Critically analyse the role of policing in preventing exploitation of vulnerable individuals


Policing plays a vital role in upholding order in our society; by collaborating effectively with a multitude of different organisations the police are able to navigate around and overcome extreme obstacles, all while respecting civil liberties. 

according to Remington (1965) the role of the police, oversimplified, “is a law enforcement policy suitable to the particular community involved”, in saying that the police hold commitment to the community it serves, the police exist to serve and protect the community. Specifically though, the priorities of the police within the community will always be that of its most vulnerable population. 
According to the Office for Health Improvements & Disparities (2022), formerly known as “The Public Health England”, groups with vulnerabilities are children and young people, victims of domestic abuse, victims of sexual violence and exploitation, the elderly, people with disabilities and people with religious, racial, sexual differences. These groups are of extreme importance to the police, as they are the groups most often attacked and manipulated due to ease, accessibility and hatred.

Children, as with all other groups listed, are of great importance to the police.
This is because according to the Children’s Act 1989 “Working Together to Safeguard Children” the police have responsibility to safeguard vulnerable children. It outlines their roles in doing so, consisting of safeguarding children             from harm and mistreatment, ensuring they are raised in a safe and caring environment, and taking steps to help every child achieve the best possible outcomes.
The Islands Safeguarding Children Partnership also state that “the police have a duty and responsibility to investigate all criminal offences”, saying that the police are legally obligated to respond to reported crimes, including that of child abuse and neglect. This is emphasised by the ISCP because of the failure on part of the police with cases involving child abuse and neglect. These failures were highlighted in a report made by Laming (2003), “The Victoria Climbie Inquiry”, in which Lord Laming states, “the investigation of crimes against children is as important as the investigation of any other serious crime and any suggestions that child protection policing is of lower status than any other form of policing should be eradicated”. 
Victoria Climbie, according to Imran Khan and Partners (2019), was born in the Ivory Coast, west Africa. She was brought over to the United Kingdom under a fake name, and a fake passport. Victoria suffered extreme abuse and maltreatment from her aunt ‘Marie – Therese Kouao’ and her aunts boyfriend ‘Carl Manning’. 
The inquiry brought by Lord Laming, after a request from the Secretaries of State in April of 2021, produced 108 recommendations to overhaul child protection in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. 
These recommendations were produced, still as according to Imran Khan and Partners (2019), by compiling evidence from “social services, health, housing and the police”, very nearly all agencies and partners who had access to Victoria Climbie were found to be at fault.

The recommendations presented by Lord Laming have been used to improve the police, especially in preventing the maltreatment of vulnerable children.
From the 108 recommendations made by Lord Laming in the Victoria Climbie Inquiry, 17 were directly targeted towards the police, coming under the title of “Police Recommendations”. 
Of these 17 recommendations, the most important and crucial recommendations made that would ensure that a catastrophe such as the murder of Victoria Climbie would never happen again, as according to the BBC (2003) would be the recommendations of how the police must make sure child protection teams are integrated into the force and that crimes against children are given the same priority as crimes against adults. This first key recommendation is crucial, ensuring that child protection teams are integrated into the police is extremely important, this would essentially ensure that crimes against children are not deprioritised when in contest to crimes against adults. Children are especially vulnerable, lacking the ability to defend themselves, this makes them much more susceptible to harm and violence, like that seen against Victoria Climbie. 

This proactive stance not only enables children who have suffered to have a voice, but it can also act as a deterrent to potential offenders by displaying that crimes against children will be pursued rigorously.

Aside from the murder of Victoria Climbie, a young girl who was put into an extremely vulnerable state by her aunt, as well as by social services, another example of exploitation against young people would be the issue of county lines. 

