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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Motivation and Aims of the Study 

The present study draws its main motivation from the growing dissatisfaction of World Anti-

Doping Agency (WADA) and numerous international and national policy-makers with the 

traditional anti-doping approach. This has developed since the 1960s through the 

interaction of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), international sports federations, 

and national governments, and since 2001, WADA,  “focus[ing] squarely on the athlete[s]” 

(WADA, 2010b) and their testing. The 2012 London Olympics again demonstrated the limits 

of athletes’ testing: despite the 6,000 tests conducted, only two athletes tested positive 

during the Olympics, whereas seven others were “caught” in the preceding two weeks, 

which also belong to the official testing period for the games (Associated Press, 2012; Niggli, 

2013, personal communication).  

Today, there is a growing consensus among national and international policy-makers 

and many scholars (e.g., Bannenberg and Rössner, 2006; Rössner, 2011; Howman, 2011; 

Houlihan and García, 2012; see also AFP, 2011) that a broader approach is needed, including 

the use of criminal law instruments and, specifically, the repression of “trafficking.” 

According to the WADA (2010), for example, “it is imperative that additional strategies be 

combined with testing, research and education to ensure an efficient and effective anti-

doping fight.” Testing alone cannot tackle five of the eight core violations listed in the WADA 

Anti-Doping Code, which constitutes the cornerstone of the current international drug 

control regime and is implemented by national governments through the ratification of the 

2005 UNESCO International Convention against Doping in Sport.  

In this study, we have examined Italy’s anti-doping criminal law experience with the 

two main aims: 1) analyzing the production and distribution (collectively referred to as trade 

or supply)of doping products—an expression that includes both doping substances and 

methods and 2) understanding how anti-doping criminal provisions and their enforcement 

can contribute to improve the fight against doping within and outside the sports world. 

Since the late 1990s, in fact, Italy has played a pioneering role in the criminal law control of 
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doping, and numerous investigations have shed light in Italy on different facets of the 

problem of doping and specifically of the supply of doping products.  

By implementing a multi-method research design (see below), we have mapped the 

distribution system of doping products from producers to final users in Italy and built a 

typology of suppliers, identifying their motivations, modus operandi and mutual 

relationships and assessing their revenues and profits. On the basis of the same and other 

secondary sources, we have also evaluated the legislative bases, actors and outcomes of 

Italy’s anti-doping criminal law action, identifying a series of challenges that this action 

faces. To provide necessary context for assessing the supply of doping products, we have 

also estimated the size and financial dimensions of the Italian market for doping products—

to our knowledge our study constitutes the first attempt to estimate these aspects of a 

national market for doping products. 

Research Methods and Definition of Key Concepts 

Our data collection has focused on four issue areas: suppliers, their relationships and modus 

operandi, products and markets, and control efforts. The data collection in the four issues 

areas would not have been possible without intensive collaboration with NAS (acronym of 

Nuclei Anti-Sofisticazione, even though in the meanwhile the  official denomination has 

become Carabinieri Command for Health Protection)— a separate unit (“comando”), 

specialized in health issues, of the Arma dei Carabinieri, one of Italy’s two military police 

forces.  

Our first source of information has been a database with summary data about the 80 

major anti-doping investigations conducted by NAS between 1999 and 2009, which 

represent the vast majority of the anti-doping criminal investigations conducted in Italy. In a 

very labor-intensive process, we inserted these data in an Excel spreadsheet, made the 

quantities of doping products seized in the different investigations comparable, and added, 

for each product seized, the official price, as established by the Agenzia Italiana per il 
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Farmaco,1 and, when available, the unofficial internet price. We refer to this database as the 

“Database on NAS Investigations” or “NAS Investigations Database.”  

To achieve a fuller picture of the doping substances seized in Italy, we also collected 

the seizure data from the websites of the Agenzia delle Dogane (i.e., customs), Guardia di 

Finanza (i.e., tax police) and Polizia di Stato for the period January 1998 through February 

2012. For the same time period, we also conducted an extensive review of all the doping-

related news launched by the three main Italian news agencies—Ansa, Agi, and Adnkronos. 

In addition to the summaries of the proceedings contained in the database, we 

analyzed official documents related to 46 different criminal investigations carried out by 

NAS or other police forces. We have been able to reconstruct the final outcomes for 24 

proceedings, primarily thanks to the personal commitment of a particular prosecutor, Dr. 

Raffaele Guariniello from the Turin Prosecutor’s Office. 

The other crucial source of information has been experts. In total, we interviewed 26 

NAS officers at the Headquarters and in nine NAS branch offices as well as seven 

prosecutors, one policy-maker, and one other expert. In some cases, we talked to our 

interviewees more than one time. We refer to these interviews with the following codes: 

Int-NAS-1 to 26 for the NAS officers, Int-Proc-1 to 7 for the prosecutors and Int-Oth-1 and 2 

for the two others. Together, with the two officers coordinating NAS’s anti-doping activities, 

we also developed a short questionnaire to collect information on the human and financial 

resources, priorities and anti-doping activities, which the NAS Headquarters then sent to the 

all 38 branch offices.  

To fulfill the study objectives, we also collected different types of statistical data, 

including some that had never been published before. To better assess overall-anti-doping 

actions, for example, we requested and obtained statistical data on the number of police 

reports to the Judicial Authority and court verdicts for doping and other related offenses 

during 2001-2010, which the Italian Statistical Office (Istat) calculated explicitly for this 

study. 

                                                   
1 See http://www.agenziafarmaco.gov.it/it/content/farmaci-autorizzati. 
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In this study, we have adopted a broader definition of doping than that given by the 

WADA World Anti-Doping Code, defining doping as the production, distribution and use of 

the substances and methods prohibited by the Code, whenever these substances and 

methods are used—not just by athletes, as in the Code–for non-therapeutic purposes.  

We also define “trade” broadly, to include producing, importing/exporting, 

wholesaling, retailing, prescribing, administering, and delivering doping products, including 

both doping substances and methods. We have purposely chosen the word “trade” rather 

than the more pejorative word “trafficking,” to avoid exercising any judgment ex ante on 

the legal status of such activity.2   

The focus on trade reflects our understanding of doping as a market, and specifically 

as a semi-illegal market, at least from the point of view of criminal law. Contrary to what 

happens in the market for traditional illegal drugs, such as heroin and cocaine, the legal 

status of most doping products varies contextually. A drug may begin its “life” as a legal 

product at one end of the supply chain and conclude its “life” as an illegal product at the 

other. In particular, the effective legal status of a supply-side activity varies along the 

distribution chain and, for the same activity, from country to country. Even within each 

country, differences depend on the products exchanged, the final uses of the products, the 

applicable offenses, and the good faith of some suppliers.  

Findings on Italy’s Market for Doping Products and Anti-Doping Policy  

We summarize below the main findings of our project, organizing them into eight topics: 

doping products and their harms; our estimates of the numbers of users and the size of the 

market; the suppliers’ main characteristics and types; the distribution chains and market 

relationships; the role played by organized sports world and organized crime in the supply of 

doping products; our estimates of the revenues of the overall market for doping products as 

                                                   
2 This choice also reflects the words used in Italy’s anti-doping act, which does not speak of 

trafficking.  NAS also speak of the “illegal trade” of doping substances or products and use the expression 
“trafficking” only with reference to illegal drugs (Int-NAS-26; see chapter 7).  
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well as the revenues and profits of the suppliers; the legislation and the institutional actors 

underpinning Italy’s anti-doping policy and the latter’s outcomes and related challenges. 

Doping Products and their Harms 

The Italian market encompasses the full range of the doping substances and methods (i.e., 

collectively referred to as products) that the IOC, since the late 1960s, and WADA, since 

2001, have prohibited in sports. The availability of the substances is proven by the seizures 

carried out by NAS. During the 11-year period 1999-2009, NAS seized over 7 million 

packages of doping substances, and we estimate these quantities correspond to over 1,000 

kilograms of active ingredients and to 88 million doping doses of these substances.3 With 

83% of the doses, anabolic agents constitute the lion’s share of the doping substances 

seized by NAS. The 88 million figure does not include cannabis and cocaine, which fall 

outside NAS’ competences, even though they are on IOC and WADA’s prohibited list. Anti-

doping investigations also indicate the frequent administration of doping methods and 

particularly of autologous and heterologous transfusions. 

Additionally, Italy’ anti-doping investigations corroborate the findings of the 

international scientific literature about the harmfulness of the use of doping products. In 

particular, several key investigations originated from the suspicious death of a young athlete 

or body-builder suspected of using steroids and other doping products, and at least one 

court ruling proved the causal connection between the abuse of steroids and the death of a 

female body-builder (e.g., NAS Firenze, 2005; NAS Padova, 2009). Anecdotal evidence also 

suggests that further harms derive from the frequent, often unsupervised, mixing of 

different products, including illegal drugs and counterfeited doping substances, and the 

circumstances of use. 

