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Abstract

This dissertation explores the questions of should Police forces work with online child abuse activist groups (OCAGS). Through qualitative research into the legal and ethical ramifications of working alongside these groups and looking at the benefits and negative effects this dissertation aims to provide an answer for forces when deciding policy for working with OCAGS.  
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Introduction
This research will focus on the methods and tactics used by Online Child Abuse Activist Groups (OCAGS). This is a topic that is has been discussed by both the Criminal Prosecution Service and multiple Police Forces. (Hampshire constabulary, 2023, CPS, 2022)

With the ease of accessibility to social media over the last several years vigilante groups that focus on luring potential paedophiles to public places with the belief they will be meeting an underage child for sex. This is done by entering online chat rooms posing as an underage child and actively seeking out and engaging with people until they can find someone who is willing to engage, and the conversation turns sexual. When confronted by the Online Child Abuse Activists (OCAGS) they are usually shown printed logs of these conversations and asked to explain with the interaction being posted online to sites such as Facebook. (Purshouse, 2020).

A brief look at one such OCAGs profile on Facebook “Dark Justice” shows that their last video was viewed by two thousand nine hundred people, and on Twitter they have a following of over five thousand people (Dark Justice,2023). With these numbers it shows a public interest to some degree, and by analysing their methods, looking deeper into the people they “capture” and studying the legal and ethical issues around these groups with the aim to get a better understanding that can assist policing forces in gaining a better understanding of these groups. 

While reading background information on this topic there are papers covering the topic (Frampton 2020) and CPS guidelines around cases involving OCAGs (CPS 2020) as well as the social media page of one of the frequently mentioned groups “Dark Justice”.











Literature Review
On the NPCC website the is a section where the terminology of OCAGS was discussed. It was decided that OCAGS was to be used instead of phrases like Paedophile hunter or vigilante. While this does not go into depth on the reasons behind this choice a report by Laura Frampton has highlighted ethical issues as it paints offenders as predatory, and the term “hunter” is usually linked more with animals that people. This terminology presents ethical issues when discussing the offenders and it presents an image of a inhuman predator which further stokes the issues of safeguarding. (L. Frampton, 2021). The NPCC report will be a useful source as it is subjective, states only the facts that are known and is from a highly reliable source. 
This research focuses on how effective OCAGS are in bringing successful prosecutions forward in the UK. This area of research is difficult as research conducted has only been able identify one reliable source that shows in the year of 2017 at least 150 prosecutions were a result of involvement from OCAGS (The Guardian). This data is now out of date and does not ultimately discuss the topic of the overall effectiveness of the group’s activities. 
In relation to the effectiveness of these groups several police forces have published reports in relation to cases brought to their attention by OCAGS. All these forces have highlighted the negative impact in cases due to the improper investigations and methods used by OCAGS as well as the issues they present around the protection of suspects who would be at high risk from the public due to the nature of the offence they are accused of. The NPCC highlights all these issues as well as pointing out these groups, through efforts to assist police, end up being a hinderance to officers as the suspects need to be further protected, evidence that is missing needs to be collected and discrepancies need to be corrected. (NPCC, 2019) Reports from a policing perspective will be valuable going forward to get direct information on the currents policies and procedures in place when working with OCAGS.
For this area of research there are several subjective and factual sources for research. These will be useful for the areas they cover; they are not guided by agendas and are presenting the research they have found in a straightforward manner. This is much the same with police force reports which highlight issues they have with OCAGS and the overall negative effect they encounter. As the focus will be discussing if officers should work closely with these groups these reports will be a main source of information in reaching a conclusion as this is the experience of officers who are far more knowledgeable in the procedures and processes of tackling paedophiles than other sources such as newspapers or even the OCAGS groups their selves. 
The protection of paedophiles is another topic in which there are not a lot a reliable sources, to find information on public perception of police protecting offenders did not yield much of use, mainly newspapers that paint this in a negative light. One source does talk about an incident where names of 150 Paedophiles were leaked, and members of the public attempted to harm these people. As part of the safeguarding that forces then needed to take included providing fire blankets. Along with these offenders will potentially need to be moved adding further cost to the taxpayer because of “naming a shaming”. (The Guardian,2000). While these newspaper articles are not objective, they still provide an level of insight into the topic and can be used to glean a better image of how the public view offenders. 
Using newspapers as sources would not be ideal as they rarely just present the facts and will often try to push some form of agenda when they publish stories and well as try to attract the most readers possible. This is problematic as this study will need unbiased and factual sources to draw from when making my arguments for and against the tactics of OCAGS and if police forces should work closer with them to detect and prosecute paedophiles. 
The public support of OCAGS is documented in other forms such as social media. One group “Dark Justice” is one of these groups and shows a good image of the public perception of what they do. One post gaining over seven thousand likes and comments. On this page they upload videos of offenders they have been engaging in and the comments show support for the groups. (DarkJustice) 
This shows a divide between the public showing support for the action in detecting and locating offenders, and police forces highlighting the negative outcomes and methods used by OCAG groups. Due to the lack of academic research covering public support the pages and websites of these OCAGS will likely be my main sources for this topic. While it will be useful for a more in depth look at how they operate it will not be objective and factual as the videos are played for popularity and entertainment purposes rather than shown in a professional manner. These videos do show they evidence gathered by the OCAGS, as well as any further evidence of offences committed at the time of the confrontation, but will be unlikely to show the negative sides effects that result from the actions and lack of safeguarding of their actions. (Dark Justice)
research for the dissertation has found that the actions and methods of the OCAGS are covered in reliable sources that can confidently be used, such as police reports and dissertations that have been published. These will be valuable when discussing and presenting these aspects during my presentation. 
As for other topics which will be cover, such as public perception, this is harder to find more academic results and I will have to rely on the material published by the OCAGS. This is not ideal as it will be heavily skewed in favour of their activities and methods. It will be useful however at showing that overall, the public also support the actions of these groups, and some do call for the police to assist them in their actions. 










