce and streamlining 

the internal processes of seizing illicit 

tobacco products. 

• Improving the presented tool. To upgrade 

the index proposed above, more data would 

need to be collected at district level by both 

DMDs and the Customs Agency. DMDs could 

collect and provide data on the number of 

police officers involved in countering the 

trade with illicit tobacco products and on the 

available technical equipment. Nationally 

representative victimisation surveys could 

be conducted at district level covering 

corruption and property crimes. 

• Developing similar tools for other illicit 

markets. Performing this type of 

assessments for other markets would 

undoubtedly boost planning, prioritizing 

resources and setting objectives on the MoI 

agenda. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


