Why are terrorist organisations often involved in other forms of criminality (e.g. acquisitive crime), and how can this inform counter-terrorism policing? 
Terrorism organisations and criminal enterprises have historically operated with separate motives, terrorist seek political or ideological change, while criminals pursue profit. Yet, in recent decades it has been revealed that there is an increasing overlap between the two, giving rise to what scholars call the crime-terror nexus. This term reflects how terrorist groups engage in criminal acts , either to fund operations, sustain their networks, or even blue the ideological lines altogether. The convergence of terrorism and organised crime poses significant challenges to traditional policing and security strategies.  This essay critically examines why terrorist organisations often participate in criminal activities and discus how insight can inform modern counter-terrorism policing. Using academic literature and real-world case studies, it explores financial motivations, operational dependencies and the implications of these for policy and law enforcement.
Terrorism and organized crime have often been conceptualized as distinct threats; however, they can converge in complex ways. According to Makarenko 2004, this relationship lies along a continuum. At one end, criminal organizations may adopt ideological motives, while at the other, terrorist groups may engage in organized crime purely for funding. The grey area in between represents hybrid entities that merge both purposes (Makarenko, 2004, P- 132).
Phil Williams 2009 reinforces this, arguing that globalization, porous borders, and technological advancement have contributed to this merger. He identifies that both terrorists and criminals exploit weak state structures, access illicit markets, and rely on clandestine networks. Understanding these overlaps is essential for effective counter-terrorism efforts (Williams, 2009).
Terrorist groups require substantial financial resources to operate funding recruitment, weapons, logistics, propaganda, and sometimes, governance. Without state sponsorship or external donors, many groups turn to illicit activities. These include drug trafficking (e.g., Taliban’s involvement in Afghanistan’s opium trade), kidnapping for ransom (e.g., Boko Haram, Abu Sayyaf), illegal oil smuggling (e.g., ISIS in Iraq and Syria) and human trafficking and extortion. Some argue that terrorist groups increasingly rely on such criminal activities, especially when isolated from legitimate financing. For example, ISIS reportedly earned over $1 million daily from oil smuggling alone in 2015 (Center for Security Studies, 2025).
Criminal activities also provide logistical support. Smuggling routes used by drug cartels often double as arms trafficking corridors for terrorists. These shared resources create operational synergies between criminal and terrorist networks. According to Dishman (2005), cooperation may evolve from temporary alliances into more integrated partnerships. In areas with weak governance, terrorist groups may assume criminal roles to maintain control. For instance, Al-Shabaab in Somalia taxed local businesses and controlled trade routes to reinforce its authority, using extortion as a strategic tool (Center for Security Studies, 2025).
ISIS serves as a textbook example of a hybrid terrorist-criminal organization. Though ideologically motivated, it relied heavily on oil smuggling, kidnapping, and extortion to finance its operations. According to The Guardian (2024), even large companies such as Lafarge made payments to ISIS to continue operations in conflict zones, indirectly funding terrorism.
Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) Operating in the Philippines, ASG blends ideological goals with criminal endeavours. The group gained international notoriety for high-profile kidnappings. In the 2000 Sipadan and 2001 Dos Palmas incidents, tourists were abducted and released for ransom. These actions generated millions of dollars and prolonged ASG's operational capacity.
Al-Shabaab. Beyond ideological aspirations, Al-Shabaab has engaged in illegal charcoal exports despite international bans. Between 2012–2017, this trade allegedly earned them $400 million (Center for Security Studies, 2025). These profits funded operations, recruitment, and internal governance, making Al-Shabaab both a criminal cartel and an insurgent force.
Tren de Aragua (TdA). Though originally a prison gang in Venezuela, TdA has evolved into a transnational group engaged in drug trafficking and extortion. In 2025, the U.S. Justice Department filed its first terrorism case against a TdA leader, recognizing the blurred lines between organized crime and terrorism (AP News, 2025). This case signifies how modern terrorist entities increasingly resemble sophisticated criminal syndicates.
Implications for Counter-Terrorism Policing
Understanding the crime-terror nexus has practical and strategic implications for policing. Traditional policing separates organized crime units from counter-terrorism divisions. However, the hybrid nature of threats necessitates inter-agency collaboration. Police must integrate data on financial transactions, trafficking routes, and ideological threats. Europol and Interpol already provide frameworks for this, but national implementation varies. Counter-terrorism should focus not only on the ideological aspect but also on the financial mechanisms of terror groups. This includes tracking suspicious bank transactions, dismantling money laundering networks, and seizing illicit assets. According to Levitt (2013), financial disruption has proven effective in weakening groups like Hezbollah.