Demand 

Despite the persistent international policy focus on doping among the few elite athletes 

taking part in national or international competitions, doping has become a veritable public 

                                                   
3 For the units of measure adopted in calculating the doping doses of the different substances, 

see chapter 2. 
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health issue. If we consider all substances included in the WADA Prohibited List, we 

conservatively estimate 253,700 users of doping products in Italy. If we exclude cannabis 

and cocaine, we reach the lower estimate of 218,700 users. Even the lower figure of 

218,700 users of doping products is comparable to the number of heroin misusers 

estimated in Italy (218,425 people based on a prevalence rate of 5.5 per thousand among 

residents aged 15-64; Dipartimento Politiche Antidroga, 2011: 78). However it is somewhat 

lower than the estimated number of cocaine users (353,000 people based on a 2010 past-

year prevalence rate of 0.9%) and dramatically lower that the estimated number of cannabis 

users (over 2 million users of cannabis based on a last-year prevalence rate of 5.2%; ibid., 

2011: 8). 

In particular, we have identified and estimated two major components of the 

demand for doping products: athletes who constitute 73% of the users (or 69% if cannabis 

and cocaine are excluded) and body-builders, who account for 27% (or 31% if cannabis and 

cocaine are excluded). These estimates are based on different data sources. For athletes, we 

have relied on the rates of positive results on the total tests carried out by Italy’s Anti-

Doping Commission (CVD)4 among recreational athletes, defined as those who take part in 

sub-national competitions. These rates are about three times higher than the rates on 

average reported by WADA-accredited Anti-Doping Laboratories (e.g., WADA)5 and seven to 

11 times higher than the rates published by CONI with reference to its own anti-doping tests 

(CONI, [2004], [2005], [2006], [2008], 2012a, b, c, and d; see tables 1 and 2).6 As the latter 

tests focus exclusively on elite athletes, i.e., those who take part in national or international 

competitions, the gap between CVD’s and CONI’s rates of positive results can hardly be 

explained by the characteristics of the respective populations: the elite athletes 

                                                   
4 The official Italian name is Commissione per la vigilanza ed il controllo sul doping e per la tutela 

della salute nelle attività sportive (Commission for the Vigilance and Control on Doping and the 
Protection of Health in Sports Activities), which is shortened in CVD. 

5 Moreover, CVD’s data refer to positive results whereas WADA (2011a: 1) merely reports 
“adverse analytical findings”, from which the cases of users with a Therapeutic Use Exemption need to 
be subtracted.  

6 Until autumn 2012, CONI had published the amounts and results of its anti-doping tests only 
until 2007. 
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Table 1 Anti-doping tests carried out in Italy by CONI and the National Sports Federations – Years 2003-2001 

 
2003 2004 2005 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Average 
2003-2011 

Average 
2008-2011 

Total tests  9,431 9,950 8,791 11,154 10,879 11,252 8,564 7,305 9,666 9,500 

Positive results 62 65 52 69 36 38 29 26 47.1 32.3 

Percent of positive 
results on total tests 

0.7 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.3 

Source: our calculations on CONI, [2004], [2005], [2006], [2008], 2012a, b, c, and d. 

*Tests analyzed, not carried out. 

 

Table 2 Anti-doping tests carried out in Italy by CVD – Years 2003-2011 

 
2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Average 
2003-2011 

Average 
2008-2011 

Total tests  740 1,556 1,875 1,511 1,607 955 1,328 1,115 1,676 1,303 1,374 

No. substances detected n.a n.a n.a. 40 52 n.a. 52 97 80 n.a. 76.3* 

Positive results 20 42 37 37 46 39 42 53 52 40.9 46.5           

Percent of positive 
results on total tests 

2.7 2.7 2.0 2.4 2.9 4.1 3.2 4.8 3.1 3.4 3.8 

Source: our calculations on Ministero del Lavoro, della Salute e delle Politiche Sociali (2009), Ministero della Salute (2010a and 2011b) and 

Ministero della Salute and Istituto Superiore di Sanità (2012: 11).  

*Average 2007-2011. 
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tested by CONI should have more incentives to use doping products than the recreational 

athletes tested by CVD. 

In fact, while CONI’s rate averaged 0.3% in the period 2008-2011, CVD’s rates 

averaged 3.8% both within the same time frame and in the last two years for which the data 

are available, 2010 and 2011. We have applied the latter rates to the Italian Statistical 

Office’s (Istat) estimate of 4,690,000 athletes aged 15 or older (Istat, 2007: 3), reaching thus 

an estimate of 184,000 athletes using at least one of the doping substances prohibited by 

WADA. Excluding those testing positive for cannabis or cocaine, we come up with the lower 

figure of 150,000 doping athletes.  

Whereas we have had no means to estimate separately the number of elite and 

recreational athletes, we have identified about 10,000 “super elite” athletes: i.e. those who 

participate or have very good chances of participating in international competitions and are 

therefore most likely to be targeted by CONI’s anti-doping tests. Even if they are most 

frequently tested—CONI carries out on average 10 times more tests than CVD—the super 

elite constitute a tiny minority of the total number of athletes and even of those who use 

doping substances or products.  Nonetheless, the super elite athletes who have tested 

positive for doping products, or have been suspected of taking such products but have 

never been caught, constitute powerful negative role models for the millions of recreational 

athletes, non-competitive sportspersons and physically inactive people. If they become 

coaches or officials of sporting organizations, super elite and elite athletes who used doping 

products during their sporting careers are likely to socialize future generations of promising 

athletes into accepting such illegal practices. 

We emphasize that our estimate of the number of athletes using doping substances 

is very conservative, as it is based on the results of anti-doping tests of urine samples, which 

can hardly detect many current doping products, such as growth hormone (GH) and 

gonadorelin.7 As these tests are taken immediately after competitions, we also 

                                                   
7 Gonadorelin is otherwise known as peptide gonadotrophin-releasing hormone (GnRH) or 

luteinizing hormone-releasing hormone (LH-RH) and is suspected of being used on a regular basis by 
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underestimate the use of other doping substances consumed out of, rather than in, 

competition. We also have no means to estimate the number of athletes using doping 

methods as opposed to doping substances, but we suppose that there are not many 

athletes who exclusively use the former without the latter.  

For body-builders, we base our estimate on a screening of a wide sample of Italy’s 

gyms carried out in 2007 by the Ministries of Sports and Social Solidarity and the findings of 

many NAS investigations that have targeted gyms. On the basis of these data sets, we 

conclude that 16.25 % of all Italian gyms with body-building equipment have been involved 

in the distribution of doping substances and that one third of the potential body-builders 

attending them—about 68,700—use on an occasional or habitual basis doping products, 

primarily anabolic steroids alone or in combinations with other doping substances (such as 

stimulants and GH).   

We have had no means to estimate the consumption of doping substances among 

the remaining non-competitive sportspersons and physically inactive people. Despite the 

lack of clear evidence, we hypothesize that the consumption of doping products among 

non-competitive sportspeople and those who do not engage in any sport has grown in 

recent years, as a result of the general medicalization of society and the growing emphasis 

on performance (e.g., Ehrenberg, 1991; Gasparini, 2004; Hoberman, 2005).  

In a preliminary attempt to scope the quantities consumed, we have developed 

average consumption profiles of 100 hypothetical users of doping substances (69 for 

athletes and 31 for body-builders reflecting their share of the total 254,000 users of doping 

products, excluding cannabis and cocaine). For athletes we have developed the profiles, in 

such a way that the share of the substances consumed corresponds to the percentages of 

the substances detected by the CVD in 2010 and 2011. For body-builders, we have relied on 

                                                                                                                                                                     
many elite athletes to increase testosterone levels. The Cologne anti-doping laboratory validated in 2008 
a method for the detection of gonadorelin in urine samples (e.g., Thomas et al., 2009). However, the 
analysis for GnRH is not automatically included in the standard screening procedures; it is an additional 
analysis that has to be requested by the federations or the National Anti-Doping Organizations (NADOs), 
as also happens for EPO and GH. There has been no positive test yet for gonadorelin in Italy (CVD, 
annual) or in Germany (Geyer, 2013 personal communication).  
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the data emerging from the anti-doping investigations and in particular from the at least 15 

investigations in which Donati has been a consultant at over the years. The body-builders’ 

consumption profiles are also consistent with the dosages described in the international 

literature (e.g., Parkinson and Evans, 2006). We have had our consumption profiles 

validated by two Italian experts Dr. Bellotti and Dr. Pacifici, a former and current member of 

CVD (respectively) with responsibility for anti-doping testing. With these exceptions, our 

consumption profiles lack external validation: we thus present them as a work in progress, 

hoping to obtain feedback and suggestions for improving them from other experts 

worldwide. 

On the basis of the 100 profiles, we estimate that on a yearly basis over 371 million 

doping doses are consumed annually in Italy. Among them, steroids represent the lion’s 

share with 59% of the market, followed by stimulants with 14%. Our calculations also show 

that body-builders account for a very large share of the market (55%), even if they represent 

only 31% of the users. Body-builders, in fact, consume steroids and other doping products 

continuously throughout the year, and some of them take very large dosages, whereas 

athletes are usually more selective in their choices of doping products and, depending on 

the products, take them only during training, for a few weeks or months, or just before a 

competition. Despite their imprecision, these calculations confirm the earlier statement that 

doping is above all a public health problem and not just a problem of elite sports.  

