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Criminal exploitation of vulnerability is a relatively older issue that stems from the more commonly addressed concern of a sub category of which is covered by section 1 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015. (NCA, 2022) The classification of crimes that come under exploitation of vulnerable people are typically built of  mostly low level offences. That said, highly organised crime units and gangs have been able to successfully utilise this system to push the number of offences sky high. This narrative is only worsened when you factor in the concern how not all crimes actually end up getting acknowledged or reported.
The act of exploiting vulnerability has been commonly enacted through the utilisation of the homeless community and younger, inexperienced men who do not realise that that they are being fully manipulated. In the case of those who are homeless, these offenders would approach those who are without residence and bait them with promises of security and or sustainability. These schemes would be carried out by approaching shelters, food banks and soup kitchens, simply to recruit them to carry out short term work and in these moments, they have then successfully coerced these people into a criminal lifestyle. (Crisis, 2020)
The purpose of this essay shall be to identify what exactly is the definition of vulnerability and understand how, if possible, the judiciary system intends to tackle all of the associated issues that stem from the problem of the exploitation of the vulnerable populous.
This essay shall also go into what methods are used to aid those who are suffering from mental health implications that have come about from being victims of exploitative criminality as well as how isolation and the events of the coronavirus pandemic have had long term implications on the mental health of those who may have already been considered of risk prior to enforced lockdown. Furthermore the areas of Child criminal exploitation, coercion into a criminal lifestyle and key targets for the judicial system to target along with reasons on why they face adversity when targeting the criminal exploitation of vulnerability.

When addressing a broad area in regard to vulnerability, it is important to first understand as to what it means for someone to be vulnerable and what vulnerabilities can cause and or imply on the daily experience for someone. According to the Cambridge Dictionary definition, the qualifying attributes to being classified as vulnerable are “able to be easily hurt, influenced, or attacked, or something that is vulnerable” (Cambridge, 2022) This presents the idea that someone who is vulnerable is likely to be more susceptible to others sway and opinion which could then lead to their naivety or inexperience being taken advantage of by those with negative intentions. 
Due to this fact, the College of Policing has set up a multi-stage national action plan (NVAP) that zeros in on the specific areas of vulnerability in order to target and assist where possible. The plan’s seven steps go over areas such as early intervention and prevention, protecting, supporting, safeguarding and managing risk, information, intelligence, data collection and management of information. The NVAP also focuses on effective investigations and outcomes, leadership, learning and development, and finally communications. (College of Policing, 2020) These areas all target the understanding of vulnerability as well as address methods on how to tackle incidents pertaining to vulnerability abuse-based incidents. 
This is key when attempting to reduce cases that target those who are already classified as vulnerable or prone to trauma as they tend to be those whom are affected the most, whether this be in more severe forms of trauma or worse, developing a mental health issue such as PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder). (Mind, 2022) As of late 2022, current studies have projected that an approximate 10% of the UK population are either already suffering from, or are at some point going to endure some level/form of PTSD with this study factoring in all sorts of variables such as age, circumstances of livelihood and victimhood. (PTSDUK, 2022)
This however is not to say that the largest issue on the rise is PTSD, it is in fact to demonstrate that incidents in which victims are left feeling vulnerable or let down by governing services are on the gradual rise. An example of this would be the posted domestic abuse-related crimes that have taken place in 2022. There has been a rise in reported abuse by 6% which is vitally important for two reasons, being that 6% is still a very serious statistical bump in crime rates for such a serious offence. Secondly and more concerningly, this 6% increase only factors in the reported or recorded offences that someone has brought forward to the police. (OfNS, 2022)
This train of thought can be further developed when looking into which people are statistically more likely to becoming a victim of vulnerability-based crime along with key attributing factors that are associated with the victims under assessment. The more commonly acknowledged factors, though not exhaustive, are victim isolation, current or imminent separation from the suspect and child disputes, pregnancy of the victim, disability of the victim, mental or physical health of the victim and lastly, substance abuse. (College of Policing, 2022) It is necessary to address that these products of circumstance traditionally apply to what is considered or classified as a traditional victim and as such, leaves gaps in the modern definition of what and who a victim could be. For example, it struggles to integrate considerations for those struggling with specific needs or issues relating to their age, gender, sexual orientation, disability, cultural background, immigration status, or profession. (Weisser-Lohmann E, 2012, pp.157-162)
Furthermore, one of the most vulnerable types of victims that has yet to be properly discussed would be young people and specifically, children. Being less experienced/ educated on some of the more criminal elements of the world and as such, can be somewhat taken advantage of. This is where child criminal exploitation comes into place. Child criminal exploitation happens to come about when an individual or group take advantage of an “imbalance of power to coerce, control, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18.” (Home Office, 2018) They can be utilised to carry out a variety of tasks under the guise of running an errand or doing a job/favour which they would be rewarded for completing or punished for failure. Extremes of this could be serving as a drug mule or even being used to pay off a debt through prostitution.
Due to these variants of circumstance, it could be more easily understood why those whom are considered as vulnerable may be forced or coerced into a life of petty or more severe crime in order to not disappoint their offending manipulator or in an attempt to acquire something of worthy monetary value to appease an ongoing debt. This may even lead to those vulnerable people not wanting to seek out help or support from their local community or the police as they may outweigh the potential risk of a violent outcome at the hand of their offenders. (Women’s Aid, 2022) 

