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Essay 1: Why are terrorist organisations often involved in other forms of criminality and how can this inform counter-terrorism policing? 

Despite often being categorised as separate threats, terrorism and organised crime are operationally entangled. Ideological motivation does not exclude the reliance on financial and logistical criminal support to sustain terrorist operations, such as drug and firearms trafficking, fraud and forged documents. The connection becomes particularly visible in areas such as illicit trafficking and money laundering, where both types of networks depend on the same routes, facilitators and concealment methods (Europol, 2017). For counter terrorism policing, these shared systems provide insight into how extremism survives. Trafficking and financial crime are no longer secondary. They are part of the structure of recruitment, attack planning and escape. The more naturally these relationships are seen, the more preventive policing can become.

This essay examines how the operational connections between terrorist organisations and other forms of criminality offer insight into extremist activity. It explores how understanding these links can inform counter terrorism policing by revealing how threats run, plan and camouflage themselves within familiar systems. Rather than focusing on ideology, policing can observe how criminal behaviour shapes extremism. By reading the infrastructures that support terrorism, police gain earlier access to patterns that do not rely on belief but on routine. This understanding does not replace ideological awareness, but reinforces the interpretation of threat by exposing the foundation of its structure.

In the UK, criminal infrastructure is increasingly recognized as part of what allows terrorism to evolve. What appears to be isolated fraud or document misuse could be part of a wider process of radical planning. Disruption tactics have shifted in response, focusing on irregularities in identity use, unexplained cash flows and forged papers rather than waiting for ideological declarations. (Home Office, 2024). These indicators show the early stages of operational development. For counter terrorism policing, this redefines what counts as significant in threat recognition. Benefit fraud or identity irregularities become significant flags when viewed through the wider perspective of enabling extremism. When police detect these patterns early, intervention becomes more accurate and strategic.

Terrorist organizations do not operate independently from criminal systems. Their ability to plan, communicate and conduct attacks relies on access to money laundering services, supply chains and logistical assistance (UNODC, 2019). Depending on the environment, extremist use of these networks may involve quiet integration or direct collaboration. For counter terrorism policing, this variation provides guidance on where weakness and risk lie. Where criminal operations thrive without oversight, extremist movements gain space to infiltrate and hide. Shared locations or routes become more revealing than ideology. When police prioritise the structural context, they gain the ability to recognise terrorist activity long before it is named. Risk can be calculated through infrastructure rather than waiting for belief to be named.

Additionally, terrorist organisations are heavily reliant on the proceeds of organised crime to fund their operations and this dependency is not minor, it is fundamental. The financial support is not limited to ideological donations. It draws heavily from illegal trades including extortion, trafficking and cyber fraud (United Nations, 2019). These financial crimes allow extremist groups to operate without exposure, blending into the wider criminal environment. For counter terrorism policing, this changes the role of financial crime units. Their investigations are not only economic, but potential intelligence for national security. Following suspicious transactions, shell companies or asset movements can uncover preparations for attacks or identify concealed extremist cells. This connection allows earlier visibility of terrorist operations before escalation. 

Counter terrorism strategies that overlook organised crime miss the chance of early intervention. Terrorist organisations often gain resilience by inserting themselves into existing illicit structures, especially in conflict zones where criminal networks provide movement, supply and security (Shaw and Mahadevan, 2018). These relationships form through shared interest rather than shared belief. For policing, this means environmental awareness not only becomes as important as ideological monitoring, but precedes it. Criminal groups that dominate local economies or transit paths may be indirectly sustaining extremist activity. By mapping those enablers, police can detect the operational roots of terrorist groups. This replaces reactive tactics with proactive analysis, allowing policing to weaken threat before ideology even surfaces, thus offering a more predictive lens for policing. 

As seen in Africa, where traffickers and terror groups often share protection routes, the illegal drug trade continues to be one of the strongest and most consistent links between organised crime and terrorism. This link creates shared economies, mutual protection and corresponding logistical structures (News Desk, 2024). Extremist subjects often use trafficking routes to move people, firearms or funds while masking these activities within wider criminal activities. For counter terrorism policing, this turns drug trafficking into a source of intelligence. Unusual trafficking patterns or newly formed supply networks may indicate more than just economic changes. They can signal movement or planning linked to terrorism. When law enforcement reads drug trafficking through this lens, it enhances the predictive value of routine enforcement that can disrupt terrorist activities. 

