
In the bleak flatlands of East Anglia 
migrant workers are controlled by 
criminal gangs and some are forced to 
commit crimes to pay off their debts.

By Felicity Lawrence 
Illustrations By Laura Pummell

Gangsters 
on England's 
doorstep



At 3am outside the BP petrol 
station in Wisbech, Cam-
bridgeshire, the January 
sky was still black, but the 
solitary garage attendant 

was already serving migrant workers. 
By 4.15am, dark and silent figures cross-
ing the town had become a steady flow 
towards the light of the pumps on Free-
dom Bridge roundabout.
    Summoned by a text late the evening 
before, they huddled in threes and fours 
on the edge of the forecourt, waiting for 
a succession of vehicles that would take 
them to shifts lasting between 10 and 12 
hours, in fields and factories across the 
region. The mumbled greetings were 
almost all in Latvian, Russian or Lith-
uanian. Three old vehicles pulled in to 
fill up with passengers and petrol, and 
then set off. Those still waiting shared 

cigarettes and shifted from foot to foot 
in the Fenland frost. Not long after, a 
blue BMW with a Latvian number plate 
cruised into the station, thumping out 
a bass track loud enough to shake the 
ground and wake the whole street. A 
police patrol car appeared, ran slowly 
round the roundabout and drove off, 
back the way it had come.
    DCI Donna Wass had seen this hap-
pening since the spring of 2013, when 
she was transferred into the area be-
cause of her long experience investigat-
ing organized crime. Wass had a clear 
view of the BP garage from Wisbech 
police station, which was on the same 
roundabout. She had observed the same 
pre-dawn routine over and over again. 
While houses in the small market town 
still had their curtains drawn, the garage 

served as an unofficial labour exchange.
A web of several competing eastern Eu-
ropean gangmaster operations hiring 
out migrant labourers seemed to be 
connected to an increase in crime – al-
though it was politically charged to say 
so. There had been a spate of apparent 
suicides among young eastern Europe-
an men who had come in search of work 
– five within a year between 2012 and 
2013. Three of the dead had been found 
hanging in public places around the 
town; one of them had been recovered 
from a small park near the BP garage 
next to graffiti that translated as: “The 
dead can’t testify”.
    These were not the only disturbing 
deaths: a 17-year-old Latvian girl had 
disappeared from Wisbech in the sum-
mer of 2011, and her partially clothed, 
decomposed body was only discovered 

five months later, on the Queen’s San-
dringham estate. A Lithuanian courier 
was killed in an arson attack on the van 
in which he was sleeping. There had 
also been reports of knife attacks by mi-
grants on migrants but victims would 
disappear or turn out to have been using 
false identities.
    By summer 2013, it was clear that 
the scale of criminal activity would re-
quire more resources. Wass was joined 
by a second senior investigating officer 
acting as her deputy, DI Jenny Bristow. 
Intelligence suggested they were look-
ing at between five and seven organized 
crime groups operating in and around 
Wisbech, all involving foreign nationals 
and migrant workers.
    The BP garage was one of the plac-
es Juris Valujevs liked to do business. 

Sometimes the 36-year old Latvian 
would come in his gold BMW to explain 
how things worked to new recruits from 
the Baltic States. Sometimes he would 
sit in another car, a Mercedes, while his 
associate Ivars Mezals did the talking. 
Mezals was regularly seen at the pet-
rol station in the small hours, directing 
dozens of Latvians and Lithuanians into 
cars. The deal Valujevs and Mezals of-
fered their fellow migrants was simple: 
we will find you casual work, in a field 
or a factory, but only if you live in the 
rooms we rent to you, travel in the trans-
port we charge you for – and sometimes, 
do a few more things on the wrong side 
of the law.
    It was uphill work for the police to 
persuade the eastern European commu-
nity to speak to them about the gangs. 
Warnings not to talk to the police had 
been daubed on a wall in the style of 
threats made by the Russian mafia. 
Wild rumours had circulated that an-
other young woman had been murdered 
behind the BP garage and left with her 
tongue ripped out. (When police investi-
gated, the gossip turned out to be false, 
but it had the intended effect.)
    The endless procession of 44-tonne 
juggernauts hauling past the BP garage 
day and night offered a clue as to why 
this quiet rural town had become a hub 
for crime. The Fens – the bleak, marshy 
flatlands of East Anglia – produce more 
than a third of the UK’s vegetables and 
are a powerhouse of agricultural exports. 
The constant “just-in-time” replenish-
ment of goods at the heart of today’s re-
tail and manufacturing business models 
requires an equally constant replenish-
ment of workers, ordered at short no-
tice. To turn labour on and off like a tap 
you need a surplus, just waiting for the 
late-night text, desperate enough to take 
12 hours’ work one day, and nothing the 
next. That pool has itself required con-
stant replenishment with new arrivals 

