Critically analyze the role of policing in prevention of exploitation of vulnerable individuals 
According to Cambridge Dictionary (2022) the term vulnerable can be defined as the quality of being easily hurt, attacked or being easily manipulated or influenced. However, in the world of policing the term vulnerability has traditionally focused upon groups that have experienced a tense relationship with police and the justice system over a long period of time (Asquith et al., 2017). Vulnerability is a huge part of the policing world and so the police must tackle the issue in many ways, as vulnerability can take many different forms. Some examples of these vulnerable people could be someone with a mental illness like depression, which is seen as a vulnerability because it causes the Individual to have a very negative outlook on the situation they are in. There is much evidence to back up this claim of individuals with depression being seen as vulnerable including the scar hypothesis, which states that after a depressive episode the individual is more likely to be more vulnerable to another (O’Grady, Tennen and Armeli, 2010) therefore, it is important that it is recognized that this individual is highly vulnerable. Another example of vulnerability could be a domestic abuse situation as the victim of this abuse may not be vulnerable themselves, but may have been put into a vulnerable situation like an abusive relationship, and so the situation would need to be treated more carefully as domestic abuse situations are more delicate, as even though there is a risk of harm, there is still a level of trust involved with the relationship as it involves usually a close relationship (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). It is the role of the police to prevent the exploitation of these vulnerable people. This essay will analyse the role of policing in prevention of exploitation of vulnerable individuals.
One role the police have in the prevention of exploitation of vulnerable individuals is to uphold certain Acts that protect these individuals. One such Act is the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 (Crown prosecution Services, 2023). This Act introduced a range of measures that can be used to help those who are vulnerable to facilitate the gathering and giving of evidence, and it also helps intimidated witnesses by alleviating some of that stress. The measures that were introduced with this Act are known as special measures; some of which are: the use of screens to ensure a witness does not see the defendant, a live link which allows the witness to give evidence from outside the courtroom or giving evidence in private by asking the public and the press to leave the courtroom (Youth Justice Legal Centre, 2024).
It is the job of the police to recognize those who could be considered vulnerable using their own method of evaluation. The police method of identifying whether someone is vulnerable or not comes from the guidelines known as THRIVE (College of Policing, 2022). Thrive stands for; Threat, harm, risk, investigation, vulnerability and engagement. This means that it is a police job to identify a person’s vulnerabilities, how they interact with the situation at hand and assess the level of risk of harm these vulnerabilities have on the situation and the person. They are then to take appropriate and proportionate action if required. After using this risk assessment tool, they then need to disclose the Act to them and help them in any way that the Act instructs them to, whether that be setting up an online link to the court room or making sure that the witness never sees or is never seen by the defendant. This shows that the police play an important role in the prevention of the exploitation of vulnerable individuals, as they have the role of making sure that everything is provided to make sure the vulnerable individual feels safe and well taken care of when it comes to giving evidence and that they prioritize their care.
However, in the past it could be said that policing within the UK did not have the greatest prioritization of tackling the issues faced by vulnerable people within their community. One example of this can be seen within the tragic death of Fiona Pilkington and her daughter in 2007 (Stephans, 2011). 38 year old Fiona and her 18-year-old daughter were both found dead in their car when Fiona set their car on fire. Fiona was disabled, and it was later recognized by the independent police complaints commission that the family should have been identified as vulnerable by the police. The reason that Fiona tragically took her life was due to constant harassment from her local community due to her disability, and she did report this harassment to the police 33 times, but nothing was done to help Fiona and her daughter (BBC News, 2011). This is an example of how the police failed to prevent the exploitation of vulnerable individuals.
However, this is only one extreme case in how the police could be seen as not fully considering the risks of harm some vulnerable individuals face, and there are other examples of how the role of the police has successfully prevented the exploitation of vulnerable individuals. These examples come from a panel of representatives called the Channel and Prevent Multi- Agency Panel. The Panel is comprised of representatives from different safeguarding areas including health, social care and the Police. This panel is given referrals which consist of those who are being influenced or groomed by extremist views and who require safeguarding. All these referrals are carefully assessed and then the panel will offer individual support which is tailored to their needs (Home office, 2019). 