Suppliers 

At the risk of some oversimplification, the illegal suppliers of doping products we have 

singled out from the investigations carried out by NAS and other police forces are mostly 

male, Italian citizens and, with few exceptions, rarely have criminal records. With the 

exception of hijackers who steal doping substances from trucks and a few others, most 

suppliers of doping products also have a legitimate professional position. On the basis of the 

latter criterion, we have identified ten main types of illegal suppliers of doping products in 

Italy and grouped them in five main categories (see table 3), providing detailed examples for 

each type in the report.  
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Table 3. The types of suppliers of doping products in Italy 

Category Type 

  

Gym 
Gym managers or owners and body-building instructors  

Managers or owners of dietary supplement shops 

Health care 

Pharmacists 

Physicians 

Hospital employees 

Employees, sale representatives of  
(para-) pharmaceutical companies 

(Human) Organized 
sports world 

Staff members of sports teams  

Staff members of sports federations 

Horseracing Veterinary physicians, breeders and drivers  

Use 
Athletes  

Public and private security personnel engaging in body-building 

Other 
People with no distinctive profession or occupation  

Source: our elaboration on the basis of the NAS investigations analyzed. 

 

Gym 

The first category, “gym,” consists of the two types of illegal suppliers who are most heavily 

represented in the investigations considered: gym managers or owners and body-building 

instructors, on the one hand, and managers or owners of dietary supplement shops, on the 

other hand.  These work most often as retailers, selling doping products (primarily anabolic 

steroids but also stimulants) to gym patrons. Some of these individuals, though, are also 

wholesalers, selling to retailers, who are often other gym managers, instructors, or body-

builders.  

Health care 

The second category, “health care,” consists of four types: pharmacists, physicians, hospital 

employees and employees or sale representatives of pharmaceutical and para-

pharmaceutical companies (including not only manufacturers but also distributors). 
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Pharmacists usually work as retailers of doping products,  but also occasionally as 

producers of other own doping substances (Tribunale di Bologna, 2004; Capodacqua, 2001 

Repubblica, 2001) and even more rarely as wholesalers (NAS Brescia, 2011; Int-Pro-4; Ryan, 

2011). They may also be involved unwittingly in the sale of performance-enhancing drugs, 

that is, without being aware of the illegal goals of the purchases. Most frequently, these 

“non-guilty” pharmacists sell doping drugs on the basis of false or stolen prescriptions or on 

the basis of prescriptions written by accommodating or corrupt physicians (e.g., Tribunale di 

Ravenna, 2004: 122, Int-NAS-17 and 19). The line between the deceived and corrupt 

pharmacist is sometimes difficult to draw, though.  

Several NAS investigations point to the role played by physicians in the supply of 

doping products. The father of Italian “doping physicians” is undoubtedly Prof. Francesco 

Conconi, a professor of biochemistry at the University of Ferrara since 1967, current head of 

its Centro di Studi Biomedici applicati allo Sport and rector of the same university from 1998 

to 2004.8 In the late 1970s, Conconi started providing a variety of doping products to Italian 

elite athletes, primarily in track and field, cycling, swimming, pentathlon, rowing and ski 

sports, with the tacit support of CONI (see below). Initially Conconi’s most effective 

application consisted of blood doping or analogous transfusions.   Starting in the early 

1990s, he began using erythropoietin (EPO) and increasingly substituted “emo-doping” with 

“epo-doping.” With his doping “research” funded by CONI (sums corresponding to more 

than 2 million euro over the years; see Tribunale di Ferrara, 2003), Conconi was able to 

achieve spectacular results with the athletes working with him: at the 1994 Winter 

Olympics, Italy sensationally emerged as a powerhouse in long-distance skiing and won 34 

medals. It would later be documented that many of these athletes registered hematocrit 

values of greater than 50%--a strong indication of EPO use and measurements that today 

would invoke suspension from competition (Bellotti, 1999; Akinde, 2006).  

By the early 1990s, Conconi also started to provide systematically his services to elite 

riders working in private teams, treating a large number of “stars,” such as Marco Pantani, 

                                                   
8 See his personal webpage at http://docente.unife.it/francesco.conconi/curr. 
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Claudio Chiappucci and Gianni Bugno, at the same time as he was a member of the IOC’s 

Medical Committee, the President of the Medical Commission of the Unione Cycliste 

Internationale (UCI) and received large amounts of funding from the IOC— supposedly to 

develop an EPO test, which he never delivered. At the end of that decade, the Ferrara 

Prosecutor’s Office indicted Conconi and two of his assistants of the crime of sporting fraud.  

Despite “the seriousness and convergence of all the evidence” (Tribunale di Ferrara, 2003: 

46), however, the inefficiency of the Italy judicial system and the defendants’ procedural 

tactics (e.g., Toti, 2003) left the Ferrara judge no other choice but to dismiss the case in 

2003 due to the statute of limitations.  

The most famous of Conconi’s pupils is Michele Ferrari, who split from Conconi in the 

late 1990s and later specialized in attending to high-level riders, including Lance Armstrong, 

who was stripped of his record seven Tour de France titles and banned for life from 

sanctioned Olympic sports by the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency (USADA) in October 2012.   As 

documented in USADA’s reasoned decision and confirmed in Tyler Hamilton’s book, Ferrari 

was the mastermind of the doping and training programs followed by Armstrong and some 

of his team colleagues: “Ferrari was our trainer,” Hamilton recalls, “our doctor, our god. (…) 

Lance mentioned Ferrari constantly, almost annoyingly so. Michele says we should do this. 

Michele says we should do that“ (Hamilton and Coyle, 2012: 102).  

Several investigations and related proceedings also document the frequent 

involvement of hospital, health clinic and nursing home employees in the supply of doping 

products other than the physicians who may also work in these institutions. Low-level 

health care employees often contribute to the supply of doping products through thefts. At 

the opposite end, private health clinics may also take part in the supply of doping products, 

by providing illegal doping methods to elite riders (e.g., Pacifici and Donati, 2011: 45).  

The last type of health care professionals playing a role in the supply of doping 

products consists of employees and sales representatives of pharmaceutical and dietary 

supplement companies, who sometimes work independently and sometimes on behalf of a 

company. Employees of drug distributors are also reported to be frequently involved in the 
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diversion of legitimate drugs with potential doping effects from the storehouses or trucks of 

their companies—their involvement occurs through either suspicious disappearances or 

thefts (Int-NAS-9 and 26).  

(Human) organized sports world 

Two other types, staff members of sports teams and federations compose the third 

category, which we refer to as the “organized sports world”. The large-scale raids repeatedly 

conducted by the NAS branch offices at several editions of the Giro d’Italia and in other 

circumstances, such as the “Oil for Drug” investigation, and the considerable amounts of 

drugs seized in some of these raids leave no doubt that cycling team staff members were 

not only aware and tolerant of the illegal doping practices of their athletes but were also 

actively involved in such practices (e.g., Int-NAS-16, NAS Firenze, 2003).  

Suppliers of doping products can be found not only in cycling teams. An investigation 

of the Turin Judicial Police and Prosecutor’s Office proved widespread illegal doping 

practices in the football club Juventus Turin from 1994 to 1998, years in which the team 

won three Italian Championships, the Champions League, the Intercontinental Cup, and 

Italy’s Cup. The related proceeding documented the abuse of an incredible number of drugs 

at Italy’s leading football team, which were bought centrally by the team and administered 

by the sports physician and his assistants, in some cases without obtaining the informed 

consent of the players. Whereas the offense of doping itself could not be applied because it 

was established only in 2000, in 2007 the two main defendants, Giraudo and Agricola, the 

manager and chief sports physician of the team, were found guilty by Italy’s Supreme Court, 

Corte di Cassazione (2007), of sporting fraud for purchasing and administering illegal 

performance-enhancing substances, such as corticosteroids.  

The line between the staff members of sports teams and the officials of sports 

federations is often thin and blurred; however, we believe that it is an important analytical 

distinction, as the latter belong to sports ruling bodies. Several proceedings based on NAS 

investigations report the involvement of sports federation in officials doping practices, both 

as direct suppliers and as “protectors” (e.g., Donati, 2012).  
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Horseracing 

The fourth category refers to the world of horseracing and includes breeders, veterinarians, 

and drivers. We discuss these three types of suppliers jointly, as the NAS Investigations 

Database and other sources do not provide specific information on each. Several 

investigations, both in Southern and Northern Italy, have shown that numerous veterinary 

physicians, breeders and drivers exchanged doping products and administered them to 

horses to “fix” the results of official competitions and thus earn considerable sums of money 

with legal and illegal bets (e.g., Fazzo and Mensurati, 2002; Repubblica, 2008). 

Use 

The fifth category, which we term “use”, consists of athletes, body-builders, and their close 

relatives. NAS investigations and media reports indicate that some athletes do not just use 

doping products to increase their performance but they or their closest family members also 

engage in the import and distribution of doping substances.  Given their frequent trips 

abroad, elite athletes are in an ideal position to import doping substances. Exploiting 

differences in the national regulations and enforcement, they also may be able to buy some 

of these products legally and then to sell amounts in excess of their consumption needs to 

other people. Most athletes engage in these activities to increase their own sports 

performance (e.g cnn.com, 2006 and Corriere della Sera, 2005). A few athletes, however, 

also engage in the illicit trade of doping substances to re-sell these drugs to others (e.g., NAS 

Brescia, 2011).  

