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Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE):  Young girls groomed and trafficked
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The safety of our children is our top priority, and navigation of the dangers and risks which they face are overwhelming to say the least. It is impossible for us, as parents, not to worry about our children in the current climate where they are vulnerable to predators, which are lurking in the background, waiting to pounce.
Child sexual exploitation (CSE) is described as a form of sexual abuse toward a child or young person under the age of 18, whereby they are exploited by receipt of gifts, money, drugs, and affection. These things come at a very high price. These children are expected to perform sexual activities in exchange for these things. They are often tricked into this situation with the belief that the ‘relationship’ is consensual and loving, which is known as ‘grooming’. There is the likelihood they are unaware of the abuse since they trust their abuser. In some instances, a child which has been exploited is used as a ringleader to build up a friendship with a vulnerable child or young person, to coerce them into joining their group (NSPCC, 2020) This factor leads me to my curiosity to delve deeper into this area of CSE.
Although there are many factors linked to child sexual exploitation, as previously stated, I have been gripped by the events which took place in the sex abuse scandal in Rochdale. Three girls, under the age of 18, were groomed, sexually abused and trafficked by gangs of men, who were predominantly of Pakistani origin. If that is not enough to make anybody’s blood boil, evidence that authorities failed these girls might just tip you over the edge.

Risk factors
The risk factors identified stemmed from social isolation for girl A. The family had just moved to a new area, new school, her dad did not want her to have a social life, continuously asking her to do chores around the home. There was obvious family tension within the household. Girl A always felt sad and depressed at home, though lack of empathy, support or communication, she felt undervalued and worthless (White, 2017).
As for girl B and C, they were cousins, and it was very clear there was no family structure or support within the family home. There was evidence of neglect, a lack of personal hygiene. Physical and learning disabilities were evident with girl C who was the youngest of the three. Girl B already had connections with a man involved in adult sex work, this man she believed to be her boyfriend (White, 2017).

Tactics
The girls became friends. This is when girl B used tactics to recruit girl A into the fold. This was her role even though she wasn’t aware of it, her ‘boyfriend’ had convinced her that it was acceptable behaviour. The girls would meet at a kebab house where they would be welcomed by the gang of men who would use exploitative behaviour, whereby they would create a welcoming environment. They would provide the girls with their own room to socialise, creating a notion of safety. They gave them food, alcohol, a place to meet with no responsibilities, not answerable to anybody. These men gave these girls attention, they listened, and showed tolerance for their behaviour. These tactics were all for their own benefit to build up trust for the sole purpose of sexual exploitation (White, 2017).

Work between agencies: Failure to collaborate
A sexual health worker blew the whistle on the gang in Rochdale. When the girls attended clinic, she identified behaviours which were questionable, believed were linked to CSE. However, she was ignored or silenced repeatedly by the police, the local council and child protection services. She was acting as advocate for these girls, sharing invaluable information but other agencies wouldn’t act on her findings, nobody would take responsibility. (White, 2017).
I was horrified to learn that the parents of girl A did not even show any love or compassion toward their daughter when they found out that she was being sexually exploited, trafficked, raped. Their behaviour suggested that it was her fault.
The officer in charge of the investigation didn’t appear to care about the actual crime of rape, his focus was on her decisions to return to the scene of the crime. Again, the suggestion that the officer believed it was her own choice, so it was her own fault.
It surprised me that the police interviewer was male, displayed no compassion or professionalism, he was insensitive, going over the ordeal time and again, displaying no empathy for her and what she went through. Her mum wasn’t even at the interview. Girls under the age of 18 are incapable of consent, legally (Bell, 2018).

CSE cannot be tackled by individual agencies working alone
Local government agencies have introduced resources relating to CSE to assist with the implementation of effective responses through collaboration with local authorities and communities with the use of training materials, communications support and case studies (Simmonds, 2015).
The Department for Education (DfE, 2017) have introduced guidance for practitioners, decision makers and local leaders to support and protect children and young people from CSE.
We should be looking at ways to prevent CSE, not wait until it happens to children and young people. We should illustrate healthy relationships and expectations (Bell, 2018).
Could educating ourselves as parents be a step to reducing the risk of our children becoming the victim of child sexual exploitation, maybe we can work together within our communities through shared knowledge and resources to prevent such a harrowing ordeal.
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How exercise benefits mental health.