The connection between organised crime and terrorism becomes harder to detect when it takes root in areas with minimal government control. This connection thrives in regions marked by institutional void, where formal oversight is absent and illicit power structures expand (UNICRI, 2020). Criminal and extremist subjects create structures that replicate governance, offering services and protection that replace the failing institutions. For counter terrorism policing, this shifts attention to environments where government fragility enables extremist expansion. It is not only ideological hotspots that require monitoring but areas where the loss of authority creates concealed threat. Policing can treat institutional breakdown as a warning sign for terrorism, not just a political concern.

Terrorist organisations are rarely independent from the structures around them. They rely on criminal systems to move weapons, people and resources (McCraw, 2003a). These actions form a routine that sustains extremist capability. For policing, repeated crimes such as extortion, forgery and trafficking in specific regions can be recognised as more than disorder. They are signs of dependency. Where radicalisation is also present, that convergence becomes evident. Rather than focusing on belief, counter terrorism police can identify threat where criminal behaviour exists in proximity to extremism. This is a signal of structure, not coincidence.

By using bribery, commercial fronts and quiet intimidation to gain power, terrorist groups are able to infiltrate within local economies and political systems. Control does not always announce itself. It appears through silence, hindered investigations or public contracts presented repeatedly to the same people (National Security Council, n.d.). For counter terrorism policing, quiet dominance, often reflected in delayed investigations and postponed enquiries, is an early clue. Power held through routine can be harder to detect than violence. Intelligence analysis must include these indirect signs. Threat is not always explosive. Sometimes it is administrative, commercial, systematic and might appear natural. 

Financial support from criminality is not the only factor that terrorist organizations depend on. Criminal networks provide access to routes, materials and safe passage that allow extremist operations to function without attracting attention (McCraw 2003b). The transportation of weapons, recruitment of followers and circulation of illicit materials all depend on infrastructure that blends into ordinary trade. For counter terrorism policing this moves the focus toward logistics. Locations that facilitate movement such as warehouses, shipping ports and commercial supply chains may hold greater intelligence value than ideological spaces. Detecting suspicious patterns within these operations helps identify extremist behaviour even in the absence of direct evidence. What appears to be routine may carry strategic function. These criminal activities do not exist in isolation. Together they form a concealed operational map that provides cover, movement and structure to extremist threats.


Targeting terrorism involves more than tactical arrest or surveillance. Criminal networks support a range of activities from money laundering and human trafficking to resource exploitation, all of which can serve extremist purpose (United Nations 2024). These actions build phantom systems that provide cover and continuity. For counter terrorism policing the challenge lies in connecting activities that are often treated separately. An investigation into financial crime may uncover structures that also facilitate radicalisation. Human trafficking routes may double as transport corridors for extremist activities. Each form of illicit activity can become a mechanism of survival for terrorist groups and when seen together they offer a more complete picture of operational threat.

Criminal networks construct alternative systems that regulate illicit economies and offer protection and control. These systems often function more reliably than weak governments, which makes them attractive to extremists (O’Brien, 2024). They do not just use these environments, but they become part of them. For counter terrorism policing, this changes the picture. Informal taxation, community enforcement or phantom governance are not simply criminal signs. They show the presence of functional power that supports extremism through continuity rather than through chaos. 

During Operation Crevice, one of the UK’s most critical counter terrorism investigations, police uncovered a plot involving the acquisition of 600 kilograms of ammonium nitrate stored in a commercial unit in West London. The material was not trafficked or hidden through elaborate means but purchased through legitimate sources with the support of criminal agents, allowing it to blend into legal supply chains. The group used low level benefit fraud and forged identities to secure resources, fund travel and maintain communications. These methods were simple and repetitive, relying on hired vehicles, ordinary equipment and routine logistics that did not attract attention individually. The investigation also revealed that the men involved maintained links to extremists in Pakistan and Al-Qaeda, where training and ideological reinforcement occurred. The activity’s success depended on their ability to manipulate everyday systems without triggering early suspicion, using legal businesses, forged identities by abusing the system and low-level financial crime as part of a wider structure of planning and concealment (Herrington, 2015). 

This case has established how terrorist capability can be built not through dramatic violence but through persistent, familiar offences that slip through the cracks of routine policing. For counter terrorism, the implications are significant. The ammonium nitrate was legally sourced, but its purpose was entirely hidden by how ordinary the transactions appeared. The fraud that funded their operation was not high-value, yet it allowed them to operate without drawing attention. The rented vehicles and storage units, when seen in isolation, were unremarkable, but as a pattern, they revealed operational intent. The connections to Pakistan and Al-Qaeda show that extremist coordination is not always based on clear organisational ties but can emerge through informal, familiar networks that move across borders unnoticed. In policing terms, this means that visibility does not lie in belief or ideology. It lies in the behaviour that repeats itself quietly and efficiently within legal structures. Operation Crevice exposed the necessity of reading preparation as structure. Counter terrorism was taught a lesson: to detect the rhythm of activity that makes threat operational, even when every part of it appears ordinary. Criminal infrastructure is not adjacent to terrorism: it is part of it.