As much as athletes, body-builders, too, occasionally trade in the same doping 

products they consume. Since the 1990s, NAS investigations have provided repeated 

evidence of numerous body-builders operating as user-dealers and, more rarely, as 

wholesalers. Among them, police officers and private security personnel compose a 

numerically consistent and particularly worrying subtype, which can be connected to 

specified set of profession. As we have seen in the previous chapters, body-building is an 

attractive activity for both sets of professions, which are usually associated, especially at 

low-levels, with an athletic and imposing physical presence (see Hoberman, 2012). As other 
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body-builders, a few public and private security staff members practicing body-building sell 

doping products to finance their own consumption habits and, in some cases, earn extra 

money. Whereas most of them remain user-dealers, a few expand the scale of their 

businesses beyond the retail level (e.g., Tribunale di Bologna, 2000; Tribunale di Forlì, 2009; 

Numa, 2010; Tribunale Ordinario di Torino, 2012).  

Other Illegal Suppliers 

The final category of illegal suppliers consists of persons with no distinctive profession or 

occupation. There are many of them and they are, above all, active in the thoroughly illegal 

segments of the market for doping products, as producers of doping substances in illegal 

labs, thieves, truck hijackers or operators of specialized websites.  

Distribution Chains and Market Relationships 

To clarify the (often variable) market position of the different types of suppliers, we have 

identified the sources and distribution levels of the different doping products, distinguishing 

between doping substances and methods on the one hand, and among different doping 

substances, on the other. In the case of doping methods, we conclude that there is hardly a 

distribution system as these methods are administered using legitimate and often banal 

medical instruments. 

All doping substances, by contrast, entail a distribution system that has a changing 

number and type of suppliers depending on the substances and quantities traded and the 

degree of entrepreneurship of the final users. The legal status of the exchanges and 

transactions also varies. Some substances, above all steroids, are produced exclusively for 

doping purposes in pharmacies or in illegal labs, in Italy or abroad. A large, but not precisely 

known, share of the doping substances sold in Italy appear to have been produced by 

legitimate drug manufacturers located in Italy or abroad and to have been diverted at some 

stage from the legal distribution chain. As Italian anti-doping investigations prove, the 

diversion can take place at different levels of the distribution chain. Employees or managers 

of the Italian or foreign drug manufacturers or their distributors may decide to divert some 

of the legal production to the illegal market. Drugs may also be stolen from storehouses or 
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trucks of drug distributors or from hospitals or, more rarely, pharmacies by personnel of 

these institutions or by external thieves in Italy and abroad. Italian and foreign pharmacists 

may also purposively divert doping products, but they may also be unaware of the non-

therapeutic purposes for which some of their customers buy drugs and sell the latter drugs 

either on the basis of a prescription written by a corrupt physician or of a false or stolen 

prescription. In some foreign countries, pharmacists may be allowed by the domestic laws 

to sell drugs, whose sale and use are instead restricted in Italy. 

Given the multiplicity of doping products available and the fact that, within each 

class, several products are functionally equivalent, users can obtain their products of choice 

from a variety of retailers representing the final link of alternative distribution chains. 

Doping products’ availability has been tremendously increased by the spread of websites 

selling steroids and other doping products on the internet, so much so that users can 

nowadays bypass the whole domestic distribution chain and comfortably order doping 

products on the internet and have them delivered by mail at home.  

Unlike illegal drug traffickers or dealers, the majority of the suppliers of doping 

products can hide their illegal transactions and their relationships with their “doping 

partners”—their own suppliers, collaborators, and customers or patients—behind the 

legitimate roles they play in their businesses, organizations, or professions. The 

embeddedness of doping-related supply-side activities in legitimate professions, roles, and 

institutional settings often makes unnecessary the development of separate illegal 

enterprises to run these activities. The very embeddedness of doping supply-side activities 

in legitimate professions, roles, and institutions is suggestive of white-collar crime and the 

related and partially overlapping concepts of occupational, corporate, and organizational 

crime. 

 Some illegal suppliers, though, have trouble finding a professional cover to hide the 

production, import (i.e., smuggling) and wholesale distribution of doping products outside 

the regular channels or the product diversion from the latter. At the higher levels of the 

market and especially for steroids, illegal enterprises sometimes develop that are similar to 
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those operating in illegal drug markets. Like the latter, the former at least in Italy tend to 

remain small and incorporate illegal relationships and transactions into blood or family 

relationships to reduce their vulnerability to law enforcement efforts (e.g., Reuter, 1983; 

1985; Moore, 1974: 15-31).   

Reflecting the white-collar background of most suppliers, the suppliers of doping 

products in Italy are rarely reported to use violence, except for the truck hijackers. Except 

for a single, not well-organized attempt, the anti-doping investigations and our respondents 

also provide no evidence of suppliers of doping products bribing or attempting to bribe 

public officials. Even if they do not resort to violence or bribes, some suppliers of doping 

products cheat their “customers” by manufacturing or selling counterfeited products—

probably to a larger extent than their counterparts in illegal markets. Particularly in elite 

sports, different types of suppliers—e.g., physicians, pharmacists, coaches, and sports 

federation officials—also abuse their positions of authority and the athletes’ and the latter’s 

parents’ trust by prescribing, selling or administering the athletes doping products and 

convincing them of the necessity and harmlessness of doping products.   

The Role of National Sports Bodies  

The most startling peculiarity of Italy’s market for doping products is the protection that 

officials and staff members of sports authorities, such as CONI and key sports federations, 

have repeatedly provided to the market servicing elite athletes—in addition to serving as 

outright suppliers of doping products in a small number of well-documented cases (e.g., 

Donati, 2012).  

As scandals and criminal proceedings indicate, the representatives of national sports 

bodies, including some very high-ranking officials, exercised their roles as “protectors” quite 

openly until the late 1990s. A fine line might separate individuals from their institutions, but 

a request filed in October 2000 by the Prosecutor’s Office of Ferrara in the proceedings 

against Conconi provides evidence of high-ranking individual involvement so much so that it 

might be difficult to argue against institutional complicity. After reconstructing the 

relationships between CONI and Conconi since late 1970s, in fact, Ferrara Prosecutor 
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Soprani came to the conclusion that Conconi had set up a “criminal organization” (article 

416 of the Italian criminal Code, CP; Procura della Repubblica di Ferrara, 2000: 42)  together 

with three CONI Presidents—Franco Carraro (CONI President from 1981 to 1986), Arrigo 

Gattai (CONI President from 1987 to 1994), Mario Pescante (CONI Secretary General from 

1981 to 1994 and CONI President from 1995 to 1998)—and the head of the Research and 

Documentation Section of the CONI School of Sport, Gianfranco Carabelli. This criminal 

association had allegedly the purpose of distributing drugs in a dangerous way to public 

health (article 445 CP) and was active throughout the 1980s (ibid.; see also Capodacqua, 

2000a).Pescante and Conconi were regarded as the promoters of the criminal organization. 

As too much time had elapsed between the alleged activities and the prosecution, Soprani 

had to dismiss the case but insisted that his request “does not diminish the social and 

criminal non-value of the activities proved” (ibid.:  56).9  

None of the four CONI top officials indicted by the Ferrara Prosecutor’s Office chose 

to appeal the latter’s charges and, surprisingly, at least for outside observers, the charges 

did not appear to negatively impact the suspects’ sports manager or political careers. 

Pescante, for example, became undersecretary for sports, in 2001, less than a year after the 

prosecutor’s request was filed, and held that position until 2006. “Appointing Pescante to 

stand guard over sports is a bit like putting a fox in charge of the henhouse”—complained 

the journalist Travaglio (2005). From 2004 to 2006, Pescante was also the Italian 

government supervisor for the 2006 Winter Games in Turin. In that capacity, Pescante 

repeatedly asked, at the IOC’s insistence, for the temporary suspension of the Italian anti-

doping law (Tropeano, 2005; Vinton, 2005). His international career did not suffer either: 

Pescante has been without interruption an IOC member since 1994 and was the first Italian 

to become an IOC Vice-President in 2009.  

The protection granted by Italian sports bodies to elite athletes and those 

administering doping product to them goes beyond Conconi’s case. Another prominent 

                                                   
9 Despite “a multiplicity of circumstantial evidence” (Procura della Repubblica di Ferrara, 2000: 

52), the prosecutor found, instead, no conclusive proof of the existence of a criminal organization 
between Conconi and the CONI top leaders after 1989. 
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example is the 1998 investigation that led to the temporary closure of CONI’s anti-doping 

laboratory in Rome and the withdrawal of its IOC accreditation. Searches ordered by the 

Turin Prosecutor Raffaele Guariniello demonstrated that the lab did not carry out proper 

tests for steroids in 70% of the urine samples of Italy's football league players. Positive tests 

were covered up and documents were destroyed (Evaluation Team, 2002: 13 and Travaglio, 

1998). A Commission of inquiry established by the government concluded that “the number 

of violations recorded in the mechanisms to ascertain prohibited substances specifically in 

football was so large as to compromise the whole anti-doping policy pursued by CONI” 

(Adnkronos, 1998).  

