
Essay five: 
What characteristics or factors increase the risk of exploitation by Serious or Organised Crime Gangs? Your answer should examine both the psychological and socio-economic characteristics of victims of exploitation.

Serious and organised crime refers to people who, whether alone, in gangs or as part of international networks, plan, coordinate and carry out significant serious offences (National Crime Agency, 2020). Many offences fall under the term serious offences, these include, fraud, cybercrime, modern slavery and human trafficking, illegal drugs and firearms, child sexual abuse and many more (National Crime Agency, 2020). This essay will look at some of the characteristics and factors that increase the risk of exploitation by serious and organised crime groups. This essay will mainly focus on county lines and cuckooing as literature in this topic is more prevalent.

Annan et al. (2021, p. 2203) research found amongst adolescents that a key risk factor for joining gangs and engaging in crime and anti-social behaviour was linked to lack of parental support and supervision. Some adolescents acknowledged that lack of family support led them to engage in criminal activities and joining gangs which were widely accepted by delinquent peers (Annan et al. 2021, p. 2203) Thus, one could argue that a lack of parental support and supervision will make these young person’s more susceptible to exploitation if they feel the recruiters are investing time in them, and receiving attention, which they aren’t getting in their home life.

Young persons are often used as “runners” for the purposes of county lines, where their role is to convey and sell illegal drugs (Robinson, McLean and Densley, 2019). These runners often receive very little reward but assume majority of the risk through drug dealing, being promised a cut of the profits or a wage but instead of a financial reward, their immediate needs are met instead with the recruiter buying them day to day items such as clothes and toiletries (Robinson, McLean and Densely, 2019). So, for example young persons from poverty or deprived areas may be easily recruited if promised a financial reward and the idea of a better, more glamourous lifestyle. Further supported by Briggs (2010) who states that young persons who suffer from social and economic marginalisation with very little future prospects, legitimate opportunities and limited resources, admire the lifestyles of criminal gangs and the enticement of making money fast. Thus, gangs can use the social and economic disadvantage of these young persons to their advantage in terms of recruitment and exploitation.

Another factor which makes young person’s more likely to be exploited by criminal gangs is having a drug debt.  Dealers allow the young persons to accrue debt over a long period of time, with the debt then being used against the young person to sell drugs as a way in which to pay off their debt and allowing them to have constant access to drugs for their own use (Robinson, McLean and Densely, 2019). Thus, dealers can utilise drug debt as a way of coercing young persons into county lines to pay off their debt.

Though county lines can affect anyone, it is often associated with child criminal exploitation (CCE). CCE occurs when someone or a group coerces, controls, manipulates, or deceives a child or young person under the age of 18 by taking advantage of a power imbalance. (Home Office, 2018). Even if the behaviour seems voluntary, the victim still may be the victim of criminal exploitation. CCE does not require a physical aspect and can still take place by using technology (Home Office, 2018).

According to Home Office (2018) some factors that make children more at risk of CCE include; learning difficulties, mental health issues, unstable home life, previous experience of abuse, social isolation, physical disabilities, economic vulnerabilities, homelessness, children in care, not being part of mainstream education and having connections with people involved in gangs. Children who have been exploited are also at risk of being trafficked, groomed and physically, emotionally, and sexual abused (NSPCC, 2023). However, children who have been exploited are often failed by adults and professionals in identifying them as victims due to their involvement in committing crime, therefore the harm they have experienced is often overlooked (NSPCC, 2023).

Cuckooing is closely linked with county lines and those who are part of cuckooing, often prey on those who are vulnerable by using force against them or befriending them, the goal being to acquire their residence to use in the facilitation of selling drugs (Spicer, Moyle and Coomber, 2020, p. 306). Further to this Chakraborti and Garland (2015) highlight individuals with learning difficulties are at risk of being cuckooed and are likely to be targeted due to their disabilities. Chakraborti and Garland (2015) state many of those with learning difficulties are socially isolated, therefore making it easier for them to be manipulated and befriended, thus exacerbating the likelihood of them being victims of being exploited. Supported by Spicer, Moyle and Coomber, (2020, p. 310) who agree that being elderly or having learning difficulties is seen as a suitable target for dealers to exploit.

Similarly, to Robinson, McLean and Densely (2019) who highlighted the link between young persons who have drug debt being recruited and exploited into runners for organised gangs. Spicer, Moyle and Coomber, (2020, p. 310) found that dealers would often end up cuckooing those who were heavy drug users after establishing a relationship with them as customers. Thus, highlighting that being a drug user increases the likelihood of being exploited due to their dependant nature.
 
Drug runners are increasingly engaging in sexual activity with females who have mental health issues and/or drug and alcohol dependency as a way in which to take over their home (Spicer, Moyle and Coomber, (2020, p. 314). Preying on their vulnerabilities and using it to their advantage, almost grooming and sharing may similarities with child sexual exploitation (Spicer, Moyle and Coomber, (2020, p. 314). 

Victim vulnerability is frequently exacerbated in the UK by socioeconomic problems like homelessness, loneliness, and substance misuse. Vulnerable people move outside of the UK because there aren't enough job or educational opportunities. The likelihood of being exploited as soon as a victim of modern slavery from outside the UK enters the country is almost certain (National Crime Agency, 2020) 

To conclude, literature suggests that those most at risk of exploitation are young persons and those classed as vulnerable. Research highlights that those from disadvantaged backgrounds are much more likely to be exploited due to lack of access to legitimate opportunities and future prospects. Those who are drug users and have a drug debt are also at risk of being not only exploited as runners for gangs but more likely to be victims of cuckooing as well due to owing money.  
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