
The issue of the recruitment of youth into organised crime groups 

The exploitation of young people in conflict and the issue of child soldiers is relatively well 

documented and tackled within the UN. Less so, is the problem of minors in organised crime 

groups, drug cartels and street gangs. For at risk children, the offer of income and social 

status associated with gang membership can be irresistible. This is a major difference 

between paramilitary ranks and organised crime: in a gang, the children will be paid. 

The United Nations Convention against Transnational Organised Crime (UNTOC) defines an 

organised criminal group as ‘a structured group of three or more persons, existing for a 

period of time, that acts in concert with the aim of committing at least one serious crime, to 

obtain a financial or other material benefit’. Structured group is used loosely and includes 

loosely affiliated groups without any formally defined roles for its members or any 

developed structure. The UNTOC was passed in the realisation that not a single country, no 

matter how powerful, can fight organised crime across borders in isolation but there is no 

reference to prevention programmes for vulnerable youth as part of the strategies to 

counter gang violence and organised crime. 

While some young people may be coerced into going an organised crime group, most youth 

who join want to belong to a gang. Factors that contribute to a youth’s decision to join a 

gang fall into two categories: attractions and risk factors. Attractions to gangs range from 

the perceived safety and respect it provides to the appeal of meeting social needs. Gangs 

also provide young people with a sense of belonging as they are often made up of members 

with similar cultural, ethnic and socioeconomic background. 

Risk factors in five developmental domains operate collectively to increase youth’s 

propensity to join gangs. Youth who initiate delinquent behaviours and exhibit aggression or 

violence at an early age (individual); experience multiple caretaker transitions (family); have 

numerous school-related problems (school); associate with other gang-involved delinquents 

(peers); and live in communities where they feel unsafe and where many youth are in 

trouble (community) are at a higher risk of joining a gang. Perhaps the biggest risk factor for 

joining organised crime groups is the lack of opportunities for social or economic 

advancement. 

There are many ways a gang will recruit children. One of the most dangerous is ‘trapping’ a 

child by making them dependent on the gang for survival. This can be through money 

offering, drug dependency, blackmail or by inflicting physical violence. Much earlier before 

this stage, victims may be befriended and given a sense of belonging, acceptance, and 

power over people. Or young people may be made to feel like a member of the group by 

being given responsibilities that may involve the recruitment of other to join the gang. It is 

easy to see how this might cause a slippery slope. Child recruitment is also more possible 

through the presence of gangs in spaces which are supposed to be safe for children, i.e. 

schools, parks, homes. 

There is very little international humanitarian framework regarding preventing child 

recruitment into organised crime. The UN recently adopted General Assembly resolution 

74/170 on integrating sport into youth crime prevention and criminal justice strategies 



provides an important framework for the international community to take future action in 

this field. Prior to this resolution, the Global Programme was launched by the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) as part of putting the Doha Declaration into 

practice and works towards positively and sustainably impacting crime prevention, criminal 

justice, corruption prevention and the rule of law. The Doha Declaration contained many 

recommendations on how to protect children from organised crime such as providing 

education for all, the elimination of illiteracy, and the integration of crime prevention and 

criminal justice into local education systems. Countries that have already benefitted from 

the use of sport and education to prevent the exploitation of children into criminal networks 

include Peru, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico. Yet, this is just the start of a change which is much 

required. 

It is also worthwhile to note the link between paramilitary groups and organised crime 

networks. When neo-paramilitary groups are disbanded, they often shift their focus to drug 

trafficking, extortion and other illegal activities as was the case with the United Self-Defence 

Forces of Colombia. As these groups were made up of the same people, they continued the 

practice of child recruitment. 

Points to consider 

 Has your country signed the UNTOC and implemented its requirements effectively? 

 What can be done by member states to reduce attractions and risk factors for joining 

gangs? 

 The root of the issue can be considered to be poverty, how can this be tackled to 

prevent children joining organised crime groups?  

 To what extent should the protection of children exploited by organised criminal 

groups take precedence over ensuring that criminal activity is penalised justly? 

 How can the use of sport and life-skills training be employed to reduce child 

recruitment? What other opportunities could be provided to children?  

 How should the disbandment of neo-paramilitary groups be handled to avoid the 

creation of new criminal networks that utilise and exploit youth? 

Useful links 

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/organized-crime/intro.html 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/74/170 

https://www.unodc.org/dohadeclaration/en/topics/crime-prevention-through-sports.html 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wAojS8XjPxU&list=PLP1rrIC89eFD7pAiE0jJnzlAV-

1e4Q9Yi 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/youth/wp-

content/uploads/sites/21/2017/12/Advance-Report-EGM-Youth-Peace-and-Security.pdf 
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