Since the beginning of the new century, no cases of overt high-level complicity have 

come to the fore, but the national sports bodies’ apparent lack of interest in a thorough 

fight against doping still emerges from the sports federations’ lack of collaboration with the 

NAS (see below), the continuity of the top management of Italy’s organized sports (e.g., 

Pescante) and outright policy choices.  The fact that CONI did not publish the results of its 

anti-doping tests between 2008 and autumn 2012 and that the rate of its positive results 

has declined from an already modest 0.6% at the beginning of the current century to an 

abysmal 0.3% in 2008-11 (see table 1) do not testify to a thorough commitment against 

doping.  In its turn, UNIRE, the public body in charge of regulating horseracing, was almost 

unanimously considered to be very corrupt and poorly managed (Zunino, 2009), so much so 

it was re-founded in 2011 under a new name.10 

In the meanwhile, the few elite athletes who find the courage to become 

whistleblowers keep on being harassed and marginalized, while they are punished for their 

violations of sports rules. Filippo Simeoni, the only rider who explicitly confessed to having 

received prescriptions of doping substances by Dr. Ferrari and who became the main 

witness at the Bologna trial, subsequently found employment only in small cycling teams 

and was harassed by many elite riders, including Lance Armostrong (Audisio, 2007). 

                                                   
10 See http://www.unire.gov.it/index.php/ita/Assi 
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The Role of Organized Crime 

The analysis of the criminal proceedings and the expert interviews indicate a very limited 

involvement of Southern Italian mafia groups in the production and distribution of doping 

products. Among the suppliers considered so far, there is only a specific type that can be 

traced back to Southern Italian mafia-type organized crime groups:  the hijackers stealing 

doping substances from trucks, who are often associated with Neapolitan camorra groups. 

Members of some camorra groups also play an important role in the fixing of horse races, 

which is often achieved by doping the horses. These practices thus confirm WADA’s worried 

analyses that the same underworld people who trade in doping substances also undermine 

the integrity of sports through illegal betting.  

 The illicit enterprises set up by some suppliers of doping products and the looser 

partnerships developed by others even within legitimate institutional contexts meet, at least 

in Italy, all the requirements of the definitions of organized crime set forward at the 

international level, above all by the 2000 UN Convention against Transnational Organized 

Crime (UNGA, 2000). Regardless of the labels chosen, one should not forget the fact that, 

with the exception of a limited number of underworld characters, most suppliers of doping 

products have a legitimate professional background, with a non-negligible share of them 

belonging to the organized sports world. 

Revenues and Profits 

Judging on the basis of their legal market prices, the doping doses of most doping products 

are cheaper than those of illegal hard drugs, such as heroin and cocaine. There are only two 

exceptions: GH, an International Unit (IU) of which costs slightly more than a retail dose 

(0.25 grams) of heroin (€10.49) and slightly less than a dose (again 0.25 grams) of cocaine 

(€17.29 see Dipartimento Politiche Antidroga, 2011: 191); and gonadorelin, whose price per 

dose (€48) even exceeds that of heroin and cocaine. The price per dose of EPO (€3.09 per 

200 IU) and most other related substances are similar to those of a hashish joint (€3.73) and 

are slightly more expensive than a marijuana joint (€2.85). All other doping substances are 

cheaper than even marijuana or hashish. For example, a 10 mg dose of steroids costs €1.12.  
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We stress, however, some important caveats in our analysis. Most users do not buy 

doping products at the official pharmacy prices. They may pay much more than the official 

price, if the substance is diverted from the storehouse of a drug manufacturer, distributor, 

health care center or pharmacy or is sold by a pharmacist-cum-illegal-supplier, hoping to 

obtain an original, high-quality product. Other users, however, may pay much less than the 

pharmacy price, if they directly buy on the internet a doping substance that is either 

counterfeited or produced in countries with lenient regulations or lax enforcement. 

Using the earlier estimates of the quantities consumed, official pharmacy prices and, 

for the few substances not officially traded in Italy, their internet prices, we estimate the 

yearly revenues generated by the Italian market for doping products at about €537 million. 

Steroids account for about €245 million or 46% of the total revenues, thus less than their 

share of the quantities consumed (58.9%) due to steroids’ relatively low prices. For the 

opposite reasons, peptide hormones, growth factors and related substances represent a 

much higher share of the total revenues (41.9% or €225 million) than their share of the 

quantities consumed (6.4%) due to their high price.  

We stress that our estimates are very conservative, as we do not estimate athletes’ 

consumption of the two most expensive doping substances, GH and gonadorelin, as they 

were never detected in CVD’s tests. More generally, our estimates reflect the biases and 

limits of CVD’s testing and, in particular, underestimate the share of other peptide 

hormones and related substances that are difficult to detect in urine samples but are more 

expensive than other doping substances. Despite these caveats, the revenues generated by 

the market for doping products probably remain considerably smaller than the revenues of 

the illegal drug market. To have a comparison, we estimate the retail revenues of the Italian 

cocaine market at about €3,685 million. 

As only a single illegal lab has been seized in Italy, we have no direct data to assess 

the profit margins of the producers of producers of doping substances. What we know is 

that at least until the advent of internet trading, large-scale traffickers and specifically the 

importers (were able to) generate considerable, but not sensational, revenues. Working as 
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consultant in a criminal investigation, Donati and Magrì (2001) estimated that two of the 

largest-scale suppliers of doping substances among gym patrons yearly raised at the turn of 

the century about 2 billion lire (approximately €1 million) each. At the 2000 prices 

(UNODCCP, 2001: 213), the same sum could be generated with the sale of less than 30 

kilograms of cocaine.   

There are also a few people in Italy, however, who are able to make a lot of money 

with doping products. These are, above all, the physicians “treating” super elite athletes and 

a large clientele of anonymous clients with doping methods and other performance-

enhancing products. According to the ongoing investigation coordinated by the Padua 

Prosecutor’s Office, for example, Michele Ferrari earned until 2011 at least several million 

euro yearly (Int-Pro-3; Int-NAS-10). 

Anti-Doping Law Enforcement: Legislation and Actors 

All law enforcement officers and experts agree that the introduction of wide-ranging anti-

doping criminal provisions with Act 376/2000 boosted criminal investigations on doping. We 

should not lose sight, however, of the fact that NAS and prosecutor’s offices conducted 

several penetrating investigations even before the adoption of this act, resorting to suitable 

provisions in the Italian Criminal Code (e.g., article 445 CP,  “Administration of drugs in a 

dangerous way for public health” and article 348 CP, “Illegal exercise of a profession”) and 

to the offense of sporting fraud, which was introduced with Act 401/1989. 

Act 376/2000 establishes three distinct types of doping offenses. The first two 

concern both athletes and their support personnel for procuring, administering, assuming or 

even encouraging the use of doping substances or methods, with the aim of improving an 

athlete’s competitive performance or to modify the results of an anti-doping test (article 9, 

sections 1 and 2). The third offense is the most innovative, as it tackles illegal suppliers who 

trade in doping substances outside the official distribution channels (article 9, section 7). 

Imprisonment from three months to three years and a fine from €2,580 to €51,645 are the 

sanctions foreseen for the first two offenses; imprisonment from two to six years and a fine 

from €5,164 to €77,468 are foreseen for the third offense. Given the differences in 
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sanctions, interception of telephone calls and other communications is allowed only for the 

third offense. 

Act 376/2000 cleverly foresees three aggravating circumstances, in particular if the 

offender is “a CONI component or employee of a national sports federation” and also 

provides additional sanctions for them and those practicing a health profession. 

Act 376/2000 can also be praised for setting up a 20-member national anti-Doping 

Commission, CVD, even before the establishment of a National Anti-Doping Organization 

(NADO) was requested by WADA. CVD is entrusted by Act 376/2000 with the development 

and update of Italy’s own prohibited list, the organization of anti-doping controls and the 

maintenance of operative contacts with the European Union and the international bodies. 

However, CVD’s role has been obscured by CONI, which has managed to remain in charge of 

anti-doping tests of elite athletes in Italy and to be recognized as Italy’s NADO by WADA—

despite the fact that CVD’s testing effectiveness is much higher than CONI’s (see tables 1 

and 2). Although CVD has developed in recent years close collaboration with NAS, a 

representative of which is a CVD member, it has not played a major role in the criminal 

action against doping. Intelligence sharing between CVD and NAS only began in 2008. 

Not surprisingly, two other institutions have played pivotal roles in the anti-doping 

law enforcement in Italy: NAS and prosecutor’s offices. NAS consists of 38 centers 

composing a separate unit of the Carabinieri, which is composed of about 1,100 members 

and operates under the direct authority of the Ministry of Health.  

