






























Introduction 
Kirby and Nailer (2013, p. 397) highlighted the growth of organised crime (OC) and the fact that the agility of organised crime groups (OCGS) was threatening to overwhelm law enforcement. These observations are none the less relevant today with OC being so pervasive that it could arguably now be classed as volume crime. Prior to the observation of Kirby and Nailer, Zoutendijk (2010, p.69) was questioning if we were measuring OC and not something else, suggesting that a radical concept would be to accept that OC is in fact a political construct.
Within this review I look back on the identification of (Serious) OC, the introduction of the Serious and Organised Crime Agency (SOCA), the associated legislation, the evolution of the National Crime Agency (NCA) leading us to the current day with the recent publication by Home Office (2026) titled From local to national: a new model for policing.
In 2020 the NCA estimated that serious and organised crime (SOC) cost the UK 47 billion annually (Home Office 2020, p.9). With more than 350,000 people believed to be involved (HMICFRS 2020, p.26). In 2004 the Home Office document One Step Ahead – A 21st Century Strategy to Defeat Organised Crime highlighted concerns specifically sighting the technological evolution of SOC and the lucrativeness and appeal of fraud type offending to those engaged in SOC, themes that remain today.
The NCA (2025) continues to sight growth in areas such as drug supply with cocaine and ketamine consumption increasing by 7% and 85% respectively combined with the worrying emergence of nitazenes. Whilst I will not delve into specific crime types in significant depth the emergence of synthetic opioids is an excellent example of how SOC can and will evolve to maximise profits and minimise the chances of disruption leaving law enforcement playing catch up. 
Home Office (2023, p. 9) define SOC as:
Individuals planning, coordinating and committing serious offences, whether individually, in groups and/or as part of transnational networks.
This definition identifies one of the micro level details that has a macro level impact when we look at tackling or designing a response to SOC. This definition focuses on the individuals or groups committing the crime and not on the mechanisms that help facilitate the criminality. SOC is a business and to identify its strengths and weaknesses it should be viewed as such. 
Murray (2013, P.104) pulls on this thread further questioning that if we do not make efforts to understand SOC then any disruption will ultimately be reactive as opposed to the proactive management that is required. 
Kirby and Snow (2016, p. 112) also discuss how academic research into the subject is frustrated by the lack of accurate definitions explaining that 180 variations existed. Zoutendijk (2010, p.38) commented on this at a very early stage in the life cycle of what we currently consider to be SOC asking “Which agency or researcher is truly measuring the threats of organised crime? Or is it all just a matter of taste and can we interpret and define ‘threat’ and ‘organised crime’ in whatever way we like?”
When we combine the proliferation of definitions with variables such as the control of ROCUS funding by Chief Constables and PCC’s (HMICFRS 2021, p5.) resulting in 86 national decision makers (Home Office 2026, P.42) we start to understand why law enforcement has not been able to effectively tackle or even slow down the growth of organised crime. 
Serious and Organised Crime Agency
The functionality of the Serious and Organised Crime Agency (SOCA) was described by Fitzpatrick as (2006, p.130):
Preventing and detecting serious organised crime and… contributing to the reduction of such crime in other ways and to the mitigation of its consequences.
In March 2004 the then Home Secrtary David Blunkett (Home Office 2003) referred to OC as being big business identifying the opportunities for wealth creation because of the world becoming smaller in a physical (ease of travel) and virtual context. These observations were made at a time whereby SOCA was being conceived, absorbing its predecessors the National Crime Squad, the National Criminal Intelligence Service and aspects of Her Majesty’s Custom and Excise under one agency centrally governed by the Home Office. I feel that it is important to acknowledge this earlier amalgamation of departments as this reflects the trend in recent history when considering the approach to tackling SOC. The introduction of the NCA and the more recent proposals of a National Police Force (Home Office 2026) infers that by making something bigger it is going to make it better or more effective. To date there is little evidence to suggest that such approaches have or are effective. 
Fitzpatrick (2006) explores the introduction of the Serious and Organised Crime and Police Act 2005. An act established to focus attention on SOC and provide SOCA and law enforcement agencies with the powers to tackle SOC effectively. 
