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BMPL 6007 – Vulnerability, Welfare and Risk
Assignment 2- 
Investigate the argument that Criminal Exploitation of vulnerable people is on the increase.
















[bookmark: _Int_fPFrolrg][bookmark: _Int_0buOXg7u][bookmark: _Int_NRy91Vzn][bookmark: _Int_HIwOSuEC][bookmark: _Int_XGKR3VB4]The Human Rights Act 1998 sets out the freedom and fundamental rights that everyone is the United Kingdom is entitled to, no matter who they are. The act takes from the rights set out in the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and applies them to British Law. Whilst some of us cannot imagine life without these rights, it is not uncommon for some people to experience life in the UK without them. Hundreds, if not thousands of individuals across the country have these essential rights stripped of them on a day-to-day basis and it too often goes unnoticed. Criminal Exploitation can happen to anyone however, it is more likely to happen to children or vulnerable adults. Exploitation can take many different forms, such as the supply of drugs or transportation of money or weapons, but one thing all types of exploitation have in common is the devastating impact it can have on individuals, their families, and the wider community, however it often goes unrecognised by those who have the potential and are in the best place to spot it (Home Office, 2023). Vulnerable people are at the highest risk of becoming victims of criminal exploitation and it is often these people who are directly targeted by criminals, but defining what makes a person vulnerable can become challenging. Vulnerability is often hard to define as people often have their own individual characteristics or situations that make them vulnerable or put them at increased risk of victimisation. Likewise, everyone portrays themselves in a unique way so indicators of vulnerability can differ person to person or even be hidden, for example, disabilities or mental health issues are not always visible. People and their personal circumstances must be examined on an individual basis; however, anyone can be vulnerable at any point in their life, and it is vital that they get the support they need as and when to prevent crimes such as exploitation occurring (Bath, et al. 2015). Criminal exploitation is often carried out by highly skilled individuals or criminal gangs and is defined as “the deliberate manipulation or abuse of power and control over another person. It is taking advantage of another person or situation for criminal purposes for personal gain”. Tackling criminal exploitation requires a multi-agency approach, involving authorities such as the police, immigration, local governments, and some non-government organisations who do their best to protect these vulnerable people, before they see themselves in harm, however there is always the risk that some slip through the net (Safer Communities Wales, 2024). In February 2024, The Centre for Social Justice published a report referring to criminal exploitation as “Modern slavery by another name,” and calling for a tougher response to criminals who are targeting vulnerable people for these crimes. The report further demonstrated that the majority of the vulnerable people who fall victims to these crimes in the UK are actually British nationals. These types of crimes have hugely negative impacts on society as a whole, yet, this ‘modern slavery’ is persistently growing, with numbers increasing every year, ruining countless lives. This presents the argument as to how this criminal enterprise is going unnoticed and what more can be done to prevent it? (Lyons, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_0XaSAKjh]Firstly, it important be able to identify those who are vulnerable and at risk to crimes such as exploitation. Many agencies and services have different approaches and methods when it comes to determining whether someone is vulnerable or not, depending on the individual’s age or personal circumstances for example. Despite this, a general definition was commissioned by the Lord Chancellor’s Department in the 1997 consultation paper ‘Who Decides?’ which describes a vulnerable person as a person “who is or may be in need of community care services by reason of mental or other disability, age or illness; and who is or may be unable to take care of him or herself, or unable to protect him or herself against significant harm or exploitation”.  An alternative definition can be found in the THRIVE model developed by the College of Policing which states “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). These definitions both demonstrate close similarities highlighting the risk of harm and exploitation, yet confusion may still arise, emphasising the need to look at people as individuals and reviewing their personal situations before labelling them as vulnerable or not, or in worst cases overlooking them completely. In 2020, the National Police Chief’s Council (NPCC) published their National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) which included a formula derived from the College of Policing THRIVE model, demonstrating how any person can be vulnerable but there is a combination of personal and situational factors that determine whether said vulnerable person is at risk of harm and exploitation. Personal factors can include but are not limited to age, religion, gender, ethnicity, and disability. Whereas situational factors can include poverty, immigration status, language barriers, isolation, grooming or coercive control (National Police Chief’s Council, 2020). With some understanding of how a vulnerable person may present themselves, it can be assumed that identification of hose that risk is easy, however this is only the first part of the challenge. Some individuals often hide the fact that they are vulnerable for a multitude of reasons such as cultural influences or previous negative experiences when trying to access help or support. Furthermore, in many cases of criminal exploitation, it is the perpetrators behaviour that deters the victims from seeking help. Perpetrators often portray coercive controlling and manipulating behaviours to entrap their victims and, in some cases, allow their victims to become reliant on them in an attempt to force them to stay. It is these behaviours that instil