Countries must adapt legal tools to address dual-purpose organizations. Laws that address terrorism separately from organized crime may fail to prosecute hybrid groups effectively. UNODC (2021) suggests a harmonized legal framework where criminal association and terrorist intent are jointly considered. Preventive strategies are vital. Community policing, education programs, and deradicalization efforts must be emphasized. If communities are economically and socially resilient, they are less likely to be exploited by terrorists or criminals. Lum, Kennedy, and Sherley (2006) found that community-based approaches enhance intelligence gathering and public trust.
Despite theoretical clarity, several barriers hinder effective policy execution such as jurisdictional conflicts between law enforcement bodies, resource constraints in developing nations, corruption within institutions and rapid technological change, including encrypted messaging and cryptocurrencies used by criminals. Furthermore, the global nature of terrorism makes unilateral policing insufficient. Effective counter-terrorism policing must involve multilateral cooperation, such as international treaties, joint task forces, and intelligence sharing.
The convergence of terrorism and criminality represents one of the most pressing security challenges of the 21st century. As terrorist groups increasingly rely on criminal activities for survival, the lines between ideology and profit are becoming blurred. This crime-terror nexus complicates traditional policing methods and requires adaptive, integrated, and informed counter-terrorism strategies.
Policing must evolve from a narrow focus on ideology to a broader analysis of the economic and operational infrastructure of terrorist groups. By integrating financial tracking, intelligence collaboration, legal innovation, and community engagement, counter-terrorism policing can effectively combat the dual threat posed by modern hybrid organizations.
The case studies of ISIS, Al-Shabaab, Abu Sayyaf, and Tren de Aragua demonstrate that criminality is no longer incidental to terrorism—it is often central. Recognizing and responding to this reality is not only prudent but essential to safeguarding national and global security.
























Why is a partnership approach the most effective way to reach groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police? You should consider why certain groups are reluctant to engage with police, and the ways engagement can be achieved.
Trust and engagement between the police and the communities they serve are foundational to effective policing. However, certain communities are historically less willing to engage with the police due to a complex interplay of sociopolitical, cultural, and historical factors. This essay examines why some groups are reluctant to engage with law enforcement and explores why a partnership approach is the most effective strategy for enhancing police-community relationships. Drawing upon academic research and real-world case studies, the essay will demonstrate how collaborative models lead to improved outcomes in community safety, trust, and participation.
Research shows that marginalized communities, particularly ethnic minorities, immigrants, LGBTQ+ individuals, and economically disadvantaged populations, are less likely to trust or cooperate with police (Tyler, 2005). The reasons for this reluctance include historical abuses, perceived or actual discrimination, over-policing, under-protection, and cultural misunderstandings.
The Macpherson Report (1999) following the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry was a landmark in identifying institutional racism within UK policing, contributing to the mistrust particularly felt by Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) communities. Such institutional issues have led many to view the police not as protectors, but as potential sources of harm. This alienation is not restricted to the UK. In the United States, the killing of George Floyd in 2020 catalysed global protests and highlighted ongoing tensions between police and communities of colour (Chaney & Robertson, 2013).
Similarly, LGBTQ+ communities often report discrimination, particularly trans individuals who have documented higher levels of victimization and less willingness to seek police support (Stotzer, 2014). For immigrant communities, fear of deportation or language barriers can further inhibit interaction with law enforcement (Vera Institute of Justice, 2008). These factors contribute to a cycle of mutual suspicion and disengagement, undermining the legitimacy of policing and leaving communities vulnerable to crime.
A partnership approach involves collaboration between police and other agencies, such as local government, education providers, health services, and community-based organisations, to identify and solve problems. It moves policing from a top-down, enforcement-centric model to one based on dialogue, shared goals, and mutual accountability.
Partnership approaches align with community policing philosophies that emphasize building long-term relationships and working jointly to address underlying causes of crime and disorder (Skogan, 2006). Academic literature supports this model, Goldstein (1990) argues that problem-oriented policing, where police work collaboratively with stakeholders to diagnose and address the root causes of crime, yields more sustainable solutions.