Sproat (2012, p.317) reflects that at the time of its inception SOCA asserted that “new approaches are incorporated in a compendium of intervention capabilities, tools and techniques. Offering its investigators and other operational officers a very wide range of tactical options”. Such tools and techniques included the emergence of the Serious Crime Act 2007 and use of preventative tools such as Travel Restriction Orders (TROs) Financial Reporting Orders (FROs) and Serious Crime Prevention Orders (SCPOs). Sproat (2012, p. 323) contextualises the need for such preventative tools, these being necessitated by the narrative that those convicted of SOC offences having an 85% recidivism rate which leads us to question why only 15.05% of those convicted were subject to the preventative tools listed above. Fitzpatrick (2006, p.135) questions the preventive tools on display, that these are/were too lenient and that without the implementation of more punitive RICO style legislation the lack of serious or realistic consequence tips offending in the balance of SOC with the reward far exceeding the perceived risk. 
SOCA (2011) starts to formally acknowledge the threat posed by Organised Immigration Crime (OIC) resulting in the Uk Hunman Trafficking Centre being integrated into SOCA however also reflecting that SOCA will be consumed by the National Crime Agency (NCA). 
Prior to SOCA being replaced by the NCA Sproat (2012, p.323) reviews its performance questioning the balance between the messaging that discusses the similarities between SOC and terrorism, with SOC posing a threat to national security. If such a threat was prominent, how are we supposed to assess the success of SOCA as anything more than appeasement. The conviction rates under SOCA would if SOC stood still take the agency 100 years to resolve. Sproat (2012, p. 322) goes on to state that “Such a position implies the authorities have conducted a phoney war on organised crime– possibly to frighten the public to accept illiberal legislation on the domestic front. Criminologists might prefer to use the phrase ‘moral panic’ to describe this situation”
There appears to be a lack of material which examines the successes and more importantly failures of SOCA. I am not looking to use hindsight to unnecessarily critique its failings however more with a motivation to learn from them and inform future change.
National Crime Agency
According to the NCA’s National Strategic Assessment of Serious and Organised Crime in 2019, there are more than 4,500 recognised organised crime groups (OCGs) operating in the UK (HMICFRS 2021). This is not including Urban Street Gangs which Crocker et al. (2019, p.435) discuss as being considered for inclusion in SOC statistics. 
The National Crime Agency (2025) outlined the current threats in the context of SOC as:
· Child Sexual Abuse
· Cyber
· Drugs
· Firearm
· Fraud
· Illicit Finance
· Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking
· Organised Acquisitive Crime
· Organised Immigration Crime
More usefully there has been a move to understand the enablers that straddle and impact across SOC, these being:
· The Criminal Use of technology 
· The UK Border
· Insider Threats, Bribery and Corruption 
· Prisons and Probation 
The identified threats focus Forces and ROCUS in setting priorities and helps to align them with the management of risk in law enforcement (MoRiLE), a system that law enforcement agencies use to help them consistently assess and prioritise risk. Consistency is to be commended however the HMICFRS (2025, p.38a) highlight problems with the current way of assessing the level of risk that OCGs present. The MoRiLE matrix has been criticised as being unfairly weighted towards OCGS that operate in an environment associated with drugs and firearms and that these will often outscore OCGS operating in the OIC space. Moving forward when looking at commodities there must be a rationale for scoring the human aspect within the OIC space above what can be seen as an inanimate commodity such as drugs (in the absence of associated violence). 
The clarity in identifying such threats through accurate recording is echoed by the Home Office (2023) which identifies the SOC Masterlist. The SOC Masterlist captures operational activity across law enforcement against SOC. In addition, the introduction of agency and partner management information system (APMIS) has seen the NCA, ROCUS and police forces utilising one database to store and record SOC threats, development and disruptions HMICFRS (2025b, p.3). The HMICFRS (2020, p. 36) explained that the NCA is not configured to deal with SOC sufficiently to the standard that the public would expect and it is yet to be seen if measures such as the Masterlist and APMIS are sufficient to remedy such concerns.  
Public Perspective
Understanding what the response to SOC has and continues to be is important, equally so is understanding what the public perception of SOC is. Whilst accepting that the general population will be unaware of the intricate details of SOC it is important that we ensure that the Policing response is proportionate. At a time when public confidence is constantly under scrutiny it is crucial that Policing is being seen to respond to the crimes and or concerns that impact the public and their perception of safety and security. 
With fraud being identified as a SOC threat the Home Office (2026, p. 8) reports that 44% of all crime in 2024/25 was made up by fraud offences with the NCA (2025) estimating that only 14% of frauds against individuals are reported. Accepting the impact of fraud offences by way of volume, does it have a significant impact on the public and in turn public confidence in the policing? Bullock and Leeney (2012, p.281) would argue not sighting harm as being the key impact factor influencing public concern and that due to the impact of fraud style offences being financial rather than physical it does not illicit the same levels of concern. Of course, fraud offences could be linked with funding more serious crime however when balancing the impact its demand has on police resources there is a strong argument to support that this should be addressed by those outside the police in the financial, private and business sectors. 