Anti-doping constitutes only one of the NAS’ tasks. According to a survey among the 

38 NAS Branch Office directors, only 14% of the local personnel are involved in anti-doping 

investigations, amounting to 14 full-time equivalents per year. Notwithstanding the limited 

human resources invested in anti-doping investigations, in eleven years from 2000 to 2011, 

NAS investigations led to the report of 3,794 suspects and to the arrest of 446 persons for 

doping-related charges. Over the years, NAS have also been responsible for about 90% of 

the seizures of doping products carried out in Italy. However, NAS have no exclusive 

competence in this field, and Italy’s other police forces have also been active. 
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We estimate the direct personnel costs of NAS anti-doping investigations in about 

€1,410,000 yearly. Even if we account for overhead at NAS Headquarters and working costs, 

NAS anti-doping action accounts for about a third of the €5,450,000 invested yearly in 

testing (for the latter figure, see Italy, 2002: 18 and 23-27 and CONI, 2012; data was 

confirmed in Int-Oth-2). 

Italy’s penetrating criminal investigations against state representatives in office in the 

field of anti-doping (as well as of corruption and organized crime) would have most likely 

not been possible, if Italy’s prosecutors had not been fully independent of the executive 

branch of government (e.g., Illuminati, 2005: 937-39; Davigo and Sisti, 2012: 41-56). The 

extreme independence of prosecutors, however, entails not only advantages but also some 

serious disadvantages, such as the lack of prioritization, coordination and evaluation of 

prosecutorial action. Despite Italy’s adherence to the principle of legality, criminal 

investigations in anti-doping and other fields end up depending to a considerable degree on 

the good will and dedication of the individual prosecutors. This is particularly dire in a 

technical and specialized field such as that of doping, where not all prosecutors are equally 

aware of the problem and familiar with the special legislation. 

Anti-Doping Law Enforcement: Outcomes and Challenges 

Together with personnel shortages, the disorganization of prosecutor’s offices and 

courthouses and, in criminal matters, the generous protections granted to defendants by 

Italian criminal procedural law, prosecutors’ (and judges’) independence contribute to the 

very poor performance of the entire Italian judicial system. This problem also manifests 

itself in the field of anti-doping.  

According to data calculated by the Italian Statistical office (Istat) for this report, 313 

criminal proceedings were initiated by the prosecutor’s offices for the offense of doping 

foreseen by Act 376/2000 (sometimes in combination with other crimes) between 2001 and 

2009, 35 on average per year. For the period 2006-2009, we also know that a total of 683 

persons were charged for doping. (We also have data on other offenses applied, such as 

sporting fraud, but we do not know how many of these cases effectively concern doping).  
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Even though we lack exact estimates, the number of final verdicts on the basis of Act 

376/2000 appears to be much more limited. We identify three main explicative factors to 

explain this imbalance. First, not many anti-doping criminal proceedings were started before 

2004 because CVD published its prohibited list only at the end of 2003 and, as a result, many 

anti-doping proceedings are still ongoing (in Italy there are three stages of trial, and a 

criminal proceeding lasts on average four years and nine months; Severino, 2012). Second, 

many trials end up with a bargaining agreement, which is formally not a conviction and is 

not recorded by Istat in relation to doping. Third and most seriously, the statute of 

limitations expires on many proceedings before a final sentence is issued. Taking advantage 

of the inefficiency of the Italian judicial system and the generous protection granted by 

Italian procedural code, many defendants—in particular those who can afford good defense 

lawyers—are able to avoid a conviction in such a way (see also Centamore, [2011]: 61). 

Even when they do not end in a final conviction, Italian anti-doping criminal 

investigations provide the necessary evidence for successful disciplinary proceedings under 

sports rules. This point is vividly shown by the statistics produced by Ulrich Haas (personal 

communication, 2012), based on the cases he has reviewed as judge at the Court of 

Arbitration of Sport (CAS). Accordingly, Italy is virtually the only country initiating 

proceedings against athletes’ support personnel, with over 90% of non-analytical cases 

reviewed by Haas. During an informal conversation, Haas made an important point: Italian 

law enforcement agencies are very good in collecting the evidence, as they can conduct 

criminal investigations on doping matters. They are very slow in processing the cases, so 

that the statute of limitations runs out on many of them. From the perspective of sports 

arbitration, however, it is not relevant whether the Italian criminal proceedings end with a 

conviction or not. Rather it is important that sports federations and CAS receive 

information. From this point of view, Haas concluded, Italy is very effective.  

In addition to the inefficiency of the overall judicial system, we have identified five 

challenges that hamper anti-doping criminal action in Italy. Four of them are domestic. The 

first challenge set concerns specific aspects of the Act 376/2000 and related legislation, 
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which are not worth being summarized here. The second set results from prosecutors’ and 

judges’ insufficient knowledge of the problem of doping and anti-doping legislation. As both 

NAS officers and the prosecutors themselves testify, single prosecutors and judges differ 

significantly in their awareness of the problem of doping and in their familiarity with the 

anti-doping legislation (e.g., Int-NAS-10, 16, 25 and 26; Int-Pro-4). Prosecutors and judges 

have themselves expressed the need to receive training on anti-doping; to start fulfilling this 

demand, CVD and CSM jointly organized in 2008 and 2012 two specialized training courses 

of both groups.  

Under the current system, prosecutors and judges are largely dependent on NAS 

officers and/or external consultants for specialized knowledge. NAS themselves may need to 

resort to consultants given the wide array of doping substances and methods, and the need 

to reconstruct the effects pursued by the users, the side effects, the therapeutic and doping 

dosages of each product and different combinations of products in a criminal proceeding. 

Selecting competent and independent consultants is not an easy matter. Perhaps reflecting 

these difficulties, consultants’ expertise has not yet been fully exploited in many anti-doping 

proceedings in Italy. Due also to limited funds, many prosecutors tend to engage consultants 

only for specific aspects and at the end of the investigations carried out by the police, thus 

losing much precious input that the consultants might have given in earlier phases (Int-Pro-

1).  

The limited cooperation between law enforcement agencies and sports authorities 

represents the third factor hampering effective anti-doping action in Italy. Even leaving 

aside the cases of sports bodies’ open protection of doping in elite sports mentioned earlier, 

several NAS officers (e.g., Int-NAS-9, 25, 26) and prosecutors (e.g., Int-Pro-1 and 3) still 

lament the persistent lack of collaboration on the part of some sports federation and other 

sports body officials (see also Centamore, [2011]: 61). Several interviewees (e.g., Int-NAS-16, 

25, 26; Int-Pro-3 and 6) also report that they do not trust Italy’s current NADO (i.e., CONI) 

and therefore, have qualms sharing investigation information.  The cooperation between 

NADO and law enforcement agencies would have potential, though, as demonstrated by the 
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Olympic 50 km race walk champion Alex Schwazer’s positive test for EPO in an anti-doping 

test conducted by WADA shortly before the 2012 London Olympic. In fact, the idea to 

submit Schwazer to an unexpected pre-Olympic test came from an ongoing criminal 

investigation coordinated by the Padua Prosecutor’s Office. 

The last domestic challenge results from CVD’s deficient coordination of Italy’s anti-

doping policy. Since 2008 CVD has progressively established a close pattern of cooperation 

with NAS, with a high representative of the latter being a formal CVD member (Int-NAS-26). 

According to several observers (int-Oth-1 and 2), this cooperation has been crucial to 

improve CVD’s testing strategies, leading to an increase of positive results (see table 2). It is 

less praiseworthy that since its establishment in 2001, CVD has not yet sought contact with 

other police forces nor has tried to monitor anti-doping criminal action in Italy and its 

outcomes. CVD is also limited in its capacity to organize anti-doping tests, despite the clear 

provisions of Act 376/2000. A 2007 agreement between the then Minister of Health, 

Minister of Youth and Sports Activities and CONI President granted CONI de facto exclusive 

authority in testing Italy’s elite athletes (see Ministero della Salute, 2007). As CONI is 

officially recognized as Italy’s NADO, moreover, CVD is largely cut off from international 

networks and exchanges. 

In addition to the domestic challenges, Italian criminal law action against doping is 

hampered by the serious difficulties in international police and judicial cooperation. These 

difficulties result, first of all, from the fact that few other countries in Europe and elsewhere 

recognize doping as a criminal offense and, if they do so, they only recognize the illegal 

trade in doping products, but not an athlete’s use of performance-enhancing products, as a 

criminal offense (for a review of the legislation in other countries, see Federal Ministry of 

the Interior, 2009). Next to the problem resulting from the heterogeneity of national 

criminal legislation on doping matters, complicated and slow bureaucratic mechanisms 

further hamper the cooperation between prosecutors in anti-doping and other criminal 

matters.  
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The NAS officers with more international experience (int-NAS-11, 16 and 26) are 

more positive about their cooperation with colleagues in other countries: over the years, 

trusted personal relationships have developed, which are often based on the recognition of 

Italian NAS officers’ lengthy experience in anti-doping criminal investigations. However, 

despite the informal ties, police officers are required to go through the official rogatory 

channels controlled by prosecutors, when they need evidence for a trial. 

Generic Conclusions and Lessons for Policy-Making 

In the final chapter of the report, we consider the extent to which our findings on Italy can 

be generalized to other countries by comparing them with the international literature on 

doping (both academic and grey). Drawing on our findings, the international literature as 

well as the research on illegal drug policy and crime control, we also propose lessons for the 

world’s anti-doping policy-making, which we here report in a summary form.  

