Task 2: Safeguarding and Risk Assessment
Choose an investigation from your practice in which you played a significant part where vulnerable people were exploited (either as victims, witnesses or both) and provide brief details of the incident.
a. Describe the crime types involved and discuss the difficulties and obstacles that you faced in identifying and investigating these crimes. 
b. [bookmark: _Hlk191568273][bookmark: _Hlk194594485]Critically evaluate the effectiveness of the investigative methods and legal processes that can be used to overcome these obstacles in order to successfully support vulnerable victims and witnesses.
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a. Describe the crime types involved and discuss the difficulties and obstacles that you faced in identifying and investigating these crimes. 
Introduction 
In 2023, I initiated Operation Exacum, a multi-agency investigation targeting an Albanian Organised Crime Group (OCG) suspected of trafficking adults into the UK for large-scale cannabis production. The investigation focused on offences related to conspiring to produce Class B drugs under Section 1 of the Criminal Law Act 1977 and arranging or facilitating travel for exploitation under Section 2 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015. The complex investigation identified the OCG's leader and several members and was later incorporated into Op Mille, a national operation.
Albanian OCGs use various properties across the UK to produce cannabis. In June 2023, Op Mille resulted in a thousand search warrants, hundreds of arrests, and seizures of firearms, cash, and cannabis plants worth £115-£130 million (National Police Chiefs' Council (NPCC), n.d.). In August 2024, OCGs targeted vacant commercial properties to grow cannabis on an industrial scale (Griffith, 2024). The drugs trade fuels gang violence as groups compete for territory (Crocker et al., 2017).
Difficulties and Obstacles 
The complexities I encountered within the social and legislative context of Operation Exacum, particularly the Modern Slavery Act 2015 and the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) process, presented me with significant challenges. The NRM demonstrated both strengths and limitations in its approach (O'Brien, Palmer and Blinkhorn, 2022), with its effectiveness hindered by factors such as the requirement for adult consent, the low proportion of recognised victims receiving support, and the difficulty in identifying certain types of exploitation (O'Brien, Palmer and Blinkhorn, 2022).
During Operation Exacum, I interviewed cannabis factory workers who provided similar accounts, claiming trafficking victimisation due to debts owed to Albanian criminals (Holt, 2024). Investigating these claims required extensive international cooperation and navigating complex mutual legal assistance protocols (Home Office, 2013). I faced challenges arising from disagreements with Crown Prosecution Service lawyers not fully conversant with the NRM process, resulting in suspects being granted bail and many absconding or continuing to produce cannabis using false identities. Although the NRM is intended to support genuine victims (GOV.UK, n.d.), I uncovered evidence revealing its exploitation by organised crime group (OCG) members.
Through prison telephone intercepts, I confirmed that suspects had received coaching on interview responses and defence statements (www.cps.gov.uk, n.d.), raising concerns about the impartiality of the legal process (HMICFRS, 2019). This external guidance enables suspects to tailor their responses, avoid self-incrimination, and maintain consistent but potentially untruthful narratives (Tekin et al., 2015), undermining my efforts to gather accurate information and pursue justice (Hartwig, Anders Granhag and Strömwall, 2007). Defence statements should provide a genuine account of the suspect's version of events (Crown Prosecution Service, 2017), but during Operation Exacum, suspects were instructed to claim they were working in cannabis factories to pay off debts, a tactic also employed by young UK-based gang members (Robinson, McLean and Densley, 2018).
Distinguishing between trafficking suspects and victims proved to be a complex task (Broad and Turnbull, 2019), exacerbated by my collaboration with inexperienced prosecution staff (Forstenlechner and Lettice, 2008). Genuine trafficking victims' distrust and fear of law enforcement created substantial barriers to effective communication (Journal of Identity and Migration Studies RCIMI, 2013), while victims often failed to recognise their own exploitation, likely due to psychological manipulation (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023).
Despite my carefully considered approaches to build rapport and encourage cooperation while avoiding re-traumatisation (O'neill, n.d.), my efforts were largely unsuccessful, likely due to the influence of the Albanian cultural code of "Besa" (Kosovo Online, 2024). This deeply ingrained honour system, paralleling the Italian mafia's code of Omertà, significantly impacted my ability to gather intelligence and secure cooperation (The Sun, 2018).
Conclusion 
Operation Exacum, as part of the larger national Operation Mille, exposed the complex and interconnected nature of modern slavery and organised crime within the Albanian community in the UK. The investigation highlighted the challenges faced by law enforcement in tackling these issues, particularly in navigating the legislative framework of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 and the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) process.
