[bookmark: _Hlk149655088]Do serious organised crime gangs target young people in their criminal activity and how?
The topic for this dissertation is to explore the nature of serious organised crime and how this involves forced crime exploitation and child exploitation. Serious organised crime (SOC) according to Crime Stoppers (2023a) is when individuals or groups of people have planned and coordinated to conduct serious crime, and these individuals are motivated to do these crimes for financial gain. According to the National Crime Agency (NCA) (2019, p.4), their assessment uncovered that SOC is estimated to cost the UK economy £37 billion a year, with the cost increasing year after year. According to Haenlein (2023), there is evidence from the annual National Crime Agency (NCA) assessment, that there is “growth in serious organised crime … since the 2018 Strategy’s publication.” The NCA (2023) says serious organised crime (SOC) continues to grow and they are developing new methods to improve the threat of SOC within the UK. The NCA (2023) estimates that in the years 2021 and 2022, that there were around 59,000 individuals who were involved with SOC. 
The different criminal activities that SOC gangs commit include drugs and county lines, child sexual exploitation, modern slavery, financial fraud, business crime, cybercrime and car crime (Crime Stoppers, 2023) (GCHQ, 2023). The NCA (2023) has devised a table of all the crimes related to SOC and researched the different crimes to see if those crimes had increased or stayed the same in the year 2022. Crimes such as drugs, fraud, modern slavery and human trafficking, money laundering, organised acquisitive crime and organised immigration crime have all shown an increase within England and Wales. Crimes such as Child Sexual Abuse, Cyber Crime and Firearms have shown no change, however, these threats are still at large within the UK. For this dissertation, county lines will be one of the main focuses of research. County lines (Crime Stoppers, 2023b) is a term used to identify organised illegal drug dealing networks. This organised crime is usually managed by a person using a ‘deal line’ to communicate with the people who are exporting the drugs and money. SOC gangs mostly recruit or hire young vulnerable people, children and adults, from rural and suburban areas linked to big cities, as ‘runners’ to export drugs and cash all over the UK. Their main transportation is using the rail network, or taxis and other private hire vehicles. 
The NSPCC (2023) have identified reasons why children and young people may want to become involved in gangs. The NSPCC (2023) suggest that young people and children are peer pressured by friends into joining the gang, because they want to have status and feel respected and powerful, or simply to make money. The NSPCC (2023) have also identified the risk factors that make young people and children more likely to be recruited by SOC gangs. The children or young people tend to be excluded from school, have problems at home like neglect, domestic abuse or sexual abuse or the child or young person may be suffering with mental health issues. Finally, if the geographical area that the individual is living in is gang territory, this increases the risk. Drug trafficking groups use methods such as bribing the young person with drugs or money and befriending or coercing them to get them involved in the gang. The dangers, however, when getting groomed, could be that the individual is subject to blackmail and violence, they are at risk of physical harm or the gang could threaten the individual and threaten the safety of their friends and family. Once that element is put in place, the individual would feel they have to commit crimes to protect themselves and their family.
When it comes to exploitation, there are six major different forms of exploitation, Labour, Organ Harvesting, Forced Crime, Sexual, Domestic Servitude and Forced Marriage (Stop the Traffik, 2022). For this research, forced criminal exploitation will be one of the main focuses for the dissertation. Forced criminal exploitation, according to Safer Communities Wales (2023), is the abuse of power and control over of another person. The power means to take advantage of another person or situation for criminal purposes. These crimes tend to be begging, shoplifting, and related to SOC, county lines (Stop the Traffik, 2022). 
The UK media shows an interest in county lines (Evans, 2023) and child exploitation (Hooper, 2022). However, there is not enough evidence from the academic literature to help understand the dangers of county lines and forced crime exploitation, as some of the academic literature related to SOC is outdated (Home Office, 2013). The aim for this research is to understand and investigate the methods used by SOC to exploit young people in the UK and involve them in criminal activity.
This dissertation will focus on the nature of SOC and the methods used to recruit children to commit SOC in recent years in England and Wales.  The Home Office (2023), have released a document showing statistics for the county lines data. The data includes the line closures, arrests and individuals who were safeguarded from November 2019 to June 2023. The County Lines Programme Taskforce recorded from April 2022 to March 2023, they have a total of 1,417-line closures, with 2,661 arrests and helped safeguard 3,235 individuals. Compare this data to April 2021 to March 2022, they were 1,234-line closures, with 2,225 arrests and 2,280 individuals safeguarded. The data from the Home Office (2023) shows there has been an increase to county lines operations in recent years and does continue to grow in England and Wales. The County Lines Programme taskforce is a joint agency which helps tackle county line disruption. The taskforce is combined with different police services around England and Wales such as the Metropolitan Police Service, Merseyside Police, West Midlands Police and British Transport Police as well as the Greater Manchester Police.
The NSPCC (2023) mentioned that mental health issues is one of the factors as to why young people go into crime, research from Gu et al (2022) found children who suffer from Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) have a significant impact on their mental disorders so this research will also investigate the importance of the behaviour of the children who are recruited into county lines. The research will look at whether serious organised crime groups target young people in specific areas of deprivation, and if young people want to go into serious organised crime because they feel they would be protected. This dissertation will focus on research in last few years, to see how much gang methods have changed from recent years to years in the early 21st century. 
The key steps for the main question are to identify the key problems are whether SOC gangs encourage and bribe young and vulnerable people to join serious organised crimes and county lines and what methods specifically do the gang use to exploit young people. To see whether if thus is true or not, it is important to identify if there is a link in the research, for example lots of people in a certain area might be involved in serious organised crime due to poor community conditions, or people who have experienced ACEs in their childhood may be more likely to end up involved with serious organise crime.