One example of this panel being used is within the case study of 14 year old Brian (Department of Education, 2023). Within this case study it is said that during a lesson Brian was seen accessing inappropriate material on his computer which had links to the ideology of school massacres, and when asked about this content Brian apparently appeared “angry and evasive”. This incident was then reported to the Counter Terrorism Police who investigated Brian to see if he was being coerced or groomed in any way towards extreme violence or any terrorism related offending. They also talked to the parents and the school for more information and context. In the end Brian was referred to the multi-agency safeguarding hub for a full assessment and support. This not only shows how the police handled the case with the appropriate resources and effort to make sure that he was at no risk of harm, and that they made sure that he was not being exploited for his vulnerabilities, but it also shows how the police use partnership working through the Channel/Prevent Pannel to make sure that these vulnerable individuals are getting the correct treatment and support that the police may not be able to provide. In this case the school that Brian attended notified the police of what he was doing and the multi – agency safeguarding hub assessed Brian and gave him support to make sure that these ideas that he was exploring were not put into action.
Even though so far it seems that the police have had a very impactful role in the prevention of exploitation of vulnerable individuals, there are some statistics that show that this may not be the case. These statistics come from national analysis of police-recorded child sexual abuse and exploitation crimes reports (Critchley, 2022). This report shows that there were around 107,000 child sexual abuse cases reported in the year 2022, which is a 7% increase from the previous year. It is also reported that online child sexual abuse cases are on the rise with a reported 32% increase from the previous year. This may suggest that police are not taking enough action in their efforts to prevent the exploitation of vulnerable individuals, and that more action should be taken to deter so many incidents of child sexual abuse.
However, these statistics were published when the Conservative party were still in office, and during the end of their run it was stated that “Children will be better protected from sexual predators under plans being brought forward by the home sectary” (Home office, Farris, and Cleverly MP, 2024). These plans included the barring of those who have failed to report child sexual abuse cases from working with children, and those who knowingly protect those who sexually abuse children to be able to receive up to 7 years in prison if found guilty. This plan also included funding of 8.4 Million pounds, to be put into local and regional data companies to uncover and investigate cases of online sexual child abuse, and also for the creation of a police task force to provide “expert and tactical support” with a focus on group child sexual exploitation, which also includes grooming gangs. However, these plans were not put into action as before they could be materialized, the Labor party was voted in. However, it was stated during Labour’s first king’s speech that they are also thinking about introducing a law to bolster child protection (Samuel, 2024). This not only shows the government is still making advancements in the safeguarding of these vulnerable individuals, but also that both sides of the political spectrum are aware of this concerning problem and are both taking action to prevent it.
At this point in the analysis, it has been indicated that Police have an important role when it comes to the prevention of exploitation of vulnerable individuals. However, there are some examples that show that the police aren't fully equipped when it comes to the handling of vulnerable individuals, and so they usually turn to the use of partnership working and collaboration to achieve their role in the protection of vulnerable individuals. One such example of this could be how the police responded to a hate crime incident. In 2018 letters encouraging recipients to take part in “punish a Muslim day” were reportedly sent out to addresses across the country, which apparently contained several violent acts and the instructions on how to carry them out (BBC News, 2018). In response to this a multiagency gold group was established so they could address the potential dangers and risk of harm that could come from these letters. This group included the national independent advisory group, as well as government and law enforcement representatives, who all came together and came up with a number of actions. These included a specialist media strategy that would only affect the targeted communities of the letter, reducing the risk of widespread media coverage to keep the situation under control, which was done by using the existing police networks that these affected communities have already become comfortable with, to distribute messages that reassure them that they are safe and protected and that the incident is being investigated. In the end the perpetrator was identified and sentenced to 12 years and 6 months in prison (College of policing, 2020). This shows how police collaboration with other agencies has been used to help prevent the exploitation of vulnerable people, and shows that it is not just the police that are able to fulfill this role, but other agencies are also needed to help in the safeguarding of these individuals.
In Conclusion, After analyzing multiple sources and points, it could be said that the role of policing is very important to the prevention of exploitation of vulnerable individuals which can be seen not only through collaborations such as the “golden group” and the multi-agency panels that work with the police in safeguarding these individuals, but also through the acts that the police have to uphold for these vulnerable individuals which include the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999. However, even though the role of the police can be seen as very important in this subject, the police can still be seen failing to uphold this role which can be seen in some previous examples mentioned like the Fiona Pilkington case in 2007, which was due to the police neglect of Fiona who was a vulnerable individual, or within statistics that show that the amount of reported child sexual abuse cases are on the rise as an indication that the police are not safeguarding them effectively.
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