



        The College of Policing (2022), defines a vulnerable person as ‘a person who 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.’ The ‘THRIVE’ (Threat, Harm, Risk, Investigation, Vulnerability and Exploitation) model is used and applied to identify the needs of those who may be labelled as a vulnerable person. With this model, a vulnerable person can be successfully identified and be given the necessary support (College of Policing, 2022). This paper will apply the concept of a vulnerable person and investigate its relation to criminal exploitation and determine whether it is increasing. A largely discussed topic in this paper will be surrounding the term known as ‘County Lines’ and how it is a major contributor in the exploitation of vulnerable people. COVID-19 will also be addressed and whether it had any impact on the current situation surrounding criminal exploitation.

        Young children are defined as vulnerable and when exposed to the internet, the risk is greatly increased. According to Asam and Katz (2018), children who have lives that increase their vulnerability face greater risk online when faced with cyber-criminals with intentions to only harm individuals either psychically or mentally. Choo and Smith (2007), states that Organised Cybercriminal Groups are aware of the presence of young children online and often pursue these targets with the aim of (most commonly) financial gain but can also have other criminal intentions such as releasing sensitive materials for paedophile rings, for example. Also, these criminals use the internet to manipulate and groom vulnerable children in order to meet them face-to-face, often to commit further offences such as rape (Asam and Katz, 2018). According to a report by Kelly and Carsna (2017), it is recorded that from 2006 to 2016, all forms of sexual exploitation of vulnerable people have increased (this includes cyber-crime). For example, all sexual assault offences in England and Wales have risen from approximately 600 in 2006 to just over 1,500 in 2016. The report also highlights the pattern of defendants proceeded against with 3,616 adults in 2006 compared to 8,687 in 2016. As for juveniles, the increase is still present (526 in 2006 to 583 in 2016) but is not as steep as adult defendants proceeded against. This is supported by Colley (2019) stating that from an online perspective, accessibility and capability have reached an unprecedented level. This has resulted in a sense of confidence among perpetrators to be able to abuse children online at a scale never seen before. Colley also notes that sexual grooming crimes have increased from 969 to 1132 from 2016 to 2017. Furthermore, crimes involving sexual exploitation have also increased from 541 to 593 in the same year, adding to the previous statistics provided by Kelly and Carsna (2017). These statistics indicate the growing problem of sexual exploitation of vulnerable people and how it is increasing at an alarming rate. Clearly, these figures are going in the wrong direction and need the attention of various organisations that can work to change the growth.

        Jay (2014), conducted an independent Inquiry that revealed the level of sexual exploitation of children in Rotherham from 1997 to 2013. The report revealed a significant level of exploitation at an increasing rate through the years. As a result of this, more attention to preventing such crimes has been provided from both a community perspective and a social care perspective. Berry, Tully and Egan (2017), highlights the significance of this report and the effect it has had on the overall aim of preventing sexual exploitation of children. However, it also discusses how it is still a growing problem within the UK and more needs to be done in order to stop the increase. After an extensive psychoeducational assessment, Berry, Tully and Egan (2017), reported a number of positive observational improvements such as self-reported self-esteem and positive changes to attitudes among young people. Figures from the National Crime Agency (2012), showed that in 2012, 236 young people were trafficked with intentions of sexual exploitation. Berry, Tully and Egan, (2017) acknowledges this and notes that these figures can be considered underrepresented, as such criminal activity is conducted at a highly undetected level, meaning that the true figure is estimated to be much higher for 2012 alone.

        The next concept that will be explored is ‘County Lines’. As described by the Home Office (2018), County Lines is an issue affecting England and Wales, involving various criminal activity from drug trafficking, gang warfare and exploitation of vulnerable people to work in these trafficking operations (often with sexual offending involved). The National Crime Agency (2023), or NCA reinforce this, stating that a common aspect of county lines is the involvement of vulnerable people, often those with mental health and/or addiction issues being exploited by drug gangs to move drugs or cash on behalf of the gangs to avoid attention from police. Glover Williams and Finlay (2018), state that a multi-agency approach involving bodies such as the police, NCA, social services and border force is required to tackle the growing problem of county lines. Furthermore, county lines have a severely negative impact on those who are recruited into it with long lasting effects that can affect future aspects of life such as employment etc. Finally, Glover Williams and Finlay note that those involved within the healthcare industry in the UK should be given a high-level of training surrounding the matter, as this can help spot and deal with potential victims of County Lines to ensure early interventions are in place to give them the support needed to avoid the deceptive recruitment tactics. O’Hagan and Edmundson (2021) also agree that exploitation of vulnerable people through County Lines is increasing. They note that in general, all offences relating to County Lines have increased, with more organised crime groups moving to more severe forms of criminal activity on a nationwide level. O’Hagan and Edmundson suggest that only a nationwide effort from police will create the preventative measures necessary to deal with the increasing exploitation of both vulnerable adults and children. Furthermore, they support Glover Williams and Finlay (2018) in regards to a multi-agency approach being a key part of this effort as collaboration must be exercised to reduce the growing threat. In addition to this, a report from the NCA (2019), indicated that a continued risk of loss of life to these vulnerable people when involved in county lines offending remains present and does not appear to be slowing down. However, since a similar report in 2017 there has been an increased awareness surrounding county lines related crimes such as human trafficking and modern slavery as a result of enhanced data collection methods. This means that the process of identifying and reporting this activity has greatly improved as a result (National Crime Agency, 2019).