County lines, as defined by the National Crime Agency, is an operation where illegal substances, such as drugs are transported between gangs. They are often transported by vulnerable children and people who are coerced into doing it by the gangs involved. The National Police Chiefs Council (2018) elaborates further with a more true definition, that even the National Crime Agency refers to, that being that county lines is essentially a term that is used to describe organised crime groups and gangs that use dedicated mobile phone lines or other “deal lines” to export illegal substances into one or more UK import locations.
Children are massively impacted by county lines as they are amongst those vulnerable enough to be coerced into acting on behalf of the gangs involved.
According to the National Crime Agency (2018) intelligence assessment, this is done to “maximise profits and reduce the risk of their criminal activity”, this is to say that the gangs involved are employing vulnerable people and children in order to carry out the crime of transporting illegal substances. This downgrades the risk to themselves, while obviously putting these vulnerable people in harms way.
According to the National Crime Agency (2018), the majority of these drug runners are aged between that of just 15 and 17 years of age. They state that this age bracket is most likely to be targeted as they are able to provide criminal capability, essentially the knowledge and physical capability that would be required to effectively carry out the role that is wanted by these gangs. Other than, that individuals of this group are easier to control due to naivety associated with their age, and the temptation of reward, such as that of monetary gain. 
They are referred to simply as drug mules, a working party whose sole task is to transport these illegal substances, as if their lives are comparable to that of a working mule.

A massive intimidation factor used by these gangs is that violence, violence as according to the National County Lines Coordination Centre (2021) is a ploy used by gangs to ensure these vulnerable people are too afraid to leave behind the life they have begun. Violence can range anywhere from a simple smack to daily beatings.
Another form of violence that is often used is that of sexual violence, according to the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (2023) sexual abuse and exploit to children of any gender can happen by young people being forced by these gangs into sexual activity with members, sometimes with the motivation of financial gain for the gangs, another form is that of vulnerable children being forced into working off drug debts acquired by working in the gang. This form of sexual abuse means these children engaging in sexual exploitation as a form of payment, a lot of the time this results from the child “becoming dependant on drugs by the gang”.

These forms of abuse amount up to clear child abuse, but how do the police prevent such exploitation to begin with? The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) (2023) states a number of preventative measures that can be used to deter children from seeking out or joining into these gangs, they include education through school, teaching young children the extreme risks involved in working with gangs, this approach also highlights to children the ways in which they may be targeted and how to avoid and report such things. Another method The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children identifies is working alongside parents and carers to inform them of the risks involved; by exposing parents to the harmful effects this behaviour and life can have on their child. This strategy can also serve in taking children away from parents who disregard their children’s safety of their child.
The role of the police in situations such as that of county lines should be to attend assemblies at schools with parents and children to inform them of such risks, more boldy as according to His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) (2022) the police must support the county lines co-ordination centre, being the national intelligence agency regarding county lines activities and drug trafficking. By doing so the police are able to gather much better information on who are involved with such gangs, this leads to early intervention, offering a sort of escape route for young people involved.
However, while it is true that the police are crucial in preventing county lines exploitation, their role has been heavily criticised. Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (2022) goes on to state how “forces don’t understand enough about county lines criminality to tackle it as effectively as possible. Some of the guidance on how to submit intelligence needs revising”, this statement by the HMICFRS suggests that the police may lack thorough comprehension of the dynamics, strategies, and structures underlying county lines networks, which restricts their capacity to successfully interfere with county lines criminal networks.
The HMICFRS also states how there is an inconsistency in the police force’s ability to identify vulnerable people, stating that “the way forces identify how some people involved in county lines are vulnerable to exploitation is improving, but inconsistent”, this claim implies that although policing agencies are improving at identifying the warning indicators of susceptibility among vulnerable people and children targeted by county lines networks, their methos could still be inconsistent among other departments such as that of the county lines co-ordination centre. This discrepancy suggests that better training and procedures needs to be implemented to ensure officers realise the risks involved in county lines, and how to properly approach and confront exploitation.

The role of the police is extremely important, and that is why it must improve dramatically. While good efforts have been made by the police it is clear after reviewing countless credible sources that improvement to procedures, training and application must be refined and enhanced. The issues seen around County Lines and cases such as that of Victoria Climbie, especially involving societies most vulnerable population, being children, must be given top priority by the police. The recommendations made by Lord Laming are the most important, as for cases involving children are to at least be given the same urgency, respect and importance as that of cases and crimes involving adults.
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