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  Exloring the relationships & dynamics 
between OC across these islands (P1) – 
By SAR Consultancy  
The purpose of this brief is to provide a snapshot of the exchange of information and 
opinion between panellists at our recent Irish Security Series event, which was co-hosted 
by ourselves, SAR Consultancy, and the British Embassy here in Dublin, on the topic of 
Serious and Organised Crime in the UK and Ireland. The first of two virtual events on 
this subject took place on the 24th February 2021 and explored the relationships and 
dynamics between Organised Crime across these islands from the perspective of the 
existing networks, the actors involved, the commodities moving between them, and 
their direction of movement. It also attempted to identify the key crimes these networks 
are more frequently involved in, looking to better understand why these and not others 
and what has or might influence change in this regard. An open and frank discussion 
provided insights into many of these areas, left room for further discussion, and 
highlighted additional areas of this compelling and interesting economy. This 
document attempts to draw together these key insights. It reflects no single panellist’s 
views, rather it compiles them into a short ‘snapshot’ of the discussion.  
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The nature of Serious 
Organised Crime (SOC) between the 
UK & Ireland  

There is no shared understanding of the term Organised Crime in the 
UK or Ireland, or more widely for that matter. Different activities, actors, 
groups etc. are often described by the term, with groups ascribed this 
label ranging from the hierarchical well-structured, well-organised 
networks to more common loose, local networks. Our discussion 
largely concentrated on the former, because it is groups of that nature 
(highly structured and networked) that are active on and between the 
islands of Ireland and Great Britain.  

Many of these groups have a wealth and power that requires such a 
structure. SOC is similar to any business (albeit illegitimate), therefore 
structure is required to ensure they maintain, enhance, and grow their 
activities. As a result, the British and Irish authorities are now dealing 
with SOC groups that are more organised than ever before. Some 
display a level of sophistication that surpasses that of the agencies 
investigating them. It is this power, wealth and the danger they pose 
that is extraordinary. 

Cooperation between the UK & 
Ireland in relation to SOC groups 
Good cooperation exists between British and Irish crime groups, with 
many working and operating across both islands. Moreover, these 
relationships extend beyond these islands, to the Americas, Europe, 
and further afield. Some exert their power remotely, choosing to do so 
from the perceived safety of other jurisdictions, where their activities 
are often under surveillance, but not always in a manner that restricts 
their behaviours. 

 Five key snippets 
from the 
discussion  
1. Networks and 
cooperation are as important to 
SOC groups looking to maintain 
their activities, as they are to 
policing agencies responding to 
them, with both looking for 
insights and access to the other to 
learn, disrupt and succeed. 

2. Albeit illegal, the activities 
of SOC groups mirror (to a large 
degree) those of legitimate 
business, with elements such as 
customers, commodities, logistics, 
and supply lines, of key concern. In 
addition, similar to businesses 
seeking to grow, innovation, 
change, expansion, and 
disruption are key.  

3. SOC does not respect 
borders, legislation, jurisdictional 
restrictions, ideological opinion, 
etc. Rather, it sees opportunity 
where others see challenge. 

4. SOC groups are prepared 
to dominate communities, 
authorities (if possible), and other 
legitimate business to ensure and 
maintain success; time, resources 
and power are not a concern for 
many. 

5. Cooperation in policing is 
not to be taken for granted. It 
requires management, resources, 
and expertise, but equally 
important are factors such as trust, 
respect, and shared aims.  
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Commodities of choice  
While the illegal sale and supply of drugs, illegal migration, and exploitation of borders are key crimes of concern in 
relation to the island of Ireland and Great Britain, other SOC are also prioritised. For example, in the context of the North 
- South relationship, crimes such as excise fraud, financial crime, and rural crime are equally highlighted. Commodities 
moved between the UK and Ireland do so through well-established routes, with many organisations working together 
to ensure they maintain their supply and delivery lines. Cash often flows in the opposite direction to the commodities. 
Many of the groups concerned have sought to diversify their activities, which is a known and widely understood 
approach in business to reduce risk. In the context of SOC on the islands of Ireland and Great Britain, it is often seen in 
SOC groups’ involvement in drugs and human trafficking (a trend which is found in other parts of the world). Therefore, 
cooperation is imperative because when SOC groups are not tied to one type of crime, it is likely that there are links 
between criminal actors active in other areas and jurisdictions.  

