


The National Crime Agency (NCA) (2022) states that serious and organised crime (SOC) is a constant threat to the UK and that it has a detrimental effect on the economy and communities. In addition, it is believed to affect more UK citizens than terrorism, war, and natural disasters. The CPS (2023) defines SOC as individuals or groups that plan and coordinate to commit serious offences. To support this, Crime Stoppers (2023) suggest that the people who work together would have done so for an extended period, with them often being motivated by the potential of financial gain. Considering the threat SOC has on the UK, it is currently costing at least £37 billion a year due to its increasing volume and complexity, ultimately challenging society (Home Office, 2018). This represents the adapting nature of exploiting technology which is becoming involved in most crimes due to the use of encryption and the dark web (NCA, 2018). SOC forms many different threats to the UK, such as exploitation of the vulnerable, violence within the community, and the effects on the economy and infrastructure. However, those mentioned are broken down into different offences which all link to one another, for example, child sexual abuse, human trafficking, drug trafficking, county lines, and money laundering. A range of research will lead to an evaluation of these threats and the impact SOC has on them, in addition to the effect they have on UK citizens. 
The exploitation of the vulnerable can be addressed through child sexual abuse and human trafficking. The NSPCC (2023) states that a child is sexually abused when they are forced or tricked into any sexual activity without a clear understanding of what is happening and that it is wrong. Due to this, they may be afraid to confide in someone as it can happen anywhere, to anyone, in person or online. It is important to understand and let the child understand that it is not a fault of their own that they have been sexually abused (NSPCC, 2023). Currently, the threat level of child sexual abuse in the UK is extremely high, with around 550,000 to 850,000 people posing a sexual threat to children in the UK. Moreover, the NCA and police are working together to confront the threat which has resulted in an average of 842 arrests and 1,092 children receiving methods of safeguarding every month (NCA, 2023). The statistics imply a serious threat is posed to UK children, as well as globally however with a focus on UK citizens it is crucial to understand how and why child sexual abuse is related to SOC. 
As a form of child abuse, child sexual exploitation is used by gangs or individuals involved in serious and organised crime. The gangs and individuals will eventually involve the children in criminal activity through exploitation (East Staffordshire Borough Council, 2022). The Local Government Association (2015) suggests that organised criminal gangs will often prey on children as they are considered vulnerable individuals that can be used for profit financially or otherwise. However, it is important to consider that the profile and prevalence of SOC will differ from community to community as some areas will be more profitable in the supply and distribution of drugs. In contrast, other areas will be profitable through victims of trafficking. This implies the importance of each community understanding the vulnerabilities the area holds in relation to serious and organised crime (Local Government Association, 2015). 
Research by Skidmore et al (2016) found that in Bristol, nine organised criminal gangs were sexually exploiting children for financial gain, while also involving themselves in the sexual abuse. Moreover, four of these groups exploited children at sex parties and were among the largest gangs to be identified. In total, the research identified 310 children that had been flagged for child sexual exploitation. Of these, 58% had been victimised through sexual exploitation by the gangs, where there were on average, five victims linked to each gang. Considering the case study covered the Bristol area only, the figures are extremely high, in contrast, the true scale of SOC in relation to child sexual abuse/exploitation remains unclear due to the victims often remaining silent through fear. The consequence of this is that the statistics will not represent or reflect the true extent of the issue (Skidmore et al, 2016). In addition, an endless amount of victims will not receive help or support due to their fear of reporting or talking to someone about what is happening, which will have a significant impact on the multi-agency strategies that are trying to offer that support. There are potential implications of this study as Bristol could now be considered an area filled with organised crime gangs, affecting business and opportunities within the city. Additionally, limitations of the study could make multi-agencies focus more on that area than those that have major issues with criminal gangs which have not been identified. 