While the NRM has made significant strides in identifying and supporting victims of modern slavery, its effectiveness is hampered by several limitations, such as the requirement for adult consent and the difficulty in identifying certain types of exploitation. The exploitation of the NRM by organised crime group members, as evidenced by the coaching of suspects on interview responses and defence statements, further undermines the integrity of the system and the ability of law enforcement to bring perpetrators to justice.
The challenges encountered during Operation Exacum underscore the need for a multi-faceted approach to combating modern slavery and organised crime. This includes increased training for law enforcement and legal professionals to better understand and navigate the complexities of the NRM process, as well as enhanced international cooperation to investigate and prosecute cross-border crimes. 
Moreover, the psychological manipulation of victims by traffickers and the influence of cultural codes such as "Besa" highlight the importance of culturally sensitive interventions and support services for victims. Collaboration with community leaders and organisations is crucial in building trust and breaking down barriers to communication and cooperation. 
Operation Exacum serves as a stark reminder of the scale and complexity of modern slavery and organised crime within the UK. Addressing these issues will require a sustained and coordinated effort from law enforcement, policymakers, and support services, as well as a commitment to understanding and engaging with the communities most affected by these crimes. Only by working together can we hope to dismantle the criminal networks that perpetuate exploitation and bring justice to the victims of these heinous crimes.
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b. Critically evaluate the effectiveness of the investigative methods and legal processes that can be used to overcome these obstacles in order to successfully support vulnerable victims and witnesses.

Introduction 
Supporting vulnerable victims and witnesses through the criminal justice process presents significant challenges. Obstacles such as fear, stigma, communication barriers, mental health issues, and lack of understanding of the legal system can prevent vulnerable individuals from reporting crimes, participating in investigations, and testifying effectively in court (Beckene, Forrester‐Jones and Murphy, 2017). In this essay, I will critically evaluate the effectiveness of investigative methods and legal processes that aim to overcome these specific obstacles to successfully support vulnerable victims and witnesses, drawing upon my experiences from Operation Exacum.
Achieving Best Evidence (ABE) Interviews 
ABE interviews help overcome fear and trauma that may prevent vulnerable individuals from providing their accounts by capturing evidence in a controlled environment that minimises distress. Video-recording the interview reduces the need for multiple interviews and allows the recording to be played in court, minimising the trauma of testifying (Smith, 2024).
However, the effectiveness of ABE interviews in addressing these obstacles has been questioned. Richardson, Stokoe, and Antaki (2018) found that officers sometimes inappropriately elicited confirmations rather than demonstrations of understanding, repeated questions implying dishonesty, and introduced truth/lies discussions at unsuitable times during ABE interviews with vulnerable sexual assault victims. These practices can discredit victims' evidence and increase their fear or trauma, undermining the supportive intent of ABE guidelines. The study emphasises the importance of adhering to ABE guidance to create a safe environment for victims and reduce barriers to seeking justice. Research suggests many officers lack the necessary skills to conduct ABE interviews properly, resulting in poor - quality evidence (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018). ABE interviews have been criticised for being too long, using inappropriate questioning techniques, and failing to meet the specific needs of certain vulnerable groups (42br.com, 2018).

During Operation Exacum, I encountered challenges in conducting effective ABE interviews with vulnerable victims and witnesses. Many of the cannabis factory workers were reluctant to provide detailed accounts of their experiences due to fear and distrust of law enforcement (Journal of Identity and Migration Studies RCIMI, 2013). This reluctance was likely exacerbated by the cultural influence of "Besa", which discouraged cooperation with authorities (Kosovo Online, 2024). Despite my efforts to create a safe and supportive environment during the interviews, the quality of the evidence obtained was often limited, highlighting the need for further training and cultural awareness among investigators like me (Hamida Zekiroski, Powell and Cashman, 2024).
Special Measures
Special measures can assist vulnerable victims and witnesses during court proceedings (Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act, 1999), addressing obstacles such as fear, communication difficulties, and mental health issues.
Research shows these measures are valuable in reducing distress and facilitating participation (Burton et al., 2007). Screens can prevent witnesses from seeing defendants, alleviating fear and anxiety. Live links allow testimony from outside the courtroom, providing a less intimidating environment. Intermediaries can assist with communication barriers.
However, there are limitations. Some witnesses find special measures daunting (Fairclough, 2021). Screens or video links may hamper the defence's ability to cross-examine and undermine jurors' ability to assess credibility (Cooper, n.d.). Judges must carefully consider whether a whole trial order for an intermediary is justified (Winson, 2024). While judges generally allow special measures requests, refusal may occur (Majeed-Ariss et al., 2019).