Doping Products and their Demand  

 The super elite athletes targeted by CONI, the IOC and WADA represent a tiny 

minority of total users of doping products or even the total number of athletes using such 

products.  From a public health perspective it hardly makes sense to focus predominantly on 

super elite athletes, and it would be advisable to broaden the policy focus to include 

recreational athletes and non-competitive sportspeople.  

 Doping substances are used for many different purposes, not just to enhance 

performance and produce a range of effects, including some short-term effects perceived as 

positive by the users and short-term and long-term adverse effects. These effects are not yet 

well understood in the literature and more research is needed to anticipate and treat them. 

On the basis of solid research results, WADA could also better defend its choices of 

prohibiting certain substances or methods.  

 Given the similarities and partial overlap between doping substances and legal and 

illegal psychoactive drugs (such as alcohol, tobacco, heroin, cocaine and other illegal drugs), 

doping-focused demand-side interventions could and should profit from the best practices 



31 
 

developed to prevent and reduce the demand for legal and illegal psychoactive drugs and 

the harms associated with their consumption.  

 Many users of doping products seem to be not sufficiently aware of the adverse 

effects deriving from their consumption patterns. It is thus necessary to provide reliable, 

evidence-based information about the harms associated with doping products particularly 

through targeted campaigns directed at potential and current users and, more generally, to 

develop a harm reduction approach in sports.  

 Heavy users, to be found especially among body-builders and the athletes of specific 

disciplines, such as weightlifters, disproportionately suffer more harms than other users. It is 

therefore sensible to develop control and treatment programs specifically focusing on them.  

Supply 

 A semi-illegal market for doping products is likely to have developed in all countries in 

which there is a widespread demand for such products. There is a need to know more about 

the extent, organization and dynamics of semi-illegal markets for doping products in other 

countries.  

The academic and grey literature and the numerous scandals periodically involving elite 

athletes (e.g., USADA, 2012) demonstrate that there is a demand for doping products 

among elite and recreational athletes and non-competitive sportspeople in other countries 

as well. It is enough to recall that some tens of millions of individuals are estimated 

worldwide to have used steroids alone, reflecting an average lifetime prevalence of steroid 

use of at least 3% in young men (Kanayama et al., 2009). Although the prevalence of other 

substances is less well researched, it is probable that the users of these substances also add 

up to a few million users worldwide. You do not have to be trained in economics to suppose 

that if there is a demand, there is also a supply. Beyond this basic assumption though, the 

exact configuration of the different national markets for doping products needs to be 

ascertained through empirical studies.  

 Users of doping products can obtain them through a multiplicity of channels linked to 

different distribution chains, among which the internet has become increasingly relevant.  
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Given the large variety of products, their widespread availability and the lessons to be drawn 

from the “war on drugs,” supply-side interventions in the field of doping must be given 

realistic objectives, drawing from the realization that no doping-free world is possible.  

Our analysis demonstrates that Italian users of doping products often have multiple sources 

available for products of the same class. In Italy as elsewhere the product availability has 

been greatly enhanced by the internet. As of April 2012, for example, a Google search for 

“buy steroid” delivered 13,700,000 hits, up from 4 million hits in 2000 and 5 million hits in 

2010-/11 (see also GAO, 2005).  

Most academics and a growing number of policy-makers agree that it is not possible 

to eliminate or even reduce consistently the availability of illegal drugs through supply-

oriented policy interventions, which usually mean criminal prosecution, interdiction of the 

drugs at the border and, in producing countries, eradication (and alternative development). 

Given the characteristics of the market for doping products, criminal prosecution and 

interdiction alone are even less likely to be successful in reducing significantly the 

availability of doping products than they have been in the case of illegal drugs.  

Drawing on these realizations, national governments, international sports authorities 

and organizations should be committed to adopting a mix of policy interventions: in this 

mix, standard supply-side interventions, such as criminal prosecution and interdiction, are 

absolutely necessary to signal society’s disapproval of certain behaviors, to identify and 

punish suppliers (effectively deterring those with a white-collar background) and to 

promote the development of a market that causes the least possible harm to users, the 

organized sports world, other stakeholders and society in general. As is well known in the 

criminological and legal literature and confirmed by the recent USADA’s (2012) decision 

against Lance Armstrong, the prosecution and sanctioning of key figures, whether under 

criminal law or sports rules, can also have a powerful symbolic and educational effect. 

USADA’s decision to strip Lance Armstrong of his seven titles in the Tour de France and ban 

him for life in sanctioned Olympic sports has for the first time proved irrefutably the real 

extent of doping in top cycling, backing calls for a thorough reform process.  
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In anti-doping and other fields, however, policy-makers should not lose sight of the 

fact that all interventions and particularly criminal prosecution not only have expected 

benefits but are also likely to cause unintended harms; they should not forget that the 

ultimate aim of policy must be to minimize the overall harm deriving from the problem itself 

and the policy interventions (McCord, 2003; Greenfield and Paoli, 2012). And as the 

expected benefits of policy interventions do not always materialize and the unintended 

harms are hard to predict in advance, the interventions should also be thoroughly evaluated 

after the first few years of implementation and then on a regular basis afterwards.  

 The embeddedness of exchanges of doping products in legitimate relationships and 

the white-collar background of many suppliers and elite athletes constitute opportunities for 

controlling doping that have not yet been sufficiently exploited.  

Many, if not most, suppliers of doping products in Italy have legitimate professions and 

occupations and meet the most stringent legalistic requirements of the definition of white-

collar crime (e.g., Gobert and Punch, 2003). The same is certainly true for many elite 

athletes. The few existing studies touching on the supply of doping products in other 

countries also confirm the embeddedness of doping exchanges in legitimate relationships 

(e.g., Striegel et al., 2006; Brissonneau, 2007). As white-collar criminals, both the suppliers 

of doping products and elite athletes are more vulnerable to the deterrent effects of 

criminal prosecution than ordinary offenders, because they have much more to lose than 

the latter.   

 In doing with suppliers of doping products and elite athletes, it is thus advisable to 

exploit John Braithwaite (2011)’s approach of “responsive regulation,” according to which 

interventions aimed at securing businesses’ compliance need to be combined and 

reinforced with other sanctioning interventions aimed at deterrence. As Braithwaite (2011: 

475) notes, “the paradox of responsive regulation is that by having a capability to escalate to 

tough enforcement, most regulation can be about collaborative capacity building.” 

Braithwaite proposed to obtain responsive regulation through an “enforcement pyramid” 

and with a few adaptations, this pyramid could be easily extended to the control of doping 
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in sports. Consisting of education and prevention, the lowest levels of the pyramid are 

already present in a large number of countries, at least in law books and policy documents 

(see, e.g., Anti Doping Denmark et al., [2012]). The higher levels of the pyramid, i.e., a range 

of increasingly more punitive approaches and sanctions, by and large still need to be 

developed. The first step, which has already been taken in Italy but not in many other 

countries, would be to introduce criminal offenses and sanctions specifically targeting 

suppliers of doping products. Criminal sanctions should by no means be limited to fines or 

imprisonment. Appropriately, the Italian anti-doping criminal legislation foresees additional 

sanctions for health practitioners, and for CONI and sports body officials, even though, to 

our knowledge, an additional sanction has been applied only once (Tribunale di Bologna, 

2004).  

In addition or in parallel to criminal sanctions, national and international sports 

authorities could also impose punitive sanctions to target sports federations and teams 

providing doping products to their athletes or encouraging or tolerating their athletes’ 

doping practices, going beyond the vague provisions currently foreseen by the World Anti-

Doping Code. We also emphasize that governments have more leverage in securing anti-

doping compliance in elite sports than they do in industries, simply because most national 

sports federations, with the exception of the football federations and a few others, depend 

on government funding. As Bette (2006: 169-70) also points out, “a lot could be achieved 

with money that either you either make available to sports organizations or withdraw in 

case of observed deviance or lack of cooperation.”  

 The organized sports world has not always been committed and is, despite the best 

intentions of WADA’s leadership, unable to detect and prosecute suppliers of doping 

products. Therefore national governments need to intervene directly, through a system of 

incentives and sanctions, to make sure that the suppliers of doping products are tackled by 

both cases under sports rules and criminal law proceedings.  

Our analysis demonstrates that top-level officers of CONI and key sports federations have 

long tolerated and even fostered doping practices of elite athletes in Italy. The foreign cases 
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briefly discussed in the report show that this tolerance and complicity are not uniquely 

Italian phenomena.11 As Coakley and Pipe (2009: 218) put it, “it is not possible to effectively 

control the use of performance-enhancing substances when federations and teams 

encourage general overconformity to the norms of the sports ethic.” Our analysis of the 

IOC’s longstanding support of Prof. Conconi also indicates that international sports 

authorities have long lacked commitment to anti-doping. Other scholars and observers 

confirm our findings (e.g., Hoberman 2001: 245; Hanstad, Smith and Waddington, 2008: 

230).  

Even if they are determined, national and international sports ruling bodies often do 

not have the means to detect and prosecute suppliers. It is enough to recall that although 

three of the eight doping violations included in the World Anti-Doping Code also address 

suppliers, WADA (2010) itself admits that the current control regime has “focus[ed] squarely 

on athletes.”  