Methodology
This section will outline the methods that will be used to gain a better understanding of the chosen subject, providing a reasoned and rational answer to the question, ‘Should the Police work with Online Child Activist Groups (OCAGS)?’
A qualitative research approach will be used to fully explore this subject allowing a deeper exploration of what is complex question; utilising appropriate methods to draw upon the knowledge and experience of relevant practitioners and academics chosen due to who they are and the positions they occupy. This will be done by reading materials and study published by these practitioners as well as research into the current policies and procedures used by Police forces.(UKRI, 2022)
The intended subjects of these interviews will be individuals who work on both sides of the area being studied with both Police practitioners who will be able to discuss the safeguarding, investigation methods and multi organisational approaches used by professional investigators, and a member or members of an OCAG. From the OCAG the alternative methods, and rational behind using the methods the police see as controversial and problematic, such as who they target and exposing them on social media raising safeguarding concerns. While I can make attempts to get this information from this source, issues may arise around a police officer having this kind of contact with someone who may be themselves breaking the law with their activities. 
The information collected will then be analysed to look for reoccurring themes and ideas. These ideas can then be compared and used when drawing a conclusion that can be justified and backed up and withstand scrutiny. 
When drawing information from publications and other studies that have been done around the subject area, the bias and objective of the publication must be considered. While the information contained in the publication may be accurate and reliable, certain sources, such as newspapers, may present the data in a way that fits with a message or ideology they subscribe to. Personal bias and assumption will also be considered, and all material will be studied with a neutral and impartial mindset before comparing the reliability and content of the information ensuring no preconceived ideas or perceptions influence a conclusion. (Science Direct, 2020) 
The same approach will be taken when analysing any information taken from interviews with working practitioners. As with any source of information the individuals interviewed would have developed their own opinions and ideas on the methods used by OCAGs. Part of the process of analysing the information gained from these methods will include separating the facts of the subject from the opinions and unsupported information given. 
To keep an ethical approach to gathering data, all interviewees will be guaranteed anonymity, have their roles in the research clearly outlined and will be able to withdraw any involvement at any point should they wish to. 
This qualitative approach has been chosen over quantitative methods due to the niche subject matter. Methods such as questionnaires would take up time and may not return data that could be relevant to the subject area. Using the methods outlined in this section will allow specific targeting of individuals who could offer in-depth specialist knowledge that can be used to develop a greater understanding of OCAGs and allow a more reasoned answer to the question of should the police work with online activist groups. 






















Findings 
Based on the qualitative research carried out from academic papers, newspapers and from visiting the social media pages of online child abuse activists it as apparent that these groups do garner a following of supportive members of the public who see what they do as a positive for society. This fanbase are also in favour of the tactics used by the OCAGS which include intimidation and “name and shame” for the offenders they “catch”. 
However, professional investigators who get handed over the investigations from OCAGS face a series of issues. The evidence can be lacking vital information such as chat logs and the tactics used by the groups present real and serious risk to the suspects due to them being shown on social media without any information redacted for their protection. This leaves suspects open to physical harm from members of the public and sometime the OCAGS themselves. There are also issues around the types of people they “catch” as offenders. A number of these people have been found to have forms of mental or learning disabilities. 
There are also issues with the credibility and trust in the evidence gathered as these groups operate in a legal grey area due to the lack of public transparency and accountability. Police working with such groups may erode the trust between the Police and the public as issue arise when the groups make false allegations or evidence does not meet a threshold meaning Police have released a perceived sexual offender back into society with no punishment.
These issues arise due to the difference in the level of training between Police investigators and OCAGS who are made up mostly of untrained members of the public. Evidence collected by police can be scrutinised by senior officers and CPS as to the suitability of how it has been collected and handled to ensure no part of the investigation and possible prosecution is compromised by mishandling. Police are also trained in legal procedure and will have a deeper understanding of how the legal system works meaning a more focused investigation ensuring that all points to prove of an offence are covered. 












Conclusion 

The question of should Police be working with these groups is a controversial one due to the issues highlighted. The sources researched for this question have highlighted the issues Police face when answering this question as the public show support for these groups and any shortcoming have the potential to negatively effect the public perception in the Police. 
These Legal, ethical and operational challenges need to address when deciding any formal policy for working with OCAGS but when they present evidence and a suspect to Police, they still have a duty to investigate the offence and protect the suspect from any harm. 
Through my research I have concluded that Police should not have any formal relationship with these groups and discourage the behaviour from these groups highlighting the issues discussed. Where an OCAG group present a suspect and evidence of any investigation they have carried out, clear polices need to be in place to guide officers when continuing the investigation. 
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