Police are just one part of a broader system responsible for protecting vulnerable people. Investigate if vulnerable people have enough support when they encounter exchanges with the police.

Vulnerability is defined as “in need of special care, support, or protection because of age, disability, risk of abuse or neglect” by the UK Government (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022). There are a number of ways in which vulnerability can manifest and also in ways this can be exploited for means of abuse. It has been observed that vulnerability and its consequences can result in criminal behaviour which can develop into a “cycle of offending” (College of Policing, 2022). The College of Policing has adopted the THRIVE definition of vulnerability which is “A person is vulnerable if, as a result of their situation or circumstances, they are unable to take care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation” (College of Policing, 2021). As a result of this, the College has formed the National Vulnerability Action Plan which details the response of policing in the UK to cases of vulnerability and resulting abuse and exploitation (College of Policing, 2021). However, the police are just one component of a multi-agency response to different forms of vulnerability, with different cases requiring the intervention of different and/or multiple agencies such as local authorities, fire and rescue services, the probation and the National Health Service (College of Policing, 2018). This essay will identify different forms of vulnerability and resulting abuse or exploitation, and the role that agencies such as the police, national health service and criminal justice system can play in tackling this and if there is adequate support for these victims in these scenarios as well as any areas for improvement. 

The first form of vulnerability that will be discussed is that of mental illness. Mental illness is defined as “a clinically significant disturbance in an individual’s cognition, emotional regulation, or behaviour” (World Health Organisation, 2022). These disturbances can manifest as anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, eating disorders, disruptive behaviour and neurodevelopmental disorders (World Health Organisation, 2022). Due to the wide range of different mental disorders that exist, different approaches and agency involvement is required depending on the circumstances of each case. It has been identified that certain psychiatric conditions do lead to a higher risk of criminality, however it has also been observed that some conditions increase the likelihood of an individual becoming a victim of a criminal act (Ghiasi, Azhar and Singh, 2023). Therefore, increasing the need for a situational approach by the police. The College of Policing states “police forces should ensure that arrangements are in place to refer vulnerable people to appropriate services for assessment and support” (College of Policing, 2016). This can involve the intervention of the health service which can be done regardless of the existence of a criminal prosecution (College of Policing, 2016), thereby evidencing the police’s role in cases of mental illness, even when no crime has been committed. However, the role of the police can only go so far when dealing with cases with issues regarding health, with need for the involvement of professionals within the National Health Service. The Mental Health Act 1983 makes provisions for this. The act allows for the detention of individuals suspected to be suffering from mental illness within a hospital for the purpose of assessment and for treatment (Mental Health Act 1983). This can also be done in partnership with the police force as section 135 of the act grants power of entry to constables who have reasonable cause to believe that there is a person suffering with mental illness within the premises (Mental Health Act 1983). If anyone with a mental illness is found by a police constable in a premises or public place, the constable has the power to remove the person to a place of safety where they can then be assessed by a medical professional (Mental Health Act 1983). While it has been observed that the use of police custody as a “place of safety” has declined, other issues have been identified surrounding the use of sections 135 and 136; firstly, issues surrounding the treatment of those from BAME backgrounds have been raised, with a higher proportion of those sectioned under section 135 and 136 who had force used against them being from a BAME background (Durcan, 2014). Secondly, it has been identified that the process of issuing a warrant under section 135 is very time-consuming, often as a result of police forces requiring significant amounts of evidence that indicate that the individual carries a risk (Durcan, 2014). It has also been put forward by those sectioned under the act and their carers that the use of section 135 against them was “traumatic” and that the entry of police officers into their home was “like being burgled”, as well as being embarrassed that they were transported from their home to a place of safety in a police car in front of neighbours (Durcan, 2014). From this, it can be inferred that reform is needed to the procedure of removing a person with mental health issues to a place of safety, with a requirement for more sensitivity from the police in interactions with those with mental health issues and a greater need for proactivity. Additionally, it can also be seen from complaints from those from BAME backgrounds who have been sectioned regarding police conduct that the wider issue of racism within the police in the UK has also affected this aspect of policing.