The benefits toward mental health in relation to physical activity appear to be more prevalent right now. I know that I feel uplifted after a workout, even when I know I have pushed myself to the limit where I cannot run another foot! Exercise gives me a sense of achievement, it helps me to let go of any anxiety build up, and it helps me to escape from my worries and free my mind for a while. As a mum, I am aware of how excited my son is when he exercises, from football, to rugby, to the adrenaline rush he has from races with me in the park and the elation on his face when he wins (I allow him to, of course). To witness these feelings is priceless, and these benefits are just as important as the physical benefits from exercise. 
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Exercise should to be viewed as a positive step towards our wellbeing, not as something we must do to improve our health, but as something we value personally to provide positive benefits towards our health and well-being (Mental Health Foundation, no date). Similarly, the National Health Service (2019) promote physical activity in their ‘Five steps to mental well-being’ whereby they believe this to raised self-esteem together with positive changes to your mood. Additionally, ‘Change4Life 10 minute shake up’ which is a campaign introduced to promote sixty minutes of physical activity each day, inspired by Disney to encourage children to take part (UK Government, 2015). 

Mental health benefits
There are a range of mental health benefits from exercise which include a sense of wellbeing from regular exercise which helps with daily energy levels, better sleeping patterns, a more positive mindset. Exercise is also said to provide a positive impact on anxiety and depression (Robinson, Segal & Smith, 2019). Evidence by researchers for the British Heart Foundation (BHF) identifies that physical, emotional and social development of children have benefitted from physical activity (UK Government, 2015).

Does a healthy body provide a healthy mind?
Research suggests the importance of exercise towards our physical and mental wellbeing, whereby studies identify that mild to moderate cases of depression do not always require anti-depressant medication, but can be reduced by exercise alone, which eliminates side-effects from medication (Robinson, Segal & smith, 2019). Additionally, anti-depressant medication is only effective for some people, plus there is reluctance by others to use medication, therefore, exercise could be an alternative treatment (Mental Health Foundation, 2013). Exercise fights depression through the promotion of changes within the brain, including new patterns of activity and neural growth which promote well-being. Additionally, endorphins are released in the brain while exercising, which make you feel positive and energized. Furthermore, it provides a distraction from negative thoughts which feed depression (Robinson, Segal & Smith, 2019).
Exercise is identified as an anti-anxiety treatment which is effective and natural, again through the release of endorphins, boosting mental and physical energy, relieving stress levels and tension, and enhancing well-being. The element of mindfulness of the exercise, of your surroundings, of your breathing will help to disconnect from worries Robinson, Segal & Smith, 2019).
Evidence has identified a positive impact on the social skills and self-esteem of children, through exercise, whereby their confidence has increased, acceptance by peers has improved and new friendships have blossomed (UK Government, 2015). The friendship network which my son has gained from his sporting activities is one that I am grateful for as a parent, which has provided a support network for him as he transitions from primary to comprehensive school.
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The goal is to find an exercise that suits you personally, an exercise that you enjoy so you do not give up. Take the time to consider the positive benefits after you have exercised, how relaxed your mind feels, how the tension has been released, how the weight has been lifted off your shoulders. Take the time to think about what you have learnt, what you have gained, the friendships that you have built along the way. These benefits from exercise will help you to improve your physical and mental wellbeing.
.
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County Lines: No boundaries
My initial thoughts to describe ‘County Lines’ are bewilderment, horror, fear, disgust, anger, to name a few, the list is endless. I could not comprehend what is happening around us, so close to us, where many of us could be affected by this phenomenon of social change. I find myself questioning whether my head is buried in the sand to create a protection barrier against the crimes which are being committed on our doorstep.
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What are county lines?
I have learned that County Lines is an illegal drug dealing enterprise whereby these drugs are transported across boundaries via coercion through child criminal exploitation. (National Crime Agency, no date). This enterprise is run by an untraceable mobile number for a drugs dealer who remains anonymous, this number is known as the county line number, used to control the selling of drugs (Thomas & Jackson, 2018). Organised crime networks and gangs use their power to exploit children for the sole purpose of selling drugs. They exploit the innocence and inexperience of children from the age of seven, irrelevant of their background. Unfortunately, the children that have been exploited, are often treated as criminals, which is not acceptable, and should be supported as victims of exploitation (The Children’s Society, 2020).