        As described by Such, Jaipaul and Salway (2020), modern slavery is a form of severe exploitation and stands as a major issue in the UK. It involves a victim being forced, deceived and abused through their vulnerability for various purposes including labour, sexual exploitation and domestic servitude. Over the years, the government have created interventions that aim to tackle this growing threat (Such, Jaipaul and Salway 2020). The Home Office (2022) discusses one of these modern slavery frameworks; the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) was introduced in 2009 and is a framework built to identity and refer victims that were potentially involved in modern slavery to get the help and support they need. Referrals to the NRM can be made by first responders such as the police and the police, in fact, made up one third of referrals in 2020. For an adult to be referred, they must give consent to the referral and when successful, the case is forwarded to the Home Office for assessment (O’Brien, Palmer and Blinkhorn, 2022). Statistics from the Office for National Statistics (2022) indicate a substantial increase in referrals of potential victims to the NRM from 2009 to 2021. In 2009, there were a total of 151 referrals and 100 of them being positive referral grounds decisions (RDGs). Compared to 2021, with 5,468 referrals to the NRM and 4,964 positive RGDs. While this suggests an increase in victims of modern slavery, it can also be argued that the NRM has proven to be effective in its aim to identify such crimes (ONS, 2022). Due to COVID-19, there was a spike in trauma from victims of slavery in the UK with the COVID regulations of being instructed to stay indoors, reminding them of dark times in their lives when they were a subject of abuse and restriction. In the inevitable financial crisis following the pandemic, the time to support those who are a victim of exploitation has never been so important to ensure they feel safe and secure within the United Kingdom (Papadaki, 2020). This is reinforced by Todres and Diaz (2021), stating that COVID 19 has significantly affected trafficking survivors’ lives in a number of ways. Their much-needed support faced disruption as they were unable to access it. Other factors such as financial-instability and food insecurity are among other problems vulnerable people and victims of trafficking had faced throughout the pandemic. Although this is not necessarily indicating an increase, it is a spike that is worth noting when discussing modern-day slavery and more broadly, the question at hand. 
        Brewster, et al. (2021), suggests that many new and existing organised crime groups involved with the exploitation of vulnerable children and adults took advantage of the COVID-19 pandemic. This is apparent through the spike of drug-related crime that had taken place (and continues to take place) during the pandemic, as criminals used vulnerable people (especially children) to be ‘drug-runners’ during the period. Townsend (2020) noted that there was an increase in vulnerable missing children as a result of the pandemic, indicating that there could be a link between Brewster et al. and Townsend surrounding vulnerable children being used for drug-related crimes during COVID-19. On the other hand, the National Police Chiefs’ Council (2020) indicates a reduction of vulnerable people being exploited in relation to County Lines during the pandemic. To support this, Brewster et al. (2021) does point out that the periods of lockdowns during COVID-19 have actually removed opportunities for organised crime groups conducting County Lines-related offenses to gather the necessary intelligence and scout potential risk-factors that are key to them operating undetected. Therefore, the lockdowns have acted as an obstruction within these criminal networks to recruit vulnerable people to carry out their offences, providing a reinforcement to the viewpoint of the National Police Chief’s’ Council surrounding the reduction of vulnerable people being exploited during the pandemic. This, however, has a potentially negative impact when considering online presence of criminals being increased as they attempt to groom vulnerable people on the internet as a means for recruitment (Brewster et al., 2021). Linking this to the previously mentioned points in the paper surrounding vulnerable people online by Asam and Katz (2018) and Choo and Smith (2007), regarding the risk being far greater when exposed to the internet, it is clear how Brewster et al. view this as a cause of concern. In addition, Brewster et al. (2021) further emphasises the fact that the introductions of national lockdowns raised concern with those working in the child-protection field surrounding the idea that the presence of vulnerable children online would be far greater than before. This would mean a greater risk of exploitation due to the nature of the pandemic and its effects with an ‘ongoing’ risk of harm to these children who are confined to their homes. This supports a number of academic points previously mentioned.  Finally, it is important to address that Brewster et al. does also reinforce the viewpoint of Glover Williams and Finlay (2018) that was referenced earlier on in the paper, regarding the need for those working in the healthcare sector to have additional training and collaboration with youth workers to ensure NHS facilities are fully equipped to deal with all kinds of exploitation-related admissions.

        The criminal exploitation of vulnerable people is a nationwide issue that evidently needs more attention in the efforts of reducing its presence across the UK. This paper has identified a clear consistency of academic opinion on the argument of whether it is increasing. The overwhelming majority of academia featured in this paper has pointed to its persistence through County Lines-related crimes such as modern-day slavery, child sexual exploitation etc., where it is actually rising year by year as seen by NRM referrals (ONS, 2022). Furthermore, COVID-19 was discussed in its relation to criminal exploitation of vulnerable people and its presence through the pandemic. As noted, though it did disrupt certain criminal activity (and spiked others), it did not reduce the focus point surrounding the increase of the criminal exploitation (Brewster, et al., 2021). Online vulnerability of young children was also addressed and concluded that as technology improves, so do the undetectable methods of those wanting to exploit children online, meaning more concentration on defending those online, especially as a result of COVID-19’s lockdown rules, who are by definition classed as vulnerable is required to stop the increase. In conclusion, the criminal exploitation of vulnerable people is increasing from many different perspectives (online, county-lines etc.), and more needs to be done on a nationwide, multi-agency scale (Glover Williams and Finlay, 2018, & O’Hagan and Edmundson, 2021) in order to stop the increase that inevitably has a massive psychological effect on those who fall victim to it and survive (Glover Williams and Finlay, 2018).
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