It is worth noting that many of these crimes also mirror SOC prioritised by Europol, with the addition of a few more 
including cybercrime, organised property crime, illegal trafficking of firearms, environment crime, and document fraud. 
An interesting observation about these additional priority crimes is their role as (not exclusively, it is noted) support 
crimes to other OC activities (cybercrime and firearms, for example) and those that help clean and legitimise earnings 
from such crimes (organised property crime and document fraud, for example). It is paramount that cooperation takes 
place in these areas, because like any business, supply chains and investments often cross many borders. Different 
jurisdictions need to be aware of the broader web of related people and activities.  

Cooperation between authorities in the UK, Ireland and beyond 
SOC has been around for a long time on the island of Ireland. As it developed, so too did the need for cooperation 
between agencies on the island, especially as it became better understood. The cross-border dimension with Great 
Britain also became a noted area of operations for many of these groups. Over time, solutions were found to overcome 
issues with cooperation between law enforcement agencies in Northern Ireland and the Republic. For example, there 
were perspectives in the 70s that the Republic was a safe haven for terrorists avoiding prosecution in the North. This is 
likely to have impacted trust and cooperation, but with the introduction of legislation to prevent people from avoiding 
such convictions by moving south, a step was taken to demonstrate a shared commitment to a shared threat; terrorism. 
This was reinforced over the years, with agreements like the ‘Fresh Start Agreement’ which helped facilitate cooperation 
on a North - South basis, and the introduction of wider efforts such as the creation of the Special Criminal Court and the 
Criminal Assets Bureau (CAB). These changes provided for tangible means of overcoming obstacles to greater 
cooperation. As the changes continued, legislation was introduced to allow An Garda Síochána to get involved in joint 
investigation teams, which has resulted in greater cooperation occurred between North - South, East - West and further 
afield.   

The importance of legislation that facilitates and enables cooperation is key to comprehensively targeting people and 
proceeds of SOC including those who commit and/or conspire to commit. But while having effective legislation in place 
is paramount, implementation is just as important. This obviously takes time. Certain incidents, for example the shooting 
at the Regency Hotel, may appear to be catalysts for increased policing responses, but it is not as simple as this. Policing 
agencies, and related authorities, on the island of Ireland and Great Britain have and are still evolving to meet the 
changing dynamic of SOC groups. This change has been happening over years, indicative of the ability to respond in 
the wake of serious incidents, as was the case after the Regency, but also other incidents. For example, the successful 
prosecution of key actors in the manslaughter (and conspiracy to transport migrants) of 39 Vietnamese people, who 
were transported in a sealed refrigeration trailer.  

A positive element of the evolution and re-organisation of policing within agencies and organisations on the two islands 
over the last few years is that it occurred at a similar pace and time, and in a similar direction. This is down to shared 
interests and the requirement to enable greater cross border cooperation as a response to the changing nature of SOC 
patterns and trends. Both islands now have a more robust and appropriate capability to respond to such 
crimes and to shared threats. These have resulted in a similar need to monitor, track, and respond to SOC  
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groups within their own jurisdiction and outside them, which in turn has led to an increased need and demand for more 
engagement and cooperation. This now happens on a more regular basis between An Garda Síochána, policing 
agencies in the UK such as the National Crime Agency, the Police Service of Northern Ireland, and many others.  

As the investment in such relationships and partnerships grew, the impact on SOC across both islands became apparent, 
with increased arrests, seizures, convictions, which without doubt has saved lives.  

Changing demand for cooperation 
An interesting observation that emerged during the panel discussion was that SOC is increasingly having a cross-border, 
multi jurisdiction dimension, (often international in scope). This now means that mere casual cooperation is not enough; 
strategic and timely cooperation is key to ensuring policing authorities can keep pace with SOC activities. This need has 
resulted in proactive cooperation, such as shared activities in the areas of surveillance, covert measures, intelligence 
gathering, controlled deliveries, and joint investigations. An outcome of this cooperation is highly visible in the number 
of seizures, arrests, and convictions in Ireland, secured by An Garda Síochána and partners, and in the context of the UK 
in cases like the one mentioned above (manslaughter of 39 Vietnamese people).  