Home Office (2026, p. 8) explained that in 2024/25 public confidence in the police had fallen to 67%.  Skidmore et al. (2020, p. 192) sights that 84% of the public believe that organised crime is a problem however a third only perceive it as a problem in their area with victims rarely having knowledge of the origin of the offences, they are subject to. Bullock and Leeney (2012, pp. 283-289) discuss that SOC is viewed by the public as something that is happening somewhere else and to someone else. They go on to assert that the public perception of SOC is largely in response to media reports of specific events. Arguably media reporting has as much impact on public confidence and the perception of risk associated with SOC threat when weighed against any policing response. Sorell (2018, p. 142) explains that the public perception of seriousness is determined by the difference the offence makes to the victim’s standard of life rather than an explicit connection to SOC. The public appear more concerned with how overtly serious an offence is rather than if it was perpetrated by an OCG or categorised as a specific SOC threat. This must be central to considerations moving forward.
Sorell (2018, p.138) and Williams (2012, p. 402) both discuss how SOC can at times be viewed romantically by the public, applying a Robin Hood style rationale to the morality of the offending especially when balanced against the cost of living with SOC being seen as a rationale economic decision to escape from economic deprivation. 
Conclusion
Crocker et al. (2019, p. 443) assert that an enforcement mentality confines police and prevents dexterity when looking to tackle criminality that is not neatly packaged, often causing it to fall into the “too-hard” box. Kirby and Nailer (2013, p. 400) and Kirby and Snow (2016, p.112) expand on this suggesting that as preventative approaches are seen as being less popular as they tend to require more careful analysis and collaboration resulting in enforcement being the easier option and default tactic. 
The recent emergence and identification of enablers as described within is a positive step however more needs to be done. Looking at enablers and threads that run through multiple crime types will help law enforcement to understand the modelling behind the criminality. A move towards finding vulnerabilities for law enforcement to exploit across various crime types as opposed to focusing on the OCG, invariably one of many operating with a single crime type. Zoutendijk (2010, p. 69) expands on this suggesting that we should consider SOC as activities instead of OCGS. Detailing that “Criminal groups are often ephemeral and once busted by the police, usually dissolve. Organised crime activities on the other hand are here to stay and therefore much more useful for strategic priority setting”. Hopkins, Keighley and Sanders (2024, p. 57) also emphasise the point that more focus should be paid to the acts of SOC and that to design effective preventative measures we must move away from the obsession of trying to understand the structures of OCG’s.
SOC must be viewed as a business to help inform meaningful disruption. Murray (2015, p.199) describes organised crime as “business activity” with the Home Office (2023, p. 9) describing the aim of SOC activity being to extract the maximum profit with the minimum risk. Once we start to view SOC in this way we can start to understand its strengths and weaknesses. Hopkins, Keighley and Sanders (2024, p. 57) suggest that a more analytical approach will assist in understanding the SOC business framework and how SOC activity is concealed. Murray (2013, p.100) draws parallels between the maxim of “understand the business” which is frequently used in equity investment and how this should be mirrored in an approach to tackle SOC. Investing in or working alongside professionally qualified accountants who have exposure to accounting, business strategy and market analysis is a must to inform development and disruption strategies. Murray (2013, p.107) states that “accountants and experienced business analysts should be as fundamental to the law enforcement process as forensic scientists and fingerprint experts”.
If SOC is to be viewed as a business, we must upskill ourselves in law enforcement to understand the psychology behind the decision-making process of actors in the context of SOC. One of the most cited theories in this regard is rational choice theory. Kirby and Snow (2016, p.113) view offenders as rational actors who weigh up the risk offsetting this against the reward. Williams (2012, p. 404) describes profit in the context of rational choice as being the prime motivator for those engaged with SOC. Kirby and Nailer (2013, p. 399) elaborate on the points above advocating that practitioners should be encouraged through the use of rational choice theory to understand the crime from the offender’s perspective when devising the intervention. 
The recent publication From local to national: a new model for policing (Home Office, 2026) makes some interesting recommendations however to avoid this being seen as “The emperors new clothes” law enforcement must reflect on past failures and accept that policing, conventional or otherwise is no longer able to effectively disrupt SOC on its own.
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