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One of the most pressing criminal and social issues of the United Kingdom over the last decade is the issue of county lines (O'Hagan and Long, 2019). One of the organised crime networks where drug dealings are facilitated with the help of specific mobile phone lines is called county lines with the help of which the centres can transport the illegal substances to the rural or coastal regions (National Crime Agency, 2025). This model has changed the character of the drug trade and has provided a complicated character of oppression and violence. As the National Crime Agency (2025) and the Home Office (2023) have discovered, county lines activities regularly depend on the recruitment of vulnerable people, their pressure, and control, such as children, those who are subjected to poverty, people with mental illness or addiction.
Some of the social vices highlighted by this form of exploitation have included the victimisation, human trafficking, modern slavery, and violence (Dando et al., 2023). County lines operations involve such processes as cuckooing, i.e., getting the house of a vulnerable person and keeping drugs there and selling them to people (Spicer, 2021). The result of such practices would blur the lines between victimisation and criminalisation, and lead to the situation of coercion and dependency happening in a loop (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2025).
The Children's Society 2025 notes that a total of more than 46,000 children in the UK are vulnerable to criminal exploitation in county lines (Childrenssociety.org.uk, 2025). These networks tend to enlist children with a promise of money, protection, and belonging under the guise of the real dangers of participation (Windle et al., 2020). Often, victims do not even notice that they are being used until they become the target of violence or face criminal charges. The expansion of county lines has also escalated the concerns of public safety because associated crimes, including knife crimes, sexual exploitation, and coercion, have grown within the last five years (NSPCC Learning, 2025).
This has allowed drug networks to avoid the police since the development of digital communication devices such as burner phones and encrypted messages has facilitated them (CPS, 2022). Regardless of the regulatory mechanisms like the Drug Dealing Telecommunications Restriction Orders (DDTROs) and the Misuse of Drugs Act of 1971, the flexibility of such networks is still posing a challenge to policing strategies. Additionally, the socio-economic factors previously mentioned, including unemployment, family separations, and social marginalisation, are yet to be addressed, which means that county lines networks will continue to receive a constant feed of potential recruits (O'Hagan and Edmundson, 2021).
Therefore, the problem of county lines is not only a criminal justice concern but also a social welfare and health concern (Liddle and Addidle, 2023). The interdisciplinary approach is based on the multidimensionality of the harm, which includes physical, psychological and social dimensions. This study places the county lines in the wider contexts of vulnerability, exploitation, and community damage to analyse how the drug networks work and how they impact society.
[bookmark: _Toc212547820]1.2 Research Focus
The proposed study aims to examine the perception of the effect of county lines on drug transactions, victimisation, vulnerability, and harm. Although the overall research has been conducted on drug trafficking, limited research has been conducted systematic analyses on the interdependence of these variables in terms of county lines operations.
This research topic is informed by the increasing amount of evidence that county lines use vulnerable individuals in society, making it difficult to distinguish between the perpetrators and victims (Dando et al., 2023). In addition, the topic in question is especially timely because the cases of child exploitation have become more visible, and the law enforcers and other social services continue to struggle with them (NSPCC, 2025).
Through the examination of the association between networks of drug distribution and victimisation, the study will be able to add to the comprehensive understanding of the overall harms of county lines. It is also critical in the way it interacts with the regulatory and policy frameworks that are geared towards countering these operations. It is this emphasis that enables the study to offer perspectives on the structural and the individual-level aspects of the problem that cuts across the criminology, sociology and public policy perceptions.
[bookmark: _Toc212547821]1.3 Aim and Objectives
Aim:
The aim of the research is to examine and analyse the impact of county lines on drug dealings, victimisation, vulnerability, and harm within the UK with a view to identifying the relationships among these variables and assessing the effectiveness of current regulatory responses.
Objectives:
· To analyse the relationship between county lines, drug trafficking, victimisation, harm, and vulnerability.
· To evaluate the influence of county lines operations on communities, individuals and social institutions, identifying the social and psychological consequences of exploitation.
· To examine government and regulatory responses to county lines, including law enforcement interventions, policy frameworks and community-based prevention strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc212547822]1.4 Methods and Timescales
The research design in this case will be a quantitative survey, to gather information about people over the age of 18 years, since this group is the most ethical and representative. The survey is suitable to capture the attitudes, perceptions, and experiences of the participants regarding county lines (Mazhar et al., 2021). A questionnaire will be created in the form of a structured questionnaire based on Google Forms and sent online to about 51 participants, whose selection will be organised using a simple random method.
The questions provided in the questionnaire will be closed-ended questions that facilitate understanding of the awareness of the county lines, victimisation and vulnerability perceptions and attitudes towards the law enforcement measures. Descriptive statistics will be used to analyse quantitative data in order to determine trends and association between variables.
The estimated timescale for the research is as follows: 
	Research Stage
	Timeframe

	Literature review and theoretical framework
	Weeks 1–3

	Questionnaire design and ethical approval
	Weeks 4–5

	Data collection via online surveys
	Weeks 6–8

	Data analysis and interpretation
	Weeks 9–10

	Drafting and finalising dissertation chapters
	Weeks 11–12


This time plan helps to organize the study in a reasonable and ethical way according to the academic and institutional norms (Hossan et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc212547823]1.5 Value of the Research
This study is useful in a number of ways. First, it tackles a major social and criminological problem that is still being complicated. The incessant growth of county lines networks brings up shortcomings in the existing laws, policing, and social intervention (Home Office, 2023). This study adds to the enhanced comprehension of how criminal economies perpetuate themselves by examining the interrelations between drug trafficking, exploitation, and harm taking into consideration social weaknesses.
Second, the research offers the empirical data on the perception and experience of the county lines by the people. Although large part of the available literature is based on police or institutional perspectives, not many studies consider the public perceptions and their levels of awareness. To prevent these perceptions, it is important to understand them in order to develop effective prevention and community engagement strategies.
Third, the study has practical implication. Results can be used in government agencies, local governments, and other non-governmental organisations that operate in vulnerable groups. Indications on victimisation and grooming behaviour will assist in the formulation of policy to intervene early and protect especially the youth.
Lastly, this research has value to academic literature as it combines the theory of criminology with the reality, and the study provides a multidimensional perspective of the problem that incorporates the social, psychological, and policy aspects. 
Altogether, the study is not only topical but needed, as it addresses one of the burning social problems with far-reaching consequences to the safety of the population, social well-being, and justice.
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