This cooperation, amongst other things, is also improving the skillset within the agencies involved. This was apparent in 
the Special Criminal Court recently, where it was stated that An Garda Síochána now had a level of expertise, within their 
drugs unit, that resulted in the provision of considerable evidence that established the existence of a particular crime 
group; one with a hierarchical structure, with sub cells, which was designed to enhance the capabilities of the OC group. 
It was also noted that this group are involved in the organisation and implementation of execution style murders to 
protect their activities. This level of expertise and knowledge within An Garda Síochána, and its exchange with that of 
the NCA, PSNI, and other entities in the UK has led to considerable success. These relationships allow authorities to 
benefit from their shared experiences, knowledge, and practices, which help ensure responses stay at pace with the 
complexities and dynamics of the changing SOC landscape. One area where this is evident of late relates to the 
technological advancement within SOC activities.  

Shared expertise in this area is paramount because a majority of SOC cases now have an encrypted element, as 
highlighted recently in the UK. Resourcing expertise in this area is costly to develop and maintain, so having the capacity 
to cooperate with other willing agencies, for example with Europol, and national policing units, is vital.  

It is also worth noting that cooperation does not only mean between policing organisations. It also means cooperation 
at a national level with other relevant agencies and cross-border. One way this can be achieved is by embedding 
personnel from other agencies in the same unit (CAB being a good example) and or by drawing the legislative powers 
of multiple agencies into one (NCA). Both options provide officers with a host of different experiences, knowledge, 
legislation, and powers to draw from. Embedding or seconding officers to units is another way of building positive 
relationships between organisations. Communication, collaboration, sharing burdens and resources can have a 
significant positive impact on (shared) results.  

This requires considerable investment in terms of policing responses, legislation, resources, capacity, etc. but also in 
terms of engaging, maintaining, and enhancing cooperation and relationships. Cooperation is not something that 
happens quickly or without investment, trust, respect, and shared priorities are equally important. SOCs do not respect 
borders, legislation, and jurisdictions, and while policing must, it must continue to build the capacity and commitment 
to create an environment conducive to monitoring and following the activities of SOC across borders. In that way, 
demonstrating agility in practice. Moreover, the criminal justice system by its nature can often be seen to be slow to 
respond, so maintaining a future focused, horizon scanning capacity is paramount.   
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What facilitates these crimes & 
relationships? 
There is growing academic literature on OC, with much of it looking at 
groups from Italy, Albania, and Russia. In contrast, there is a significant 
dearth of literature pertaining to OC in Ireland and on the relationships 
between OC in Ireland and the UK. Therefore, it is difficult to ground 
these observations in literature pertaining to these areas, specifically. 
Drawing from the broader literature, however, can provide potential 
insights into the migration of, and relationship between, OC players on 
the islands of Ireland and Great Britain.  

The literature that is available has largely discussed migration of OC 
actors through three models: transplantation; deprivation; and push-
pull. The transplantation model looks at strategically expanding their 
business to take advantage of new opportunities. However, this comes 
with a risk, and may not be attractive for those who are risk averse, as 
complete replication of prior activities to a new area is difficult. The 
deprivation model suggests that situations of deprivation drive 
different types of crime, and while this has resonance for Ireland in 
some areas, the nature of the SOC groups being discussed here 
suggests that the push-pull model may be a more informative 
perspective from which to examine the migration of SOC actors East-
West.  

This model suggests that no two groups are alike and proposes that a 
range of factors are likely to influence an OC group or related individual 
decision to move. Such factors are likely to be influenced by the 
outcome of different events, which in turn influences the decision to 
move and choice of destination. Research that is available suggests that 
push factors may relate to a rising level of risk, choosing to leave to 
avoid harm, conflict, and/or arrest (Allen, 2016). These cases often 
demonstrate a concern with self-preservation and preservation of their 
business. Pull factors might include friends and family in new locations, 
perceptions that law enforcement or the legislation may be such that it 
provides for a more conducive environment for OC to flourish. For 
example, allow them and their activities to fly under the radar. This may 
be because they would not be known to local law enforcement, or it 
may be that the group seeks out areas where policing is not as 
thorough. 