Partnerships help rebuild trust by positioning the police as one part of a wider network of community support. When police work alongside respected local organisations, such as faith groups or youth centres, they benefit from the legitimacy and trust those organisations have already established (Myhill, 2012).
Another is cultural competence. Partnering with organisations that understand the cultural norms and communication styles of specific communities helps prevent misunderstandings. For example, working with Somali community leaders in London has helped police tailor their approach and address concerns rooted in past trauma from authoritarian regimes (Innes, 2006).
Increased access and visibility. Through partnerships, the police can maintain a presence in communities without solely relying on enforcement. Joint outreach programmes, information sessions, or social events provide informal settings to foster dialogue and break down barriers.
Shared responsibility. A multi-agency approach reinforces the idea that public safety is not the sole responsibility of police. It acknowledges the social determinants of crime, such as housing, education, and health, and leverages the expertise of various sectors to address them holistically (Home Office, 2010).
Manchester’s Integrated Neighbourhood Management Teams. This initiative brought together police, local authorities, housing associations, and community representatives. The program successfully reduced crime and anti-social behaviour by addressing environmental issues, improving local services, and enhancing community confidence. An evaluation showed that public perception of police improved significantly, particularly in areas with high immigrant populations (Crawford, 1997).
Prevent Strategy – Partnerships in Counter terrorism. The UK’s Prevent strategy aims to stop individuals from becoming involved in terrorism by working with local partners such as schools, mosques, and community organisations. Though controversial, the partnership model within Prevent has helped to identify early signs of radicalisation in some instances. A review by Thomas (2016) suggests that while trust issues remain, projects that include credible local voices have seen greater engagement from Muslim communities.
Glasgow’s Violence Reduction Unit (VRU). Perhaps one of the most successful examples, the VRU treats violence as a public health issue and involves police working with social workers, educators, and health professionals. The result has been a dramatic reduction in violent crime. The partnership approach, focused on prevention and rehabilitation rather than punishment, particularly resonated with young men previously disengaged from authority figures (Deuchar, 2013).
Camden Safe and Well Visits (London). Police and fire services in Camden collaborated with housing officers and social workers to conduct welfare checks on vulnerable individuals, including elderly and disabled residents. These visits helped build trust and allowed concerns to be addressed before they escalated into criminal issues. Community feedback showed increased confidence in police legitimacy (Camden Council, 2019).
While the benefits are evident, partnership working is not without challenges. Bureaucratic silos, differing organisational cultures, and lack of shared objectives can hinder collaboration (Berry et al., 2011). Power imbalances between police and community partners may also inhibit genuine co-production of solutions.
To overcome these barriers, successful partnerships require clear governance structures to define roles, responsibilities, and decision-making authority, joint training to build mutual understanding and develop shared language and objectives resource sharing and long-term funding to ensure sustainability and community leadership, ensuring that engagement is not tokenistic but genuinely led by those most affected.
Engagement Techniques Supported by Partnerships
Co-Production and Co-Design. Involving community members directly in the design of policing strategies ensures relevance and buy-in. For example, some UK police forces use citizen panels or community scrutiny groups to review stop-and-search data or use-of-force incidents (HMICFRS, 2020).
Youth Engagement. Partnerships with schools and youth charities help police reach younger audiences. Projects like police cadet schemes, sports initiatives, and mentorship programs have shown positive impacts on youth attitudes toward law enforcement (Hughes et al., 2002).
Digital Platforms and Community Forums. Using social media and community apps (e.g., Neighbourhood Watch online groups) to share information and collect feedback fosters continuous two-way communication. These platforms work best when used alongside community partners who can amplify messages and encourage participation.
Embedded Police Roles. Neighbourhood policing teams embedded in community organisations, such as mental health trusts or housing associations are seen as more approachable and responsive. These officers act as bridges between the community and the criminal justice system.
Engaging with communities that are traditionally reluctant to work with the police is a complex but essential task. Academic research and real-world case studies consistently demonstrate that partnership approaches are among the most effective methods to achieve this goal. By collaborating with trusted organisations, respecting cultural nuances, and involving communities in decision-making processes, police can begin to rebuild trust, legitimacy, and effectiveness. However, partnerships must be authentic, adequately resourced, and grounded in mutual respect to truly transform community relations and public safety outcomes.
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