In the context of Operation Exacum, the use of special measures was non-existent due to the nature of the investigation and the reluctance of the victims and witnesses to engage with the criminal justice process. Their fear and distrust of law enforcement, as well as the cultural barriers posed by "Besa", made it challenging for me to persuade vulnerable individuals to testify in court, even with the availability of special measures (Journal of Identity and Migration Studies RCIMI, 2013; Kosovo Online, 2024). This highlights the need for a more proactive and culturally sensitive approach to building trust and rapport with vulnerable communities to encourage their participation in the legal process (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023).
Intermediaries 
Registered Intermediaries (RIs) assist vulnerable witnesses in communicating during police interviews and court proceedings, helping to overcome communication barriers and ensure the witness's evidence is accurately understood. However, using RIs can be costly and time-consuming and may lead to trial delays due to limited availability. Defendants are not statutorily eligible for intermediaries under the Youth Justice Criminal Evidence Act 1999, but courts have allowed their use to ensure fair trials (CPS, 2023).
Trafficking victims' evidence weaknesses can often be shown without cross-examination. The prosecution must prove to a criminal standard that the witness is afraid and that this fear prevents them from testifying. This high standard risks prejudging the defendants' guilt (Ward and Fouladvand, 2018).
During Operation Exacum, I considered the use of intermediaries to assist with communication barriers and ensure the accurate understanding of victim and witness evidence. However, due to guilty pleas being entered, intermediaries were not required. Additionally, the cultural barriers posed by "Besa" and the distrust of law enforcement among the Albanians I dealt with made it impossible for me to secure the cooperation of victims and witnesses (Kosovo Online, 2024; Journal of Identity and Migration Studies RCIMI, 2013).
Multi-Agency Support 
A joined-up multi-agency approach is vital to effectively supporting vulnerable victims and witnesses (Barton et al., 2018). Multi-agency support, such as the recently introduced Right Care, Right Person (RCRP) approach, can help address various obstacles, including lack of understanding of the legal system, fear, and mental health issues, by providing comprehensive and tailored assistance to vulnerable individuals (Crawford, 2024).
Forbes et al. (2023) demonstrate the value of hospital-based Independent Domestic Violence Advisor (IDVA) programmes in improving outcomes for domestic violence and abuse (DVA) survivors, emphasising the need for sustainable funding and staff training through joint local DVA services and Integrated Care Boards. These programmes can help overcome barriers to reporting abuse and seeking support by providing accessible, trauma-informed assistance within a healthcare setting.
The challenges I encountered during Operation Exacum underscore the importance of a multi-agency approach in supporting vulnerable victims and witnesses. Collaboration between law enforcement, social services, and community organisations is crucial in identifying and assisting victims of trafficking and exploitation (Barton et al., 2018). However, the cultural barriers and distrust of law enforcement among the Albanian nationals I dealt with highlighted to me the need for more culturally sensitive and trauma-informed support services (Journal of Identity and Migration Studies RCIMI, 2013). Engaging with community leaders and building trust through a more proactive and compassionate approach could help overcome those obstacles and ensure that vulnerable individuals receive the support they need (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023).
Conclusion 
In conclusion, my critical evaluation of the effectiveness of investigative methods and legal processes in supporting vulnerable victims and witnesses, informed by my experiences in Operation Exacum, reveals both strengths and limitations. ABE interviews, special measures, intermediaries, and multi-agency support can help overcome obstacles such as fear, communication barriers, and lack of understanding of the legal system. However, issues such as inadequate training, limited resources, and cultural barriers can hinder their effectiveness.
The challenges I encountered during Operation Exacum, particularly in relation to the Albanian community's distrust of authorities and the influence of "Besa", highlight the need for a more culturally sensitive and trauma-informed approach to supporting vulnerable individuals. By prioritising training for investigators, increasing access to special measures and intermediaries, and fostering stronger multi-agency collaboration, we can work towards more effectively supporting vulnerable victims and witnesses in their pursuit of justice.
Ultimately, overcoming the obstacles faced by vulnerable individuals in the criminal justice system requires a sustained, multi-faceted effort that considers the unique cultural, social, and psychological factors at play. By continually refining our investigative methods and legal processes, and by prioritising the needs and well-being of vulnerable victims and witnesses, we can create a more inclusive and supportive criminal justice system that ensures equal access to justice for all.
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