Whatever drives this migration, it is rarely an easy task to transfer from 
one location to another.  Practically and operationally, it may not be as 
simple as one might think, and it is also likely to come with risk. Groups 
that do it need to be able to adapt to their new environment, which 
often takes capital, knowledge, and a network. To be effective in 
business, even in illegal activities, one needs (amongst other things) 
access to commodities, customers, and compliance with the 
established rules of the game, which can be hard to manage in a new 
location. Despite former experience, actors or groups in new locations 
might not have the criminal/social capital, or reputation/credibility to 
advance their activities. These all take time to build and are integral to 

 

 Possible Actions 
to Consider  
• Conduct more primary 
research, which has suffered from 
a lack of funding in the past, to 
ensure a better understanding of 
this complex notion. SOC groups 
are most likely doing research on 
their activities, sectors, and areas 
for future growth, for example. 
Similarly, law enforcement and 
policy makers need to do likewise 
to stay abreast of developments in 
this area, and to help support 
policing. 

• Provide opportunities for 
different voices to be heard and 
exchanged (there is too big a 
societal dimension to this, to be 
solved by policing alone). Within 
these networks meaningful and 
innovative ideas can be created.  

• Maintain a future focused 
perspective of what might come 
next, so all concerned can remain 
vigilant, not only the authorities; a 
significant security threat impacts 
everyone. 

• Continue to make our 
countries and wider jurisdictions a 
hostile place for SOC, but not only 
in respect to geography, also in 
respect to sectors (for example, 
sport, finance, transport, etc.). 

• Closely monitor the 
changing nature of the global 
drug market, especially as it 
pertains to online sales and supply 
and the increasing use of 
synthetics drugs, as products of 
choice. 
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SOC activities at this high level. It is also worth noting that reputation is not all about money, it is often about being a 
hard man, about masculinity; an area requiring further research. Those that do move and are successful, frequently try 
to dominate quickly in their new area of operations, often demonstrated through the use of violence (for example, 
violence associated with County Lines in the UK). This resonates with deterrence theory, which suggests that to be 
effective punishment must be swift and effective, rather than severe. 

Research of Allen (2016) and others may provide insights into the relationship between SOC on the islands of Ireland 
and Great Britain, where networks of cooperation are common. Looking at the push-pull model in the context of Ireland, 
actors or groups are often pushed by too much pressure and conflict. Cases are evident in the media of people who 
moved from Ireland to the UK to avoid arrest, and/or threats to life. Despite such moves, the structures of SOC are such 
that activities are often continued at home, and new activities are created. Given the family connections on both islands, 
this lessens the negative impact of such moves. Understanding these relationships in advance could provide a possible 
indicator to police officers about where actors may go, because it is unlikely to be random. Drawing on the 
Brantingham’s concept of awareness space (1993), and Routine Activities Theory, there is a known relationship between 
place and person, for example through established social networks. Understanding this is important because if an 
unintended consequence of hard or targeted policing is migration, then the police need to be thinking about it, so they 
can inform officers in that particular area in advance, thus making policing more proactive.   

Some SOC actors are also pushed by lack of opportunity. This is an interesting notion, especially given the long 
relationship between Ireland and the UK; in times of financial crisis in Ireland, waves of people have moved across the 
water for opportunity. OC appears to be no different. Windle (2018) highlights this in his research on identifying the 
impact of the Great Recession on the Irish drug market, noting that this era saw many of the market’s customers move 
to the UK. Therefore, the commuting community can also provide opportunity for commuting criminals.  

Organised Groups innovation and learning 
Another important factor that often migrates between OC groups relates to innovation and learning. It is not beyond 
the ability and dedication of these groups to look at what is working elsewhere (often getting some information from 
the mainstream media) or learning about it from other criminals, in prison for example, and adapting it for 
implementation in their area of operations. Similar to legitimate business, SOCs need to move with the times. Therefore, 
it is important for policing authorities to look further afield and create identifiers or early warning systems in case they 
transfer. In this process, it is equally important to examine why certain crime types or MOs do not transfer.  