Driven by growing skepticism towards the IOC’s and international sports federations’ 

self-regulation, from the 1990s national governments have progressively taken some 

responsibility for anti-doping. The establishment of WADA in 1999 constitutes the high point 

of this trend so far. WADA has, in fact, been funded on an equal basis by governments and 

by the IOC, and its governing bodies, the Council and the Executive Committee, both have 

equal representation from governments and the IOC. The moment might have come for 

governments to realize that even WADA, despite the best intentions of WADA’s leadership, 

cannot tackle the supply of doping products and that they have to take even more direct 

responsibility for this task. In doing so, governments should be driven not only by the 

pursuit of effectiveness in doping control but also by the pursuit of fairness to avoid that the 

blame and sanctions are exclusively placed on athletes. They should also make sure that the 

few athletes who have the courage to become whistleblowers are protected from the 

                                                   
11 See, e g., the 2001 Finnish Lahti scandal (Doping Enquiry Taskforce, 2001) and the systematic 

doping practices by the Austrian cross-country skiing team at the 2006 Turin Olympics  (IOC, 2007) as 
well as the recent USADA legal action against the seven-time winner of the Tour de France, Lance 
Armstrong (USADA, 2012). 
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revenge of their trainers, employers and colleagues and are able to continue pursuing their 

sporting careers.  

Policy 

 Anti-doping law enforcement is not only cheaper but also more effective than testing 

in documenting sports rule violations by athletes’ support personnel, revealing the 

mechanisms and actors involved in the supply of doping products and deterring at least 

some of the latter.  

By comparing NAS and testing costs and estimating that the former are about a third of the 

latter, we have shown that criminal investigations, even if they are substantial and 

continuous such as in Italy, are much cheaper than testing. Law enforcement action is not 

only cheaper but also more effective. Referring to the detection of systematic doping 

practices in the Austrian ski federation at the 2006 Turin Winter Olympics, Prof. Arne 

Ljungqvist (2010), WADA Vice-President and the head of the IOC Medical Commission, has 

stated: “if there had not been the Italian law, the case would have never been detected, as 

all athletes tested negative. You can draw your own lessons from it.” 

The few other national law enforcement agencies that have been granted jurisdiction 

in the field of anti-doping also report positive experiences, with a rapid increase in the 

number of investigations, suspects and substances seized (for Denmark, see Anti Doping 

Denmark et al, [2012]: 100-01; for Australia, ASADA, 2012; for Austria, for Austria, Holzer’s 

intervention in Sportausschuss, 2011: 14-16 2011; for Germany, Gräber, 2011 and 

Mühlbauer’s intervention in Sportausschuss, 2011: 16-18; see also Houlihan and García, 

2012: 32).  

 With their different inspiring logic and powers, anti-doping and law enforcement 

agencies can profitably support each other in the pursuit of a cleaner sports world.  

CVD’s improved testing record and the disproportionate number of non-analytical cases 

involving athletes and their support personnel that originated from Italian investigations 

and have been dealt by CAS (Haas, personal communication, 2012) indicate the potential of 

intelligence and evidence sharing between anti-doping and law enforcement agencies. 
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Criminal proceedings are slow and, especially in Italy, may not even end up with a 

conviction. However, law enforcement agencies have investigative methods, such as 

searches and wiretapping, that are not available to sports ruling bodies. The difference law 

enforcement methods can make is well illustrated by USADA’s recent action against 

Armstrong. An ongoing investigation on Dr. Michele Ferrari carried out by NAS and 

coordinated by the Padua Prosecutor’s Office provided decisive documental evidence to 

corroborate the incriminating statements of Armstrong’s former team colleagues and other 

riders (USADA, 2012: 58, 60, 82-86, 99).  

Despite their more limited powers, anti-doping bodies have something to offer too: 

they can provide detailed knowledge on athletes’ training routines and possible use of 

doping products, serve as experts in criminal proceedings to better interpret circumstantial 

evidence, carry out anti-doping tests to check suspicions collected by law enforcement 

officers and, last but not least, rapidly impose sanctions, such as a competition ban, that are 

much more effective against elite athletes and their teams than the prospect of having to 

pay a fine or even serving time in prison two or three years after the start of an 

investigation. (It is a limitation, though, that the World Anti-Doping Code does not yet 

foresee effective sanctions for sports organizations other than teams.)  In countries where 

such the cooperation between anti-doping and law enforcement agencies woks better than 

in Italy, the NADOs highly praise it (e.g., ASADA, 2012: 51; Anti Doping Denmark et al. 

[2012]: 101).  

 Anti-doping criminal law enforcement presupposes an integrated approach with no a 

priori distinction between the use of doping products in elite sports and other contexts.  

Law enforcement agencies cannot know in advance if a supplier is servicing elite or 

recreational athletes or noncompetitive sportspeople. To cooperate with law enforcement 

agencies, national anti-doping organizations and WADA have to be willing —and have the 

financial and personnel means—to go beyond their current focus on doping in elite sports 

and address instead the entire spectrum of misuse of doping products for performance or 

image enhancing purposes and the related channels of supply.  
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 Criminal investigations are hampered by the lack of harmonized cross-national 

criminal legislation. Given the cross-national nature of many doping exchanges, comparable 

offenses and sanctions need to be introduced—and in the meanwhile the already existing 

equivalent offences need to be identified and exploited—in order to prevent criminal 

investigations from stopping at the national borders.  

As mentioned earlier, many law enforcement officers in Italy complain about the difficulties 

of international cooperation. These assessments are echoed by their foreign counterparts. 

For example, Mathieu Holz (2012), the Interpol officer responsible for anti-doping, 

complains about “the lack of priority in many states and a not harmonized regulation in the 

field”—despite the fact that article 8 of the 2005 UNESCO Convention against Doping in 

Sport (2011) calls on State Parties to “adopt measures against trafficking to athletes” (see 

also GAO, 2005: 5). The persistent differences in anti-doping legislation, even within the EU, 

have also been stressed in a number of comparative studies (e.g., Federal Ministry of the 

Interior, 2009; Parzeller et al., 2009-10; Houlihan and García, 2012).  

At the very least, pending a thorough harmonization process, domestic law 

enforcement officers should be informed about those offenses covered by other countries’ 

criminal codes and special laws (e.g., customs and drug legislation) that might at least 

partially correspond to similar domestic legislation.  

 To be conducted effectively, criminal investigations require specialized knowledge on 

the part of the relevant police officers and prosecutors. Various measures can and should be 

taken to develop such specialized knowledge. Our report documents the fundamental role 

played by NAS in Italy’s anti-doping investigations. It also shows the key contribution that 

can be made by the experts appointed to serve as consultants in criminal proceedings. 

These findings confirm a point also made by Turin prosecutor Guariniello (2011), namely, 

that “good legislation alone is not enough to combat doping.” To make sure that the anti-

doping laws are enforced, Guariniello has proposed some operational guidelines based on 

his experience in the field:  specialization of prosecutors and judges, with the possible 

establishment of prosecutor’s offices specialized in doping or health-related offenses; the 
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involvement of, and close cooperation with, expert witnesses throughout the investigations; 

the exchange of investigation protocols and experiences acquired between prosecutors' 

offices and joint training courses for prosecutors and police officers (Guariniello, 2011). The 

merit of one of these suggestions is proven by the recent German experience. Two 

specialized anti-doping Prosecutor’s Offices have been recently established in two southern 

German states, namely Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg in 2009 and 2011. The record of 

the older Bavarian prosecutor’s office vividly demonstrates the veritable leaps forward in 

the criminal prosecution of doping that can be achieved when a specialized team is set up, 

even in the absence of legislative changes (Gräber, 2011). 

General 

 We still have insufficient knowledge about many key facts and trends related to 

doping. In order to develop and implement effective prevention and control policies, it is 

necessary to set up, under WADA’s coordination, national and international monitoring 

systems of the demand and the supply of doping products and of the concrete outcomes of 

anti-doping policies.  

Even in a country such as Italy, which has shown over the years an unusual awareness for 

the problem of doping, many important data still remain uncollected. For example, some 

NAS officers (Int-NAS-10 and 25) noted that they are occasionally informed of emergency 

admissions seemingly caused by the abuse of steroids or other products, but that there is no 

protocol making sure that all suspicious admissions are recorded and reported. Until the 

present study, no effort had been made to centralize and make comparable the data about 

the substances seized by Italy’s police forces. The problem does not seem to be less pressing 

in other contexts. To our knowledge, only the Swedish government has so far fully 

recognized the need for a comprehensive monitoring system on doping (see Government 

Office of Sweden, 2012).  
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Concluding Remark 

The main policy aim of this research project was to understand how anti-doping criminal 

provisions and their enforcement can contribute to improve the fight against doping within 

and outside the sports world. In this respect, our main conclusion is that criminal law 

enforcement has an unexploited, crucial (though limited) potential role in anti-doping. 

Therefore, we recommend that all countries should pass appropriate legislation on the basis 

of a standardized model so as to facilitate international police and judicial cooperation (and 

in the meanwhile exploit the equivalent offences that already exist in most countries), 

provide their law enforcement agencies with the technical, institutional, and financial 

resources necessary to effectively investigate the problem of doping, foster the cooperation 

between these agencies and anti-doping organizations—and remain aware of the limits and 

harms of criminal law enforcement. 
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