Another area of vulnerability that has been identified, also with links to mental health, is drug and substance misuse. This can either come in the form of addiction to prohibited substances under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 or addiction to legal substances such as alcohol. Substance misuse is defined as “harmful or hazardous use of psychoactive substances, including alcohol and illicit drugs” (World Health Organisation, 2023). Drug abuse has a wide range of consequences, both on the individual using the substance and on wider society. Long term use of both legal and illegal substances has been shown to cause both mental and physical health issues; it has been shown that the use of drugs increases the likelihood of cancer, cardiovascular disease, stroke and bloodborne infections such as HIV (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2020). Additionally, it is well documented that the use of drugs and the types of mental illness that were previously discussed in this essay often go hand-in-hand, with underlying mental health issues often leading to the development of addiction and the exacerbation of mental health issues as a result of the psychoactive effects of drugs (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2020). Due to the overlapping requirements of both forms of vulnerability, a multi-agency response is similarly required in the way of the police force, and by extension the legal system and the National Health System. When cases concerning drug and alcohol misuse are presented to the Crown Prosecution Service, the court is given the option of issuing a “conditional caution”, which contains requirements that the offender enrols in rehabilitative courses (College of Policing, 2021). Additionally, the police have the power to divert a person that they have detained who is suffering from drug or alcohol addiction into treatment within the health service (College of Policing, 2021). These measures provide the link between the police and the criminal justice system with the National Health Service, allowing for the joint-agency response that is required. In the year ending March 2023 approximately 3.1 million people aged between 16 and 59 years old reported using a drug, however it has also been found that the vast majority of drug users use them infrequently (Office for National Statistics, 2023). This indicates that while most drug users do not develop a dependency on the drugs that they consume, that early intervention through these powers bestowed to the Crown Prosecution Service and the police is necessary in order to minimise the number of drug users that will develop an addiction. Additionally, there are other concerns surrounding the vulnerabilities associated with drugs use and the drug trade. Firstly, evidence suggests that drug addicts are likely to commit crime in order to fund their addictions; individuals who are addicted to heroin or other opioids are “disproportionately involved in criminal activity; in particular, acquisitive offending” (Pierce et al, 2017). As a result of this, police should approach criminal cases such as theft or any crime involving financial gain where the offender may have a dependency on drugs or alcohol with sensitivity and with consideration of a multi-agency approach involving the National Health Service. Secondly, while not necessarily associated with drug addiction, criminals within the drugs trade often exploit vulnerable people for their own gain. One form of this exploitation is the use of young and vulnerable people, sometimes but not always addicts, in county lines to transport drugs within the trade, whereby individuals are forced to transport drugs from local authority to another, with victims often being coerced into gangs and also sometimes becoming victims of other abuse such as physical, mental and sexual abuse (Home Office, 2023). While these criminal acts are a police matter, the local authority and health service play a safeguarding role in tangent with the police (Home Office, 2023). This again highlights that the police are but one component of a multi-agency response to vulnerability and resulting exploitation. While there are provisions in place for this multi-agency response, failings over the years have led to criticism of the existing systems and highlighted the need for reform; one particular area of concern that has been raised is the use of diversion schemes with low-level offenders, with it being observed that the implementation of these schemes is inconsistent, being labelled as a “postcode lottery” (UK Parliament, 2023). One reform that has been put forward is that of the recognition of trauma within many individuals suffering from addiction by police forces across the UK and the implementation of “trauma-informed training” to better equip the police to address the needs of these vulnerable people (UK Parliament, 2023). 

