


According to the House of Lords Library (2020) serious and organised crime (SOC) is unlawful actions that are predetermined, arranged and enacted by individuals or individuals that work as part of a larger group. According to The Crown Prosecution Service (2022) there are leading focus categories of SOC such as drug trafficking, child sexual abuse and exploitation, fraud, cyber-crime and also money laundering. The prevalence of SOC within the UK is extremely high, with the Police and Crime Commissioner of West Mercia (2019) reporting an annual cost of £37 billion. However, the Police and Crime Commissioner of West Mercia (2019) also reports that a substantial volume of SOC continues to be concealed and underreported, indicating that the true cost is likely to be much larger. It is vital for the government and local councils to work towards understanding and preventing the increase of SOC to reduce the impact and overall quantity of crime within the UK. The Local Government Association (2015) reports that the level of SOC is most impactful on local communities, with different communities serving a different purpose for different SOC organisations. The local Government Association (2015) offers example’s such as offenders targeting susceptible communities to supply and distribute drugs or targeting more rural areas to obscure the police from victims of modern slavery. In an effort to manage the extent of SOC, the National Crime Agency (2022) centres their tactical strategies across three main areas such as, the exploitation of the vulnerable, the impact on communities and the harm to the UK’s economy and institutions. This essay will examine and evaluate the prime threat that is faced within the three main categories that are concentrated on by the National Crime Agency.

The first central concern that is affected by SOC is the exploitation of vulnerable people. The sexual exploitation of children and teenagers has become a growing and advancing threat within the UK. According to Wager et al (2021) child sexual exploitation (CSE) occurs when an individual manipulates and takes advantage of vulnerable children into committing sexual acts for an exchange of something valuable to the child, for example accommodation, money, drugs, affection, etc. The Department for Education (2017) demonstrates an example such as a 22-year-old male influences his 16-year-old ‘girlfriend’ to have sex with his ‘friends’, however she is unaware that the ‘friends’ are paying the male for the encounter. Coventry City Council (2023) also explains that CSE can also occur online, through explicit images or uncensored videos. The impact of such crimes can have leading effects for the victims and the rest of society. The NSPCC Learning (2022) explains that the impact of CSE can result in the victims experiencing mental health issues such as depression and anxiety which can also then lead to substance abuse and offending behaviour. With Lancashire County Council (2014) reporting that substance addiction, mental health and alcohol acting as contributing elements towards a life of crime. Lancashire County Council (2014) also suggests that the contributing factors such as substance misuse can also lead to more serious crimes such as robbery to fund the individuals’ habits. With a multitude of prisoners facing mental health challenges, the House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts (2017) reported approximately 90% of adults in prison in the year 2016-2017 are considered to have a mental health problem. The House of Commons Committee of Public accounts (2017) also detailing that the NHS spent approximately £150 million on mental health and substance misuse services for adults in prison within England. The effect of COVID-19 also exacerbated this issue with an increase of violence between offenders, self-harm and suicides due to the unforeseen suspension in mental health services such as group therapy (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2021). As CSE is a severely underreported crime, this can be extremely difficult for police and government agencies to manage the prevention of CSE and how to prosecute the offenders. The National Crime Agency (2018) reports that with the advancement in technology offenders are able to use encrypted websites, anonymisation and virtual private networks to conceal the offenders IP address to mask their digital footprint. All of these components, such as the devastating impact onto victims and society, the cost and the difficulty to prosecute and identify offenders are all contributing elements which make CSE such a substantial threat to the citizens of the UK.