of changing nationalities, in repeated 
waves of immigration, since only the 
newly arrived or the vulnerable will put 
up with the conditions.
     The Portuguese and 
Polish migrants who came 
to the region more than a 
decade ago have mostly 
moved on from farm and 
factory work to more integrated lives 
in Wisbech and elsewhere. They were 
among the early EU migrants, who re-
placed the Afghan and Iraqi-Kurdish 
asylum seekers who dominated the 
labour supply before them. In recent 
years, gangmasters, agents who supply 
Wworkers to factories and farms, have 
recruited flexible labour from the poor-
est rural areas of the former Soviet bloc. 
Currently it is Latvian, Lithuanian and 
ethnic Russian migrant workers who are 
desperate enough to endure the low pay 
and long hours. Lured by the promise of  
good work, often speaking no English, 
they have been easy to exploit.
    Most of us do not see the brutal par-
allel universe at the heart of the main-
stream economy. But in the Fens, it 
has been highly visible – along with the 
transnational organised crime running 
a part of it. This has made people very 
angry. Now they want out of Europe – 
more than two–thirds of voters in Wis-
bech’s parliamentary constituency said 
in a 2014 survey that they would favour 
the UK leaving the EU.
     The scene that plays out at the BP ga-
rage each day is not simply about migra-
tion or the human cost of cheap goods 
or isolated rogue operators. It is the 
manifestation of a profound social and 
economic change that has been enacted 
in little more than two decades.
    From the late 1980s on, new technolo-
gy allowed employers to eliminate much 
of the financial risk from their end of the 
chain. Supermarkets, for example, only 
reorder stock when a customer buys an 

English residents I met were quick 
to say that they no longer felt safe 
or at home in their own town.

item and its barcode is scanned, gener-
ating an instruction to their suppliers 
to replace it by the next day. Orders 
can double or halve within 24 hours, 

so workers to process 
and pack the goods are 
called in at short no-
tice. This reduces costs 
and increases profits, 

since businesses no longer have to keep 
inventory or pay for full employment. 
Instead they have outsourced labour 
provision to agents or gangmasters. Ag-
riculture and food processing pioneered 
this lean approach to business, but its 
zero-hours practices have spread to oth-
er sectors – to care homes, catering and 
food service, hotel work, cleaning, con-
struction, and personal services such as 
nail bars and car washes.
    Earlier waves of mi-
gration brought foreign 
workers to other East An-
glian towns, but the avail-
ability of cheap housing 
has drawn gangmasters 
more recently to the Wis-
bech area. The last census 
of Wisbech in 2011 put 
the population at around 
25,000 but officials ac-
cept that it is now proba-
bly nearer 30,000, with 
about 10,000 of those 
people recently arrived 
foreigners. The size of 
the private rental mar-
ket doubled in a decade to 
more than 2,000 prop-
erties in 2015. Houses 
of multiple occupancy 
(HMOs) – the gang-run 
houses where new mi-
grants mostly live – now 
account for a substantial 
percentage of housing 
stock. Government agen-

cies trying to reach vulnerable migrant 
groups visited around 500 homes in the 
year from January 2014. By then, three 
of Wisbech’s wards had become some of 
the most deprived areas of the country.
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TOP 3 RICHEST 
GANGSTERS IN 
HISTORY

1. Pablo Escobar: 
$30 Billion
Born December 1st, 1949 in 
Antioquia, Colombia. He was 
a founding member of the 
Medellin Cartel, one of the 
most powerful drug cartels 
in all of Colombian history.

2. Amado Carrillo 
Fuentes: $25 Billion
Born on December of 1956 in 
Navolato Sinaloa, Mexico. He 
was known as the “Lord of the 
Skies”, earning his nickname 
utilizing private planes to carry 
cocaine around the world.

3. Joaquin Guzman Loera: 
$5 Billion
It is believed Joaquin Guzman 
Loera was born on December 
25th, 1954, in Mexico, although 
his exact birthdate is no known. 
Loera  was on FBI’s most wanted 
list for more than 10 years.


