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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_pCyCEId9][bookmark: _Int_odn89nEH]This assignment investigates an emerging issue that, in the past two decades, became one of the national threats to the UK alongside terrorism, as former Prime Minister David Cameron designated in 2015 (Shawar, Truong and Shiffman, 2022). According to WHO (World Health Organization) (2022), an emerging issue can be problems or situations that, in the past, did not present a threat or case but can negatively impact the future. Such issues pushed the government to change the law in 2012 by putting guidance for prosecution, guidance for police officers, and a new support mechanism for grooming and sexual abuse victims (Crime That Shook Britain, Rochdale Groomers, 2017). As a result, the police approached child sexual exploitation (CSE) as a priority of an organised crime (Cameron et al., 2015).

Overview and Background
Sexual exploitation is the sexual abuse of a person in exchange for something, typically money or power (Beckett et al., 2017). Child sexual exploitation has been defined by the Department of Education (2017) as:
       ... a form of child sexual abuse. It occurs where an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18 into sexual activity (a) in exchange for something the victim needs or wants, and/or (b) for the financial advantage or increased status of the perpetrator or facilitator. The victim may have been sexually exploited even if the sexual activity appears consensual. Child sexual exploitation does not always involve physical contact; it can also occur with technology. 
[bookmark: _Int_94rCUQem][bookmark: _Int_Tf3cKfDJ][bookmark: _Int_j71yV5cl][bookmark: _Int_dU7C2yN3][bookmark: _Int_0vFjh50P]NSPCC (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children) (2018) defines what grooming is, and Craven (2006) states that `a process by which a person prepares a child, significant adults, and the environment for the abuse of a child`. Safeguarding Services (2022) explains that `grooming is when a person engages in predatory conduct to prepare a child or young person for sexual activity at a later time`. Winters et al., (2022) state grooming is a process in which an abuser develops an emotional relationship with an underage to gain their trust for sexual abuse. Burgess and Hartman (2018) mention in their journal that Ken Lanning, an instructor of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Behavioural Science Unit (BSU) (Lanning, 2018), was the first to mention the term `grooming` in his research. Three types of grooming are mentioned in the academic literature: self-grooming, grooming the environment and grooming a child (Craven, Brown and Gilchrist, 2006). For this report, grooming a child will be used concerning child sexual exploitation.
[bookmark: _Int_XHANEV3w] Abusers may groom their victims by giving them gifts, attention, and affection and gradually increasing their physical contact level with the child. This can make it difficult for children to recognize that they are being exploited, as they often believe their abuser cares for them (Winters and Jeglic, 2017). In the United Kingdom, the sexual exploitation of children is a serious and ongoing problem. Every year, thousands of children are groomed and exploited by adults for sexual purposes. Most victims are female, and the average age of exploitation is just 15 years old (Cook and Fleming, 2018). Unfortunately, many children are reluctant to come forward and report their abuse. This is often due to shame, fear, or manipulation by their abusers. As a result, the true scope of the problem is much more significant than what is currently known. The UK government has taken steps to address the issue, but more must be done to protect vulnerable children from this exploitation.