There are three main objectives of this research. The first objective is to understand and investigate the nature of serious organised crime in the UK, the second objective is to analyse the level and scope of the exploitation of children and young people by serious organised crime groups in England and Wales, and the third objective is to examine the methods used and the risk factors for young people becoming involved with organised crime.
This research will use an online questionnaire containing closed questions, directed at the general public. The questionnaire is to get the general public’s thoughts on the issue of SOC and forced crime exploitation if the public have an awareness of exploitation and the methods the gangs use to exploit young people. In addition, a small number of experts on exploitation will be asked open questions using a separate questionnaire.
The timescale for this dissertation has been split into five chapters. Each chapter throughout the dissertation is to make sure that everything is structured well.  The first chapter of the dissertation is the introduction. This chapter sets the scene for the dissertation question which is “Do serious organised crime gangs target young people in their criminal activity and how?” The Second Chapter is the Literature review, which will provide an overview and analysis of current literature in line with the objectives of this research. Chapter three is the Methodology, which explains the data collection and analysis method used in the research, so mostly qualitative data from the online questionnaire and some quantitative data from questions asked to the exploitation experts. Chapter four of the dissertation is the Findings of the qualitative and quantitative analysis which will be conducted. Finally, chapter five is the conclusion which is the summary of the whole dissertation and whether serious organised crime gangs target young people in their criminal activity. 
The overview for this dissertation will look at the methods used by SOC gangs and how they exploit children and young people in England and Wales. This dissertation will also review some literature on whether youth offenders are victims of child criminal exploitation Marshall (2023) and how County Line Drug Networks operate and why vulnerable young people are an important role for county lines operations (Bonning & Cleaver, 2020). The benefit of this dissertation is to understand the methods that SOC use to exploit children and young people. The use of social media is an example as social media is growing more today and useful method for messaging someone from another country (Habsi, et al., 2023)
References
Bonning, J. & Cleaver, K., (2020). ‘There is no “war on drugs”’: An investigation into county line drug networks from the perspective of a London borough. The Police Journal: Theory, Practice and Principles, 94(4), pp. 443-461.
Crime Stoppers, (2023a). Serious and organised crime. [Online] 
Available at: https://crimestoppers-uk.org/keeping-safe/community-family/serious-and-organised-crime
[Accessed 1 November 2023].
Crime Stoppers, (2023b). County Lines. [Online] 
Available at: https://crimestoppers-uk.org/keeping-safe/community-family/county-lines
[Accessed 1 November 2023].
Evans, J., (2023). The secret names of the drug lines gangs use to spread misery. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/secret-names-drug-lines-gangs-26145233
[Accessed 8th November 2023].
GCHQ, (2023). Serious and Organised Crime. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.gchq.gov.uk/section/mission/serious-crime
[Accessed 1 November 2023].
Gu , W. et al., (2022). Impact of adverse childhood experiences on the symptom severity of different mental disorders: a cross-diagnostic study. Gen Psychiatr, 35(2), pp. 22-35.
Habsi, A. A., Butler, M. & Percy, A., (2023). Blackmail and the self-disclosure of sensitive information on social media: prevalence, victim characteristics and reporting behaviours amongst Omani WhatsApp users. Secruity Journal, p. 2023.
Haenlein, C., (2023). Has the Government Forgotten about Serious and Organised Crime?. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/has-government-forgotten-about-serious-and-organised-crime#:~:text=This%20is%20not%20a%20one,security%20environment%20in%20stark%20terms.
[Accessed 27th October 2023].
Home Office, (2013). Understanding organised crime: estimating the scale and the social. [Online] 
Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7c74e8e5274a5255bcec63/horr73.pdf
[Accessed 8 November 2023].
Home Office, (2023). County Lines Programme data. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/home-offices-county-lines-programme-data/county-lines-programme-data
[Accessed 6 November 2023].
Hooper, R., (2022). Inquiry finds disturbing evidence of organised networks and gangs abusing children in Swansea. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/swansea-child-sexual-exploitation-report-22946708
[Accessed 8th November 2023].
Marshall, H., (2023). Victims first? Examining the place of ‘child criminal exploitation’ within ‘child first’ youth justice. Children and Society, 37(4), pp. 1156-1170.
National Crime Agency , (2019). National Strategic Assessment of Serious and Organised Crime. [Online] 
Available at: https://nationalcrimeagency.gov.uk/who-we-are/publications/296-national-strategic-assessment-of-serious-organised-crime-2019/file#:~:text=SOC%20is%20estimated%20to%20cost,harm%20caused%20to%20those%20affected.
[Accessed 1 November 2023].
National Crime Agency, (2023). Overview of SOC in the UK. [Online] 
Available at: https://nationalcrimeagency.gov.uk/nsa-overview-of-soc
[Accessed 28 October 2023].
NSPCC, (2023). Criminal exploitation and gangs. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.nspcc.org.uk/what-is-child-abuse/types-of-abuse/gangs-criminal-exploitation/
[Accessed 1 October 2023].
Safer Communities Wales, (2023). Criminal Exploitation. [Online] 
Available at: https://safercommunities.wales/modern-slavery-exploitation/criminal-exploitation/#:~:text=Criminal%20exploitation%20is%20the%20deliberate,a%20person%20or%20a%20group.
[Accessed 1 November 2023].
Stop the Traffik, (2022). Types of Exploitation. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.stopthetraffik.org/what-is-human-trafficking/types-of-exploitation/
[Accessed 1 November 2023].