Terrorist organisations do not engage in criminality out of convenience. They do so because these networks provide the protection, access and continuity that ideological belief alone cannot guarantee. Understanding this is not a matter of political analysis. It is a policing necessity. Counter terrorism cannot succeed by chasing individuals in isolation. It must map the structures that sustain them, treating criminal activities as strategic warning signs. The threat is not only in what terrorists believe. It is in what they build, who enables them, and how they survive beneath visibility. Every forged document, trafficked item and illicit transaction contributes to the architecture of terrorism. When these acts are treated as minor offences, their true function remains hidden. But when interpreted as mechanisms of movement, planning and concealment, they reveal the deeper shape of threat. Counter terrorism does not require a new system: it requires a different lens. Organised crime offers terrorists more than resources. It offers proof that terrorists can operate outside the reach of lawful authorities and succeed. When criminal networks function more efficiently than government systems, they become more than criminal: they become possible. This is what draws extremist groups. It is not only money or logistics. It is the demonstration that power can be built without permission. When policing sees criminality not just as crime, but as capability, it begins to anticipate threats through structure. The relationship between terrorism and organised crime does not dilute ideology: it makes it operational. 

[word count: 2037]

Reference List:

Europol (2017). Links between serious and organised crime and terrorism. Europol. Available at: https://www.europol.europa.eu/socta/2017/links-between.html (Accessed: 23rd May 2025).

Home Office (2024). Counter-terrorism disruptive powers report 2023 (accessible). Home Office. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/counter-terrorism-disruptive-powers-report-2023/counter-terrorism-disruptive-powers-report-2023-accessible (Accessed: 23rd May 2025).
‌
UNODC (2019).  Theoretical frameworks on the linkages between organized crime and terrorism. United Nations Office On Drugs And Crime . Available at: https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/organized-crime/module-16/key-issues/theoretical-frameworks-on-the-linkages-between-organized-crime-and-terrorism.html (Accessed: 23rd May 2025).
‌
United Nations (2019). Organized Crime. Office On Drugs And Crime. Available at: https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/organized-crime/intro.html (Accessed: 23rd May 2025).

Shaw, M. and Mahadevan, P. (2018). When terrorism and organized crime meet. Global Initiative. Available at: https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/PP6-7_2018-1.pdf (Accessed: 23rd May 2025).

News Desk (2024). Crime-terror nexus battles drug control. Flinders University. Available at: https://news.flinders.edu.au/blog/2024/06/27/crime-terror-nexus-battles-drug-control/ (Accessed: 23rd May 2025).

UNICRI (2020). The Nexus between organized crime and terrorism - A week dedicated to capacity building and advocacy. United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute. Available at: https://unicri.org/index.php/news/Nexus-organizedcrime-terrorism (Accessed 23 May 2025).
‌
McCraw, S. (2003a). International Drug Trafficking and Terrorism. FBI. Available at: https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/news/testimony/international-drug-trafficking-and-terrorism (Accessed 23 May 2025).
‌
National Security Council (n.d.). Transnational organized crime: A growing threat to national and international security. The White House. Available at: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/administration/eop/nsc/transnational-crime/threat (Accessed 23 May 2025).
‌
McCraw, S. (2003b). International Drug Trafficking and Terrorism. FBI. Available at: https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/news/testimony/international-drug-trafficking-and-terrorism (Accessed 23 May 2025).

United Nations (2024). Peace and Security: What is transnational organized crime? United Nations. Available at: https://www.un.org/en/peace-and-security/transnational-crime (Accessed 23 May 2025).

O’Brien, J. (2024). Illicit economy and terrorism funding. Vision of Humanity. Available at: https://www.visionofhumanity.org/how-illicit-economies-fund-terrorism/ (Accessed 23 May 2025).
‌
Herrington, L. (2015). British Islamic extremist terrorism: the declining significance of Al-Qaeda and Pakistan. The Royal Institute of International Affairs. Available at: https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/field/field_publication_docs/INTA91_1_02_Herrington.pdf ‌(Accessed 23 May 2025).













Essay 2: Why is a partnership approach the most effective way to reach groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police? 