The organised crime of child trafficking in the UK is a growing concern to all professionals responsible for caring for and protecting children (Lincolnshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2022). There is a distinctive link between child sexual abuse and child trafficking. A child will be trafficked once recruited and will be moved to face exploitation, through forced work or being sold. The reasoning for this depends on the people involved, however, it can include child sexual abuse, forced labour, criminal activity, fraud, and other servitudes (Devon Children and Families Partnership, 2023). Children are often trafficked into the UK from overseas, however, the children can be trafficked from one area of the UK to another. In addition, the trafficked children will often experience multiple forms of abuse, such as physical, sexual, and emotional, ultimately to get them to cooperate and gain control (Department for Education and Home Office, 2006). Traffickers will involve a network of organised criminals that may not be directly involved in the trafficking of a child but will play a role in another way such as creating false documents, owning premises, or money laundering (NSPCC, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Hlk128908843]In the year 2020/21, 43.5% of referrals to the NRM were children, which is around 4,646 individuals. Despite figures from the previous year being relatively steady at 42.7%, the number of children referred rose substantially from the year 2018/19 at 3,338 and 2,418 in the year 2017/18 (Home Office, 2021). Considering the figures show a vast increase in recent years, it is unknown whether this is due to the threat of child trafficking increasing, or whether strategies and information regarding support for victims have been widely increased, and as a result, more children are being found and referred (Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner and ECPAT UK, 2021). Considering this, the year 2020/21 found that 60.6% of child referrals were of UK origin, meaning that most children being trafficked in the UK are doing so internally, rather than from overseas (Home Office, 2021). This could be a result of implementations at the borders that can identify traffickers. Therefore, the statistics could be interpreted negatively and positively as the number has increased in recent years, whether it be from more trafficking taking place or more knowledge resulting in more referrals is not clear, which is also an effect of the crime being complex and often hidden making prevalence challenging (Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner and ECPAT UK, 2021). 
There is a significant threat of SOC within local communities, with the most common offences being drug-related, which raises the accounts for violence and much of the harm caused by SOC (Crocker et al, 2017). Drug trafficking along with the sale of drugs is a dominant income for organised crime groups. The distribution of class A drugs such as heroin and cocaine is common through county-line networks operating across the UK. In short, the trafficking, distribution, and use of drugs in the UK are posing a threat to local communities with heightened violence in the areas (Wales Safer Communities, 2023). A review of drugs by Black (2020) found that the illicit drug market is worth around £9.4 billion a year, with around 3 million people taking drugs in England and Wales yearly. As a result of this, drug-related deaths are at a high, with the market becoming more competitive and violent. The Office for National Statistics (2022) reported 4,859 deaths related to drug poisoning in England and Wales in the year ending 2021, a 6% increase compared to the previous year. It is appropriate to confirm that drugs are an increasing issue in the UK. 
Often children are recruited and exploited by gangs involved in serious and organised crime, through the drug supply and especially through the most violent end of the scale. Young people are drawn into county lines with the expectation of financial gain, without being aware of the dangers surrounding them, such as illegal activity, child poverty, violence being physical, emotional, or sexual, and others (Black, 2020). County lines is a term used to describe gangs involved in supplying and exporting illegal drugs into the UK using phones predominantly, with the exploitation of children and vulnerable adults to distribute the drugs and money through coercion, intimidation, and violence (Home Office, 2020). There are more than two thousand county lines across the UK, mostly operating from London, West Midlands, and Merseyside, with an estimated overall turnover of £800 million a year (National Youth Agency, 2021). Although the exact number of children affected by county lines is unavailable (Maxwell et al, 2019), an estimated 27,000 children in England have been identified as a gang member (Children’s Commissioner, 2019), which ultimately does not suggest the numbers are low for young people’s involvement in county lines. 
It has been recognised that prosperity underpins almost every other type of serious and organised crime as it is key in terms of enabling other crimes. Money laundering is a process in which large amounts of illegally obtained money from serious crimes such as drug trafficking and terrorist activity, is originated from a legitimate source (CPS, 2021). Money laundering has a detrimental impact on the UK economy, with it costing more than £100 billion a year. In addition, individuals or gangs involved in crime will use money laundering to move funds and pay for assets, which if in high volume, results in the UK’s loss of confidence in the economy (NCA, 2019).  Moreover, the negative effects of money laundering are difficult to quantify, however, the crime damages financial institutions that are crucial for economic growth. For example, such activity would reduce productivity within the economy by redirecting resources and encouraging crime and corruption (Kumar, 2012). Ultimately, this would slow economic growth down and can distort the economy’s international trade, and detriment long-term economic damage. Thus, money laundering is not only a UK issue, but it is also a global problem that attracts global concerns and without cooperation, it cannot be controlled (Kumar, 2012). Money laundering has been around for a considerable amount of time, with studies concluding that its existence poses a risk for policymakers as it is difficult to track money launderers around the world or gather intelligence on the organised crime gangs, ultimately resulting in shootings between criminal gangs due to money and drugs for example (Stelfox, 1998). 
To conclude, the NSA (2021) quotes:
“The smuggling and distribution of drugs and guns; sexual abuse of children; cross-border trafficking and smuggling of people; exploitation of individuals; industrial-scale frauds; ransomware attacks; and the laundering of dirty money in and through the UK are causing harm to our citizens and communities on a significant scale.”
This efficiently summarises the information analysed throughout. In consideration of this, alongside the statistics surrounding all areas, SOC seems to be a vicious cycle that the multi-agencies cannot control, or keep up to date with, and the threat of SOC on UK citizens is only increasing as a result of this. 
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