Why Wales?
My horror to the realization that these crimes are being committed so close to home is disturbing, as Wales has become the target of these crimes, since illegal drug dealing in big cities such as Liverpool and Manchester, has become more dangerous and more popular, they are targeting small coastal towns to expand their business, increase profit and not be troubled by local dealers (Thomas & Jackson, 2018).

Criminal Exploitation
It is difficult to believe that there are disturbed people in this world, driven by money with no morals, who coerce children into becoming runners to deliver drugs, since they are cheap labour, easily controlled and generally fly under the radar. Reports identified that boys, ranging between 14 and 17 years of age, are mostly targeted as runners by offering money and gifts. Whereas, when girls are targeted as runners, sometimes their fate becomes one of sexual violence (National Police Chief’s Council, 2015) the actual premise of which I cannot comprehend. The worry as a mother that such monstrous happenings are going on, is frightening and alarming.
To learn that these gangs take advantage of young and vulnerable children, is beyond comprehension. It is said they tend to target vulnerable people with mental health issues or ongoing problems with addiction. It appears they also target children who live in poverty, children who are having behavioural issues, disorders linked to their development. Children are being groomed and therefore do not believe they are victims of child exploitation, and in some cases, child ‘sexual’ exploitation. The attraction from displays of interest possibly allow these children to feel a sense of belonging, a sense of being part of something no matter what dangers they present (National Crime Agency, 2019).

[image: ]
https://mk0partnersdevooxv4n.kinstacdn.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/23/2018/12/County-Lines-bw-800x440.png

These gangs do not only prey on the vulnerable, they are cunning animals who know their prey. In their endeavour to manipulate law enforcement and reduce attention, they target children from backgrounds which appear stable, but these children may have relationship breakdown with their parents and peers (National crime Agency, 2019) and they are taking advantage of these weaknesses and using them to control these children for their own benefit.
My brain is baffled by the notion that children as young as 12 years of age are being targeted and then recruited to deliver drugs and collect payment for these drugs, which helps to evade detection of gang members (South Wales Police, no date).
Statistics
Statistics have identified an increase in Wales of the usage of drugs, such as cannabis, cannabinoids and cocaine. There has been an increase of 73 per cent of hospital admissions for cannabis and cannabinoids use and 81 per cent for cocaine. Since 2016, deaths from misuse of drugs has risen by over 14 per cent (Welsh Government, 2017). Modern slavery cases which involve children and young people has increased profoundly since 2017, where figures stood at 676 and 2018 increased to 1421, and ministers are urged to improve their efforts in relation to county lines and child exploitation. Across the UK, there are approximately 1,500 networks linked to county lines where children are being exploited by criminal gangs to line their pockets (Bulman, 2019). These vulnerable children are being coerced into feeding the habits of drug users by means of grooming and manipulation.

What is being done by the powers that be?
I have learned that Operation Guardian will tackle the issue of whether these children are being treated as criminals or victims, through the campaign ‘protect not punish’ where South Wales Police will collaborate with partner agencies to support the victims of exploitation and bring the perpetrators to justice (South Wales Police, no date).
The £20 million from the UK Government which has been committed to end modern slavery, through global transformational programs in the hope to reduce child labour, human trafficking, and child exploitation provides hope that there is ‘light at the end of the tunnel’, however these horrendous acts will not be solved immediately, there is a long way to go before these commitments illustrate positive results (Grierson, 2019).
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As a mother, I am unsure as to whether enough is being done to tackle this very serious issue and I worry agonisingly about the safety of my own son in this current climate of criminal activity, coercion and manipulation. I believe that we all have a duty of care to society, especially our children and young people. We must keep ensure our community is safe from drugs and child exploitation in any form. If we believe that someone is being targeted or exploited, then we must endeavour to report our findings to the local authorities, in our attempt to help them, but also to ensure the criminals are stopped. Multi-agency collaboration is essential so that potential victims are identified early in order that safety measures are put in place to protect them. I know that I will be doing my best to ensure my child is safe from the grasps of these predators.
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