Communities do not disengage from police by chance. That distance is often a result of repeated negative experiences, inconsistent presence and a history of unmet promises. When the police only make an appearance after incidents or when things escalate, people begin to see them as disconnected or indifferent. A partnership approach can change this dynamic. It brings people into the process and creates a space for shared responsibility, inviting communities to become part of the solution instead of being treated as outsiders to policing decisions.

Trust builds when engagement is sustained, not when it is used as a temporary strategy. Communities need to feel that they are genuinely being heard and that their opinion and contribution have an impact. Effective engagement helps reduce crime and the fear of crime when communities are included in the decision-making process and feel that their voices have a real influence (Perez, 2024). Public participation has an influence on behaviour. People begin to take initiative when they know their voices will impact decisions and they respond more proactively when they feel that safety is a shared effort rather than something imposed from a superficial authority. 

There is also an ethical foundation that shapes this approach. Communities are not just sources of information. They are central to building public safety. Developing and maintaining trust is necessary for order, but it also requires a clear sense of shared responsibility between officers and the people they serve (Pastor, Corderman and Jarvis, 2023). When people feel that their lives matter in the eyes of the officers and they are treated with humanity, they are more likely to take an active role in protecting their own communities.

This essay explores why a partnership approach is the most effective method of engaging with groups and communities who are often reluctant to interact with police. It examines the roots of that reluctance, identifies the communities most affected and shows how collaboration builds legitimacy, enhances public trust and improves long-term positive outcomes.

Reluctance to engage with police varies across different communities, shaped by a variety of factors such as historical experiences, societal context and personal interactions. In some cases, individuals or groups have been subjected to discrimination, inequality or negative past experiences with law enforcement, creating lasting distrust. Others may feel unheard, misrepresented or mistreated by authorities, which leads them to avoid interactions altogether. 

Victims of domestic abuse face significant barriers when it comes to reporting incidents to the police. Research reveals that only one in five women who experience domestic abuse from an intimate partner report it to the police, with fear, shame and a belief they will not be taken seriously acting as major deterrents (Women's Aid, 2023). Many domestic abuse survivors assess the risk of not being believed or supported as more dangerous than the abuse itself. That decision reveals how much damage is done when police response lacks empathy or consistency.

Ethnic and racial minority groups often experience reluctance to engage with police due to racism and negative past experiences. Research shows that ethnic minorities, particularly black people, are more likely to be stopped and searched by police, which contributes to a sense of alienation and distrust (Home Office, 2023). The reality of disproportionate scrutiny reinforces the belief that some communities are treated as suspects by default rather than as members of the public that deserve equal protection.

Young people, especially in urban areas, are frequently under heightened police scrutiny, which leads to feelings of being unfairly treated and as a result, feel discouraged from engaging with officers. A recent study found that only 44 percent of Generation Z expressed confidence in the police, significantly lower than the general population (Duffy and Morini, 2024). When young people feel constantly watched, judged or dismissed, they disengage entirely. That absence of trust at an early stage erodes the chance to create cooperative relationships later on, as adults. 

LGBTQAI+ communities face their own set of challenges when engaging with law enforcement. Many individuals of this community experience discrimination or even violence from police, particularly transgender people, who often face inappropriate questioning or denial of service (Grasso et al., 2024). For many, the fear of secondary victimisation outweighs the potential benefit of police protection. These experiences are not isolated incidents, but part of a wider institutional marginalisation. 

Individuals experiencing homelessness, mental health issues or substance abuse disorders also avoid engaging with the police due to negative past experiences and a fear of further stigmatization. Research shows that police encounters often lead to increased stigmatization, making individuals more reluctant to report crimes or seek assistance (Andresen and Hodgkinson, 2019). A person who feels judged or criminalised during a vulnerable moment is unlikely to seek help again. These groups often become invisible to systems designed to protect the public and that invisibility, in turn, increases their risk.

Migrant and refugee communities often hesitate to interact with police due to fear of deportation, lack of legal status or negative experiences with law enforcement in their home countries. The hostile environment policies in the UK have created an atmosphere where migrants, especially those without legal status, are afraid to contact authorities for fear of being reported to immigration services (JCWI, 2024). Seeking help becomes a calculated risk. Even victims of crime sometimes remain silent because the system feels more dangerous than the harm they experienced. That silence is created by real fear, not by ignorance.