This helps to lend a strong argument as to why early intervention for vulnerable-based crimes need more emphasis and support as to aid those getting targeted and singled out by those with malicious intentions in an effort to both provide them with the necessary support along with notifying the proper authorities who the offender/puppeteer is so that justice may be dealt swiftly.
The ongoing issue with the criminal exploitation of vulnerable people being an offence that can hypothetically affect everyone is that it is, like many other crimes in which it is very hard to get a grasp as to what the actual statistics are seeing how not everyone reports these incidents or perhaps people do not even realise that they are being manipulated in such a manner. As such, the task of gauging whether an offence is as bad as statistics imply becomes a somewhat assumption. That said, rates of reported crimes give off a decent insight as to how a crime may be occurring more frequently when it is broken down into areas and regions. 
One area of particular concern would be gang culture  and the prospect of someone being swept up in all of the criteria and criminalisation whether it be done through group-peer pressure or as a means to feel safe, protected or respected. With most gang cultures having some form of hierarchy, the youngest amongst them may feel pressed to into contributing as to secure their place. It is here where they are carrying out violent or criminal acts in an effort to demonstrate the loyalty and commitment to the cause. (Preventative Exploitation Toolkit, 2022) All the while this is going on, their may be many in the cliques who were coerced into the gang lifestyle out of fear of being targeted by different gangs or other strains of criminality.

These issues predominantly focus on the concerns that people face when out an about, especially concerned parents of children who feel that they are unsafe or feel a deep-seeded need to prove themselves. These concerns somewhat warp when brought into a different environment such as their own homes.
Concerns such as the grooming of adults and or children pose a threat as these incidents tend to take place either over the internet or behind closed doors. (Wales Safer Communities, 2022) Such issues tend to then get further exacerbated by circumstances out of people’s hands such as the time spanning the 2019 Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. In this time, with the overwhelming majority of the population being asked to remain home to prevent the risk of transmitting or transferring COVID-19.
 The issue with this being that people were isolated from those who may be able to notice subtle or obvious changes in someone’s actions or personality which may have spared them from manipulation. Over the span of 2021-2022, there was an increase of online grooming of 84% which is directly attributed to as one of the knock-on effects of lockdown isolation. (NSPCC, 2022)
While on the topic of the coronavirus, it is also vital to address the other two problematic issues which shone during these isolating times being that long-term isolation, especially for children, can and does hold serious mental health implications which has led to a drastic rise in mental health related cases in children and young adults. (NHS, 2022) This is an important note as with lockdowns being eased and actively removed, there are more mentally vulnerable and ill individuals now re-joining civilisation and are ripe for those with malicious intent to take advantage of in the form of criminal exploitation.
An alternative means of exploitation with a typically more elderly target in mind would be cuckooing, an offence where its name is derived from cuckoo birds who push birds out of their own nest to take them. Cuckooing takes place when a criminal or gang take over somebody’s home to use as a base for carrying out their crimes such as drug dealing, prostitution or lying low from the legal system and police. (CPC, 2022)
As bad as cuckooing is along with the ramifications that it brings, it pales in the light of how impactful and harmful it is when addressing the endless conflict on slavery. The age-old offence of profiteering off from the hard work of those with no chance or choice in an effort of personal or financial gain. While there still exists a vast multitude of countries that deem slavery to be an acceptable or even legal consideration, it is worrying to consider how, despite being illegal in the UK, it is estimated that there are approximately one-hundred thousand people trapped within the snare of modern slavery. (Coalition to stop slavery, 2022)
With all of these different forms of criminal exploitation of vulnerability, the primary target that the government has in place is for these incidents to be reduced, if not outright stopped. The act of exploiting those under the cusp of vulnerability, though common, is actively being combatted and supported by victim support schemes  which would offer emotional support, counselling, locating and providing appropriately safe accommodation and specialist support for crimes. (Mental Health Foundation, 2022)


 Support in the form of counselling is provided in a variety of means in the range of in person, face-to-face or done remotely over the internet, which is beneficial as through the NHS, you can receive free support counsel. Although due to its free nature, there would likely be a long waitlist before you receive the necessary support or guidance. (NHS, 2022)
Just like counselling, the necessary support that you can go out and seek will typically be free in nature, however as previously mentioned, there would be a waiting list of which you would be pushed to the back of due to overworked staff and departments within the UK.

In conclusion, the criminal exploitation of vulnerability is the incident in which individuals take advantage of or coerce those in unfortunate or uneducated circumstances and puppeteer them into carrying out acts of criminality under the guise of doing a favour or having it treated as a right of passage for those who have been roped into a gang environment. Being a victim of a crime, along with having a pre-existing mental health condition or even being homeless puts an unfortunate target on your back fir those who wish to target the vulnerable as these particular groups of individuals are considered as the easiest to manipulate.
Furthermore, due to victimhood and a general dissatisfaction towards the police, paired with a potential infliction of punishment form an offender it becomes less likely for those who are being harassed or targeted to seek out support form the proper authorities which leads to such issues not being brought forward to the proper authorities. 
Also worth noting would be the events of the coronavirus pandemic in which behind closed doors, people were facing abuse or harassment from others or were at the mercy of those with malicious intent over the internet.
Finally, the last area to address was that of grooming and cuckooing of the young and elderly that are at risk within the comfort of their own home from either families or parental figures or more towards potential gang groups that move themselves into others properties to use as a base of operations for carrying out their criminal activities.
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