Another area of vulnerability and exploitation that will be explored is human trafficking and modern slavery, which is not dissimilar to county lines and other forms of exploitation within the drugs trade such as cuckooing. Human trafficking exploits vulnerable people by recruiting or moving them across international border for the purpose of a wide range of exploitation, such as sexual exploitation and/or modern slavery (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022). Modern slavery is a relatively new term and is recognised as a human rights violation with “severe consequences for the health and wellbeing of survivors” (Such, Laurent and Salway, 2017). Therefore, it is important that the police tackle this crime, preventing it from taking place and that the duty of care to survivors is fulfilled. However, it has been identified that there are significant shortcomings in victim support from both the police force and health service and a lack of a clear plan for preventing modern slavery. Research has shown that while tackling modern slavery is a priority of police forces in the UK, there are no resources set aside specifically for investigating cases of modern slavery, additionally, there was a lack of experience amongst officers in investigating such cases, leading to an ineffective prosecution of cases (Edgington, 2021). It has been put forward that this is a result of austerity and the resulting lack of resources available to the police and a shortage of detectives (Edgington, 2021). Weaknesses within the National Health Service have also been identified; evidence suggests that there is an overemphasis on the role of law enforcement with regards to modern slavery, which has had a detrimental effect in “addressing serious individual and population health impacts” (Such, Laurent and Salway, 2017). It has been argued that the health service can play a role in both preventing the personal circumstances that make a person vulnerable to becoming a victim of modern slavery and also treating victims (Such, Laurent and Salway, 2017). This highlights the importance of an effective partnership between the police and health services. While the existence of collaboration between agencies is “evident in examples of public health engagement in modern slavery in some locations across the UK”, it has also been found that “modern slavery was an issue currently at the margins of public health policy and practice” (Such, Laurent and Salway, 2017). This indicates that a reform within the health service’s response to modern slavery is required as to not undermine the efforts of the police in supporting victims and tackling as well as preventing the crime of modern slavery. 

The final area of vulnerability that will be explored are adverse childhood experiences. The term ‘adverse childhood experiences’ also acronymized as ‘ACEs’, was developed in 1995 and refers to three areas of adversity that children may experience within their household: physical and emotional abuse, neglect and sexual abuse (Harvard University, 2024). Evidence shows that ACEs are common amongst the population with over two thirds of the population saying that they have experienced at least one ACE in their childhood (Harvard University, 2024). It has been shown that there is a direct link between the number of ACEs experienced in childhood and success in later life, with those who suffer a higher number of ACEs being at greater risk of poor outcomes in later life, being at a higher risk of both mental and physical health issues, poor academic attainment and early death (Harvard University, 2024). In the UK there is an emphasis on early intervention to prevent ACEs from becoming problematic in later life and to safeguard children from further harm (UK Parliament, 2018). One of the means of support offered to children who have been victims of ACEs is CAHMS support, whereby professionals will assess what trauma has occurred and what support is required (Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust, 2024). Additionally, policing in the UK has begun to adopt a “trauma-informed” approach, recognising that many young offenders have complex needs as a result of ACEs with the aim of preventing further offending (College of Policing, 2022). Due to the wide range of impacts that ACEs have on society, it is logical that the police, health service and criminal justice service collaborate with each other; in Wales the Early Action Together Programme brings these bodies together to form a multi-agency partnership for the purpose of “early intervention and preventative activity when ACEs are evident and families are at risk of poor outcomes”, which will relieve stress on these services caused by the impacts of ACEs later on in life (Roderick, 2018). This again demonstrates that the police are one part of a wider system in the UK designed to support vulnerable people. In the UK, law surrounding the issue of children states that “children should live with their parents wherever possible”, however it is also recognised that when a child is at risk of serious harm “the local authority has a statutory duty to intervene to undertake child protection enquiries and to take action to safeguard and promote the child’s welfare” (Department for Education, 2011). However, this principle is often not applied in practice, leading to significant failings within the care system. A lack of funding and resources has led to severe strain on the system, leading to it becoming ineffective (Pierre, 2022). One such case of a failure in the care system is that of Baby P; in this case the police failed to pursue a case of child abuse against Tracey Connelly, who later killed her son Peter. Additionally, social services failed to notice the signs of abuse on visits to the home; ultimately, these failures allowed the conditions that led to Peter’s murder (Anthony, 2009). This case demonstrates the importance of the role that each agency plays in preventing ACEs and protecting children from future harm.   

In conclusion, it can be clearly seen that the police are in fact one part of a wider system that exists in the UK to prevent harm from being inflicted upon vulnerable people. This essay has identified a number of ways the police partners with other agencies to protect vulnerable people. However, while protocols which in principle should deliver this effectively are in place, they do not necessarily work as intended in practice. A lack of sensitivity concerning those suffering with mental health issues, inconsistency in delivering support to those with drug addictions, a lack of a clear plan in addressing modern slavery and failures in cases of child neglect is evidence that key issues exist within the system for protecting vulnerable people within the UK, indicating that reform, whether by way of additional funding and resources and/or to legislation and policy is required in order for the police to adequately support those who are vulnerable.  
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