The second central concern that is affected, is the impact of SOC on communities. The topic of interest that affects and impact’s the community considerably is the distribution and supply of drugs within the UK. According to the Local Government Association (2022) it is believed that there are 1,000 separate county lines within the UK, each accumulating an approximate criminal profit of £800,000 a year. The Office for National Statistics (2022) reported that in the year ending June 2022, approximately 3 million adults aged 16 – 59, within England and Wales, had noted drug use within the last 12 months. The Department for Health and Social Care and the Home Office (2021) stated the use of illegal drugs costs an estimate of £20 billion of taxpayer’s money. The annual costs are caused due to the additional and quickly advancing issues that occur as the result of drugs. For example, vulnerable adults are targeted within socially deprived area’s and are cuckooed by offenders. According to Leicester Safeguarding Adults Board (2020) the act of “cuckooing” by an offender is where a vulnerable adult is befriended, manipulated and taken advantage, for the purpose of the offender having access to the vulnerable adult’s address. The access to the address could be used to facilitate the growth, storage, usage and circulation of drugs, to provide the offenders with accommodation and to operate sex work (Leicester Safeguarding Adults Board, 2020). The impact and effect of cuckooing can have a lasting affect onto not only the direct victim but also the surrounding community. McKeganey et al (2004) conducted a study in a local community that faced difficulties with drug users in the area, the residents had reported an increase in drug paraphernalia such as used needles which posed a significant health risk to everyone, especially children, within the community. McKeganey et al (2004) also reported an increase of intimidation and anti-social behaviour from local young people such as graffiti, vandalising individuals’ property and stolen and damaged vehicles, which left residents feeling uncertain for their safety. Buckinghamshire Council (2021) expresses that with a higher proportion and larger presence of drugs in the area, this also increases the quantity of sexual violence, intimidation, burglaries and brutality. For example, according to Leukfeldt and Holt (2022) offenders who commit burglary, do not solely engage with this crime, and also commit theft of vehicles, take part in robberies and distribute illegal substances. The distribution of drugs also involves the presence of gangs and includes the coercion of children to transport weapons, drugs and illegal profits (House of Commons Library, 2022). The UK Government (2022) reported in the year 2020, an increase of 31% of referrals for suspected child victims of coercion into organised gang county lines. The House of Commons Library (2022) also describe that the contribution of county lines on communities has a strong correlation to serious violence within the area. The National Crime Agency (2016) also suggested that gangs use violence in order to establish and conserve the reputation of the county line, with 70% of areas disclosing that violence was used against other gang members to hold members responsible for lost, stolen items or profits. The inflated volume of drugs within an area can have overall damaging effect onto victims, families and communities that can result in elevated crime rates. The National Crime Agency (2017) also stated that the extent of drug distribution is so vast that it is especially difficult to trace the offenders trafficking the illegal substances into the country. With the presence of high profile Albanian and Lithuanian crime groups expanding their influence throughout the entirety of the UK, the National Crime Agency (2017) affirms that the trafficking and supply of drugs are a significant threat to the UK.

The third central concern that is impacted by the volume of serious and organised crime is the harm caused to the UK’s economy and it’s institutions. Cyber-crime is one of the many methods that SOC organisations use to impact the UK economy. According to the National Crime Agency (2021) cyber-crime can be categorised as technology dependent or enabled crime which can take place offline and online. According to the Cabinet Office (2011) online cyber-crime is the involvement in the illegal pursuit of financial profit through manipulating vulnerable people online or illegal computerised techniques to access or seize documents used by UK nationals, the government or businesses. The Home Office (2018) detailed an approximate illegal profit of £6.1 - £25.2 million through the breach of card data stolen and sold on the dark web. Saunders (2017) explains that there is not one typical description of a cyber-criminal, with offenders ranging from large international organised crime groups to smaller scale, local criminals. With the quality and volume of advanced technological capabilities of cyber-crime developing rapidly, it is vital for government and authoritative agencies to ensure the prevention of cyber-crime to reduce further impact. For example, according to the National Cyber Security Centre (2022) the use of ransomware has become increasingly popular. The National Cyber Security Centre (2022) states that the use of ransomware targets businesses and individuals, disabling a computer or encrypting the data and displays a message threatening to either leak the data or hold access to the computer until a financial payment is made. The expanding ecosystem of data that is uploaded onto ‘cloud’ networks, which society has virtually become dependent on has also simplified the process for offenders. Curtis and Obxburgh (2022) states that with the combined condensed supply of victims and the readily available pre-made software, has allowed for inexperienced offenders to commit cyber-crime cheaper and easier on a significant scale. Offenders have also utilized technology onto traditional methods of fraud. According to Levi et al (2016) offenders introduce themselves to a victim in person, within letters and phone calls as the initial contact. Grooming their victim and later accumulating money through a cyber element such as bank transfer or card details within an email. Levi et al (2016) also reports that many of these interactions are micro fraud’s, which results in a low impact for the victim, taking a minor amount of money but occur to a multitude of individuals. With micro frauds causing a low impact, many instances of micro fraud’s are unreported, McMurdie (2016) reported that 88% of the public felt that law enforcement do not have the resources and the capacity to investigate and prosecute offenders committing cyber-crime. With technology becoming an integral part of the daily lives of citizens within the UK and the rapidly advancing speed of technological evolution, it is essential for the National Crime Agency and other governing agencies to protect and prevent individuals and businesses from the threat of cyber-crime.

In conclusion, the management of the threat of SOC continues to be a significant battle for government agencies. For example, Thompson (2019) conveys an interesting perspective which explains that, while children and young people are recognised as vulnerable to the coercion, grooming and manipulation of SOC organisations into the involvement of county lines and gang related behaviour, the government continues to respond with disciplinary action in preference to safeguarding interventions. Thompson (2019) recommends approaching individuals with their vulnerabilities and needs as a priority could more effectively obstruct the possibility of SOC groups from targeting vulnerable communities and exploiting at risk individuals. The effect and impact of SOC has a ripple effect which transcends into a bigger and much more significant problem that must be fully understood to productively prevent SOC organisations. With D’Souza and Shapland (2023) reporting that the impact of SOC is widespread and corrosive, which disturbs the success of UK public services, infrastructure and institutions everyday.
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