fear in victims, allowing them to believe that seeking help or rebelling would cause them more harm than if they simply stayed (College of Policing, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Int_aLU3asLp]Not only can recognising a vulnerable person prove difficult, but identifying criminal exploitation itself can also be considered as part of the challenge in the fight against such crimes. Criminal exploitation can take place in a vast variety of different forms and with the ability for it to change location, detecting it can be hard leading to it often going amiss. These types of crimes are often significantly thought through by advanced criminals or gangs with strategies and protocols in place to avoid identification. One of the most common forms of criminal exploitation in society today is the production and supply of drugs and other illegal substances or weapons; This is referred to as county lines. These county lines operations are meticulously planned and operate on huge scales, often crossing police and local authority boarders, allowing them to grow and expand without any interference or detection. Criminals aim to ‘recruit’ children and vulnerable adults to move, supply and store drugs or money by using tactics such as coercion, intimidation, violence, and weapons; Recruitment through fear and false pretences. In some cases, these criminal gangs will even go as far as taking over property or residence belonging to the victims to utilise as a base for operating their activities from, this is known as cuckooing (National Crime Agency, 2024). County lines is one of the biggest challenges faced by police across the UK in recent years. In March 2024, police forces across the country dedicated a week to specifically cracking down on these drug traffickers, resulting in some staggering figures. Forces across the UK arrested 1,874 criminals and closed 245 phone lines used by county line gangs to sell drugs; They further safeguarded 1,653 people, 51% being children (National Police Chief’s Council, 2024). Criminal gangs have great experience when it comes to deciding on their victims, often recruiting children due to their ability to easily manipulate them, however this kind of abuse can happen to anyone. According to the National Crime Agency in 2018, young men in the homeless community were at a heightened risk, with criminals approaching these men in homeless shelters or food banks with the promise of cash in hand in return for short term work, but these situations often lead to criminals using drugs or alcohol to control the victims. Another particularly vulnerable group of people when it comes to recruitment are immigrants. Calculatingly, traffickers will often recruit people from countries outside of the UK and bring them here on the pretence that they will have a job, money, and accommodation, little do they realise that the fairytale they are sold is often the complete opposite to reality. These immigrant victims are among the hardest to detect as they rarely have family or friends within the UK who would notice any strange or unusual behaviour or extended periods of absence, and quite often authorities are not aware of their presence in the country. Furthermore, unsurprisingly many of these victims speak little to no English or know what support is available to them, making it even more difficult to get help (National Crime Agency, 2018). A high-profile case involving the smuggling of foreign nationals into the UK for the purpose of trafficking was the Essex lorry conspiracy in 2019. On October 23, 2019, 39 Vietnamese nationals were found dead in the back of an articulated, refrigerated lorry in Essex. Each of the victims and their families had paid large sums of money to an organised crime group in return for a safe passage to the UK and a new life here. After a large-scale international investigation, 11 people in the UK were convicted, along with 18 more in France, demonstrating how widespread the issue of exploitation truly is (Essex Police, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Int_MvL69xiE][bookmark: _Int_XBRS8bAP]In March 2024, despite the crackdown on criminal exploitation, a review commissioned by Action for Children has found the system for dealing the issue it is not fit for purpose in terms of the criminal exploitation of children. Whilst recognising the Government's efforts in trying to tackle criminal exploitation in children with the Beating Crime Plan and Serious Violence Duty, the review emphasises that the crisis of child exploitation is progressively getting worse, revealing that 7,432 referrals relating to children were made in 2023 to National Referral Mechanism (NRM), a 45% increase from the figures collected in 2021. The most common reason for referral was for criminal exploitation at 42%, with 1,280 referrals related to county lines (Jay, 2024). This followed statistics that emerged from the period during the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. Children’s charity Barnardo’s uncovered that gangs had been taking advantage of the vulnerabilities the pandemic left in society by promising children money, whilst their families were struggling to pay bills or put food on the table. They found that in 2020, the number of children identified as potential victims of exploitation was at an all-time high, with the number of children assessed by children’s social care of being at risk from gang involvement increasing from 10,960 to 14,700. They go on to urge the Government to provide more support to those who are vulnerable and at risk of being exploited (Barnardo’s, 2021). In December 2023, the Home Affairs Committee developed their own report on the subject, providing further recommendations to the Government for improvements to prioritising modern slavery and criminal exploitation after recognising that experts have estimated that there are at least 100,000 victims of modern slavery and human trafficking in the UK (Home Affairs Committee, 2021). Whilst the majority of people criminally exploited are men, Dame Sara Thornton, Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, acknowledged that the numbers of women and girls being recruited by the industry is often underestimated and goes undetected. Criminals are increasingly targeting girls for operations such as county lines due the fact they are less likely to be intercepted by the police. The Dame set out three main objectives for change when it came to supporting victims of exploitation. First of all, to make improvements to data and insight about criminal exploitation in the UK. Secondly to make improvements training and awareness among key professionals, and finally to ensure services are designed to support victims of criminal exploitation (Papadaki, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Int_VIfG78Jp][bookmark: _Int_d0w69t3J][bookmark: _Int_akSPRrI6][bookmark: _Int_X21fyB6E]The Care Act 2014 established a legal framework brough into place to ensure the effective collaboration of key agencies who are responsible for adult safeguarding, meaning that these agencies are responsible for protecting a person’s right to live in safety (Department