Supporting Data and Information
The Rochdale child sex abuse ring was a group of nine men convicted of sex trafficking and other offences against underage teenage girls in Rochdale, Greater Manchester, England (Bindel, 2022). In May 2012, the men were convicted, which caused Greater Manchester Police to investigate more abuse claims. So far, 19 men have been convicted because of the operation (Bunyan, 2012). The main reason why these girls were targeted was that they were vulnerable. The gang of nine men convicted of sexually exploiting girls had targeted young women. These girls were vulnerable and from broken homes, which forced them to wander around takeaways and befriend the staff near shops in Heywood, near Rochdale, late at night (Scheerhout, 2017). The Rochdale child sex abuse ring is significant because it brought to light the issue of child sexual exploitation in the UK and led to changes in the law regarding police powers to investigate such cases. The case also resulted in a public inquiry, which is ongoing.
Under-reporting and under-identification of child sexual abuse make it hard to estimate prevalence rates. However, some studies suggest that CSE is a significant and growing problem (Brown and Saied-Tessier, 2015). Given this crime is often secretive and hidden nature, it is likely that the actual prevalence of CSE is even higher. While more research is needed to understand the scope of the problem better, there is no doubt that CSE is a severe and dangerous form of child abuse (Barnardo's, 2012, 2011). CSE typically involves exploiting a child for sexual purposes, often in exchange for money or other rewards. The perpetrator may be an individual or a group, and the child may be lured or coerced into sexual activity. This can result in lasting physical and psychological harm for the child, making it essential that CSE be prevented and addressed. Depending on the wording of a survey and its circumstances, estimates for all types of CSA can differ significantly. Children who have been sexually abused rarely discuss their experiences (Elkin, 2020). According to the Children's Commissioner for England, 16,500 children were at a high risk of gang-related sexual exploitation between April 2010 and March 2011, based on three or more types of behaviour that local authorities observed (Berelowitz et al., 2012; Dearden, 2019).
Moreover, the sexual exploitation of children increased by 110% in one year, while 'sexual grooming' offences skyrocketed by 266% between 2016 and 2018 in the UK (Karsna and Kelly, 2021). According to the Office for National Statistics, many victims do not come forward about their abuse because they fear that nobody will believe them (Elkin, 2020). Some people may avoid coming forward about their abuse out of fear of being blamed or punished if it is revealed that they were involved in illegal activity (Beckett and Warrington, 2015). Moreover, some victims are also likely to feel a sense of loyalty toward the abuser or fear violence from them (Webb and Holmes, 2015). Many victims have been isolated from their loved ones throughout the grooming and abuse process, making them feel they have nowhere to turn to for help. Many victims do not realize that they have been abused, and some even feel responsible for what has happened to them. This demonstrates that many studies conclude that victims of sexual abuse often do not report the abuse for various reasons. As an outcome of these and other factors, victims of sexual abuse are often reluctant to come forward and report the abuse.

The Media
[bookmark: _Int_9ymN0tYo]The Times published an article in January 2011 detailing how men had sexually assaulted girls aged 16 and under after meeting them locally in northern towns and cities (The Times, 2011). The victims met their potential perpetrators in places typically considered safe, such as shopping centres, arcades, parks, and even on the streets. This attack was deemed "localized (or on-street) grooming". The article was controversial and shed light on the fact that, in many cases, the defendants were of Asian or British origin while the victims were White. This prompted a debate about whether ethnicity played a role in these crimes. In 2012, nine men were convicted of crimes associated with a localized grooming ring based in Rochdale.
Out of the five victims, one had been put in a care home in Rochdale by another Local Authority (Phillips, 2022). Furthermore, it was worrisome that the care system could not even protect those vulnerable children it was supposed to help. It was also reported that a police officer yawned while discussing a sexual attack on one of the victims during a recorded interview (Manchester Evening News, 2017). Eventually, it became known that Child Protective Services had initially chosen not to prosecute because there were questions about whether or not the victims would make credible witnesses. The House of Commons started its investigation and collected evidence related to the issue. The researchers looked at many different sources to understand how widespread the problem of grooming gangs is in the UK. Some of these sources were people who had been involved before with catching and punishing groomers, social care workers, victims, representatives from groups that work on this issue outside the government, and Ministers. 
In May 2013, seven men from Oxford were convicted of child sexual exploitation offences. This was a year after the Rochdale verdict (Topping, 2013). The Old Bailey in London chaired the case, where it was revealed that the offences had taken place between 2004 and 2011. These offences included the trafficking of children, sexual activity with children, rape, and child prostitution. In response to the scandal, the media set an agenda against the police and acknowledged that those police officers might have discriminatory attitudes towards the victims (Cockbain and Tufail, 2020). Detectives interviewed the victims without training in child exploitation and found that victims were forced to return to their abusers for financial reasons (Skidmore, 2016). Even though some of these shortcomings were present before the scandal, they were brought to light by the media's coverage. As a result of this public scrutiny, the police department implemented new policies and procedures regarding child abuse investigations. While these changes may not be perfect, they are steps in the right way to ensure that all victims of child abuse are protected. A significant role in shaping public opinion on the matter was the media, often setting an agenda critical for the police.