A specific area worth monitoring for the near future is the role of the online space on drug markets. COVID 19 restrictions 
have (or at least appear to have) influenced an enhanced move to online drug sales. Ongoing changes in the drugs 
market has seen synthetic drugs replacing drugs like heroin in some areas. If these trends continue, they will have a 
significant impact on the traditional drug market. Expertise has been built up across the world on this market in relation 
to routes, actors, methods, etc. These are likely to be significantly impacted if these trends continue, so law enforcement 
needs to remain vigilant and proactive in terms of mapping and forecasting emerging trends in avoid being left behind 
if and when this shift occurs. It is evident already that change is happening, for example the increased sale and supply 
of drugs by post.  

It is worth noting that disruptors do not always come from internal sources, external disrupters like Brexit also can play 
a role; something both SOC actors and law enforcement are likely to be monitoring. One tangible example of this is the 
impact of the change in transportation routes between Ireland and the UK, to Ireland and mainland Europe. This is likely 
to have a significant impact on SOC on both islands.  
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Challenges to tackling SOC 
Given the complexity of activities within SOC, there are many challenges to tackling it. A 
small number will be discussed here. Firstly, the issue of corruption; some of these 
groups are so powerful, it is not beyond them to attempt to corrupt (police, customs 
officers, prison officers, judges, for example) to facilitate their illegal activities. This type 
of corruption can relate to an inducement to an officer to actively do something (visible), 
but equally to do very little (invisible - turn a blind eye, come in late, do not see). The 
latter being very hard to identify and prove, but highly effective, nonetheless. 
Inducement and compliance are often achieved through threats of violence, with people 
being turned by money, sex, threats, financial issues, addiction, etc. While this is often a 
topic people do not like to acknowledge, such officers are only human, almost everyone 
has a breaking point, and many of these SOC groups have the power, time, and 
motivation to find what a certain individual’s breaking point is.  Despite the lack of 
appetite to discuss it in many cases, it is a recognised threat, with the NCA, for example, 
seeing it as one of the most significant external corruption threats to law enforcement. 
That said, the number of convictions in this area is small across Europe, because it is often 
hard to isolate and identify the person and their role.  

Alleged corruption within the criminal justice system has a significant impact on 
investigations, as trust is a key element of collaboration between organisations. There 
is often a concern that SOC groups will be tipped off. However, it is also noted that 
some groups do not wait to recruit corrupt officers, rather deeply embedding 
individuals within such organisations to ensure they have well positioned allies within 
policing, customs, and other similar organisations. This illustrates a long-term strategic 
objective within some SOCs and a willingness and capacity to influence the wider 
landscape to maintain their business activities.   

These powerful SOC groups take advantage of reasonably loose landscapes to buy 
influence. This is not only evident in relation to positions of influence within official 
authorities, but they also influence their own communities and those in which their 
activities take place. For example, for some OC the idea of ‘honour amongst thieves’ 
ends when a suspect is sitting in front of a potentially long sentence and decides a 
better option is to act as a police informant. However, in many of these SOC groups, 
they ensure and reward an omerta of sorts, by supporting families, members, and 
communities to secure allegiance. One tangible way of doing this is looking after their 
members and families when one of them is in prison.  

Such groups often attempt to dominate their communities and life within them, or at 
least those in which their activities take place. An interesting example of this is where 
communities are being influenced by County Lines Drug dealing in the UK. Systematic 
abuse of vulnerable people and communities occurs, with predatory behaviour used 
to influence the storing, transporting, and sale of drugs.  

These three examples of how SOC groups ensure support for their activities, is 
indicative of a highly sophisticated method of avoiding being targeted by other groups 
and authorities, by building a mechanism that seeks to prevent anything from 
thwarting them from advancing their operations. From a response perspective, such 
activities negatively impact the ability to secure convictions against the leaders of these 
organisations, which in turn impacts the ability to bring the big players to justice.  

 Conclusion 
Despite these real and 
tangible examples of 
success, more can and still 
needs to be done. Our 
second event is going to 
consider what these 
responses might look like. 
Click here to book your 
place Link to Event, and if 
you enjoyed this brief, keep 
an eye out for our next one 
on www.sarconint.com.   
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