of Health and Social Care, 2016). However, with the figures revealing that more people every year are at risk of criminal exploitation, it begs the question of what these key agencies are and what are they really doing. Although there are many models in place to assist in partnership working when it comes to supporting vulnerable people, the most commonly used model in England and Wales is the Multi Agency Safeguarding Hub or MASH model. The aim of models such as MASH is to aid a quick and efficient information-sharing process in order to promptly identify vulnerable children and adults and provide them with high quality, effective safeguarding support. Vulnerable people typically have a challenging time understanding the situations that they are faced with and therefore, it is vital to safeguard these vulnerable people quickly to protect them from harm or dangers and support them throughout their whole ordeal (Home Office, 2014). Despite these models and routes for support being in place, there is only so much help they can offer to vulnerable people without increased funding from the Government due to the increasing demand for support. Research shows that between 2022 and 2023, requests for social care and support exceed 2 million for the first time; An increase of 11% from the previous year. Studies have also shown that in August 2023, nearly 250,000 people were still waiting for adult social care assessments, leaving potentially the most vulnerable people in society without the support they desperately need, allowing them to be subjected to harm (The King’s Fund, 2024). This rise in demand can be put down to several factors, one of the main ones being increased immigration. With an already growing population stretching services all over the country, a greater number of people migrating to the UK each year only adds to the strain. Estimates from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) showed that in the year ending June 2023, the net migration into the UK was 672,000, showing an increase of 65,000 on estimates from the year before. The ONS put the increase in people migrating to the UK down to people arriving for work, to study and for humanitarian reasons such as war and conflict. This people are considered as vulnerable and at greater risk of being criminally exploited (Office for National Statistics, 2023). Another factor adding to the strain on support service is the global cost of living crisis. With inflation causing the cost of living to rise across the world, roughly 40% of adults who pay energy bills in the UK said that they are finding it difficult to afford them (Office for National Statistics, 2024). Substantial inflation rates have led to an alarming decline in the overall physical and mental health of the public, leaving them vulnerable and unable to afford necessities such as food and hygiene products, or even appropriate accommodation (Meadows, et al. 2024). Between the cost-of-living crisis making it hard for households to pay necessary bills and decades of Government failures to build affordable and social housing, many people are often left with the only option of homelessness. Research from Shelter England showed a 14% rise in homelessness in the year ending December 2023, with at least 309,000 people in England spending last Christmas without a home exposing them to the potential of severe harm and greater risk of exploitation (Shelter England, 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_Pl4pn97f][bookmark: _Int_fYHMiVhB]With the demand of support for vulnerable children and adults at an all-time high and the services available under an alarming strain, it is clear to see how so many people across the UK are preyed on by organised criminals or gangs and exploited into a highly dangerous network of criminality and abuse. With more and more factors adding to what causes vulnerability, it is important for the UK Government to act fast to do more to identify and protect the vulnerable and provide the funding and support required to help these individuals at risk and protect their fundamental human rights. This is supported by the Home Affairs Select Committee who, in December 2023, reported that “Criminal exploitation is the most reported form of human trafficking and modern slavery, but there is insufficient training for law enforcement personnel in victim recognition and inadequate support for victims of criminal exploitation”. This also emphasises the need for increased training and mandatory education on identifying vulnerable people and criminal exploitation, not only in law enforcement, but across the entire population (Centre for Social Justice, 2024). The concern over the exploitation of children and vulnerable has considerably increased over recent years and the perspectives of professionals from Government and civil service sectors help to shine a light on what needs to be done to combat the rising trend in the criminal exploitation of vulnerable people. With comments on the insufficient understanding of criminal exploitation, and factors such as variable use of legislation, inconsistent intelligence sharing and insufficient resources hampering the response to this kind of modern slavery, it is essential for the Government and other key agencies to recognise and account for their failures; considering vulnerable people at the heart of their rectifications, whilst unravelling the disturbing reality of criminal exploitation throughout the UK (Olver, 2021). 
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