What has been the response to this issue
The Rochdale scandal case sparked a vigorous discussion about the racial motivation of the crimes. It was suggested that social work departments and police had turned a blind eye to the gang when details emerged because of the fear of appearing racist in the media. As a result, Pakistani men grooming young white girls were ignored by the police (Henry, 2012). The UK's Department of Education declared new funding for a specialist foster care scheme after the Rochdale gang was sentenced. This will protect vulnerable children who were victims and are currently in residential care. (Topping, 2012). The Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre (UK) researched whether those who groomed children online disproportionately targeted any specific races over five months.
A situation in which gifts were traded with sexual favours exploiting a young person was categorized as underage grooming. The study drew data from various organizations, like Barnardo's (Paskell, 2013). However, experts found the results unreliable because not all the data had been gathered using uniform methodologies. Furthermore, ethnicity was not always included in each police report. Moreover, the Education Committee of The House of Commons recommended that measures be taken to improve the care provided to older children and monitored according to the Ofsted inspection standards (JTAI, 2016). This is a sensible suggestion, as all children must have access to high-quality care, regardless of age. The Committee's recommendations are based on the premise that older children are often more vulnerable and require more individualized care than younger children. As such, care providers must be able to meet the needs of each child. By monitoring the quality and suitability of provision for older children, Ofsted will ensure that all children receive the best possible care. Certain professionals have failed to recognize the issues of exploited children. Many professionals instead used language such as 'promiscuous', which accusingly connotes that the person in question engages in sexual activity often. Another word they might use is 'risky', which suggests that the person is not cautious with their body and/or health. Furthermore, some people say that the victim has 'consented' to any form of sexual advances, regardless of how far along those actions went (Cockbain et al., 2014). 

How effective has this response been?
The scandal led to a significant increase in public awareness of child sexual abuse and prompted a wave of scrutiny aimed at Children's Social Care departments. This scrutiny was intended to identify any weaknesses in the system that might have allowed the abuse to go undetected and to ensure that similar activity could be prevented in the future. As a result of this increased scrutiny, considerable progress has been made in improving how children's social care departments operate. Furthermore, measures have also been taken to identify vulnerable victims and ensure they have access to support. Calls have been made for reforms in the court processes, and health and education campaigns have worked to increase awareness of the problem. The Department for Education, the Residential Leadership Board, and legislators through the Modern Slavery Act 2015 and National Referral Mechanism have heeded these calls.
Despite many steps taken by the institutions against the Rochdale grooming scandal, the required results have not been achieved. There has been a burst in the number of children going missing and being placed in care homes away from their families. Nine hundred ninety kids went missing from out-of-area placements in children's homes, as stated by the Department for Education figures from 2015. In 2018, the number of children in out-of-area placements increased to 1,990--a 100% increase from 2012. Over six years, there was a 77% per cent increase in the number of looked-after children placed out of their original areas (Marsh, 2019). This includes those who were sent to secure units, foster care, and into different children's homes. Two-thirds of all children living in children's homes now live outside their home borough. They are easy targets for those who would take advantage of them without the support of family or friends. Some become victims of traffickers and drug gangs, living in a brutal reality (Brown et al., 2017). This demonstrates that the children's home system in the United Kingdom is broken. It is drastically failing children and young people, placing them in danger of being groomed for sex. It is instead working in the interest of private providers. This is a national scandal that must be addressed urgently. The system is supposed to protect children and provide them with a safe environment to grow up in. However, it is failing miserably. Private providers are putting profit before the safety of children. They are not being adequately supervised and are not subject to adequate regulation. This has resulted in numerous cases of sexual abuse and exploitation.
Nevertheless, this is just the tip of the iceberg. Many more children are being failed by the system daily (Brown et al., 2016). It is time for a radical overhaul of how children's homes are run in this country. Only then can we hope to keep our children safe from harm.

Recommendations taking the issue forward
The recommendations made by the Home Affairs Committee in 2018 are a good starting point, but they need to be implemented more effectively to make a real difference (Home Affairs Select Committee, 2013). One of the critical problems is that police forces often ignore grooming reports or do not treat them with the seriousness they deserve. This needs to change, and recommendations should be made to police forces to ensure that they take all reports of grooming seriously and take action to investigate and prosecute the responsible ones. In addition, recommendations should be made to child protection agencies to help them identify vulnerable children who may be at risk of being groomed by gangs. These agencies should support and guide these children and work with police forces to ensure they are protected from becoming victims of these heinous crimes. Only by taking these steps will we be able to start to address the issue of grooming gangs in the UK.

Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_gicWHVrV][bookmark: _Int_vwO001bm]To conclude, there have been several highly publicized cases of grooming gangs in the UK in recent years, leading to calls for action to prevent such gangs from operating freely. The Rochdale grooming scandal was one of the major incidents and brought the issue into the limelight. Media discourse and research have made recommendations to police forces and child protection agencies. However, more must be done to protect vulnerable children and young people from becoming victims of these gangs.
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