Hesitance to engage with police is, thus, a complex issue, shaped by a variety of personal, societal and historical factors. Understanding these barriers is crucial in fostering more inclusive and effective policing strategies. By recognising the root causes of disengagement, law enforcement can take steps to rebuild trust and establish more meaningful connections with marginalised communities. Without meaningful engagement, policing becomes speculation rather than fact. Communities that feel ignored or misunderstood are less likely to cooperate, even when police presence increases. Trust does not grow from visibility alone. It grows from fairness, consistency and the belief that people are part of the process, not merely subjected to it. Policing by consent demands that the public are involved, not dismissed. Public confidence in the police has significantly declined, with only 53 percent of adults in England and Wales saying they believe the police do a good or excellent job (Home Office, 2023). That level of confidence is not just a statistic. It directly shapes reporting rates, cooperation and public morale. When trust collapses, even police forces that benefit from abundant resources can become ineffective.

In London, efforts to improve community engagement have been linked to better outcomes in neighbourhood policing, such as higher trust levels and increased local cooperation. Members of the public can ask questions in real time to the Mayor of London, where a comprehensive answer will follow (London Assembly, 2019). This builds confidence through listening, acting and continuity. The results support that legitimacy is earned through responsive and respectful presence. 

The breakdown in trust between the public and police requires urgent reform centred around transparency, accountability and ethical leadership (Tudor, 2023). Authority must be earned through action. No amount of media work can replace what people observe day to day in how officers treat them. The path to legitimacy is paved by conduct, not slogans.

An example of successful community engagement is The Scottish Violence Reduction Unit (SVRU). It was created in 2005, in response to the extreme levels of violence across Scotland. That year, Scotland recorded 137 homicides, with 41 in Glasgow alone, resulting in the city being called the murder capital of Europe. Strathclyde Police recognised that enforcement alone was failing and decided to take a different approach. The SVRU began treating violence as a public health concern that could be prevented and addressed at its roots rather than reacted to once it had already caused harm. This new direction produced significant results. Since then, the homicide rate in Glasgow fell by 41 percent and a significant reduction in youth violence was observed (‌Scottish Violence Reduction Unit, 2020). These outcomes were not accidental. They came from consistent presence, long-term collaboration and a refusal to give up on communities others had quit on. This move was not just about tactics. It was about recognising that crime stems from deeper conditions such as poverty, trauma and exclusion. Instead of seeing young people as offenders, the SVRU chose to view them as people in need of support and direction. The police did not act as distant authority. They worked alongside schools, youth services, healthcare and local groups. By listening first and acting with patience, they created the kind of legitimacy that cannot be claimed through control, only earned through effort and time.

One of the key strategies that supports the SVRU model is the Mentors in Violence Prevention programme. It trains students to lead conversations about violence and to challenge harmful behaviour when they see it happening in their schools (Relationships Project, n.d.). The strength of the programme comes from its refusal to treat young people as passive. It gives them a role, a voice and a responsibility to protect each other. By allowing pupils to speak with credibility among their peers, the intervention becomes part of the environment rather than something imposed from outside.

The same principle applies to the Quit Fighting for Likes campaign, which was developed with Youth Link Scotland and Medics Against Violence. It focuses on the way digital conflict among teenagers can escalate into physical violence, especially when the need for attention and social validation are involved (Youth Link Scotland, 2024). Instead of blaming technology or telling young people what not to do, it shows them the real consequences of these situations. It teaches that walking away is not weakness. It is strength, especially when it means breaking a cycle of retaliation and escalation that others expect you to follow.

Another key initiative is the No Knives Better Lives programme. It addresses knife crime not through fear but through education, support and the message that carrying a weapon increases your vulnerability rather than reducing it (Scottish Government, 2018). This message is not given in isolation. The programme provides real alternatives. It gives young people someone to trust, somewhere to turn and something to work towards that feels more secure than a knife in their pocket. That difference is what makes prevention meaningful rather than abstract.

Together, these interventions do not operate as separate campaigns. They form part of one sustained vision, where the police are present not to control but to guide and protect. The SVRU did not try to scare young people into obedience. It worked with them, stayed with them and built something they could believe in. This is what real partnership looks like. It does not demand instant results. It demands consistency, respect and the kind of care that cannot be faked. The outcome is not just lowering crime. It is a generation that sees the police not as a threat but as part of the solution. The partnership approach to policing is essential in connecting the gap between law enforcement and the communities that have historically felt excluded. Through genuine collaboration, shared responsibility and early intervention, it becomes possible to rebuild legitimacy and establish long-term public confidence. The SVRU shows that this is not theoretical: it is operational and proven. When people are included and treated as participants, they begin to trust. This is how change begins, through presence, through partnership and through belief in a shared, better future. 
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