What makes vulnerable people more susceptible to exploitation from County Lines gangs and how can this be combated?
 
The aim of this chapter of the dissertation is to review and analyse current available academic literature on how vulnerable individuals are more susceptible to exploitation from county lines gangs, focusing mainly on methods to combat this. It will also look at the current education available for individuals on exploitation and its effectiveness, possibly identifying any gaps and highlighting the need for more in-depth approaches. Additionally, this chapter aims to achieve the first objective of the dissertation, which is as follows: 

To research and analyse available literature concerning vulnerable people being exploited by ‘County Lines’ gangs. 

This objective will be reached by scrutinising literature obtained from online databases such as the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) e-learning online library database and Google Scholar, which is an online search engine able to filter for peer-reviewed and verified academic sources. Sources consist of academic journals, professional textbooks, government publications and other accredited sources. Consistently used search terms used to narrow down relative literature included ‘county lines’, ‘county lines and young people’, ‘county lines and vulnerable people ‘county lines and exploitation’, ‘vulnerability’ and ‘county lines education’.  

2.1 County Lines and Vulnerable People 

County lines gangs and their recruitment of vulnerable people has become a major issue in the last decade. In 2015, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC), defined a vulnerable person as one who is in need of special care, protection or support due to age, disability or risk of neglect or abuse. They reported that during a 12-month period, 10.7% of all crimes in England and Wales involved a vulnerable person (Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary , 2015)​ ​. Factors to vulnerability in adults often includes drug addiction and mental health problems and in children can range from poverty and family breakdowns to behavioural and development disorders​ (O'Hagan & Edmunson, 2021). However, Windle et al​ (2020)​, highlight the lack of comprehension vulnerable people, especially young individuals, have on exploitation. Many refuse to see themselves as vulnerable to exploitation from these gangs, preferring to class themselves as resilient due to the fact that they are earning their own money.  

In 2019, a qualitative study undertaken by Moyle found that vulnerable individuals found working for county lines gangs was preferable to other activities that generated income, despite being initiated into it with violence and intimidation​ (Moyle, 2019). The study draws predominantly on the interviews with 18 individuals, 14 of whom had worked on behalf of out-of-town dealers (OTD) and 4 of whom had purchased drugs from these dealers. The 14 individuals who had worked directly for the OTD’s had all worked as drug runners and 7 of these had also ’rented’ their accommodation out which is known as being ’cuckooed’. All interviewees had factors of vulnerability, with the majority being unemployed and relying on benefits, some experiencing homelessness and most having mental health problems and/or learning disabilities (Moyle, 2019). As found by Windle et al (2020), Moyle (2019) also highlights these individuals lack of insight on exploitation. Despite all participants having many traits of vulnerability, the majority saw their situations as “mutually beneficial”, with some also believing their reputations helped reduce their risk of exploitation by OTD’s.  

Additionally, county lines gangs recruit many young individuals into their criminal enterprises as they are easy to control, cheap to employ and are seen as less likely to be detected by law enforcement​ (Williams & Finlay, 2019)​. Children aged between 15 and 17 years old form the bulk of vulnerable individuals involved in county lines gangs. A report by the National Crime Agency (NCA) found that 65% of the UK’s police forces reported the exploitation of children by county lines gangs (National Crime Agency, 2017). Due to the rapid rise in child exploitation, the government has now deemed it as a form of child abuse therefore requiring a response from multi-agency partnerships. However, Firmin et al (2019) calls attention to the lack of national strategy available for children and adolescents being harmed outside of their families.  

Choice of location for county lines gang activity relies heavily upon on gang members views that less urban areas will have more naïve people. Their vulnerability comes in the form of knowing little about gangs and their dealings, making it easier for gang members to exploit them (Jaensch & South, 2018). Data from the National Crime Agency (2015) suggests that dealers also target these places due to high unemployment and deprivation, again, giving them access to more individuals more vulnerable to exploitation.

2.2 Risk Factors for Exploitation  

In 2017, the NCA conveyed that 74% of UK police forces reported the exploitation of vulnerable people by county lines gangs. This included individuals with both mental and physical health issues as well as children and young people​ (National Crime Agency, 2017)​. Coliandris​ (2015)​ identified circumstances such as homelessness, experiences of trauma/abuse, financial problems, and mental health issues as some of the main risk factors for involvement in county lines criminal organisations. 

A study undertaken by Havard et al (2023) found county lines gangs recruitment of girls and young women to be specific to their gender, with their purpose being that law enforcement were less likely to suspect them of offences. This sample highlighted the link between coercive control and young girls and women involved in gang activity. Gendered inequality comes into play here as coercive control is seen as an extension of it (Stark & Hester, 2019). Females in gangs are found to be at a higher risk of violence and exploitation due to hyper masculinity and objectification of women being what’s “normal” in street culture (Valdez, 2007).

Children and young people form the majority of vulnerable individuals exploited by county lines gangs. They are lured in by the offer of money and living a certain lifestyle, often seeing older gang members as people to “look up” to and this makes them easy targets for recruitment. Others may become involved due to other family members, such as siblings and parents, already being part of the gang (O'Hagan & Edmunson, 2021). Children, however, can have a lack of insight in recognizing that they are being exploited as evidenced by Robinson. A sample undertaken by Robinson et al (2019), reported on the knowledge that some young people knew they were being “used” but questioned how they would otherwise make money if not through county lines labour.  

Vulnerable adults are often coerced using similar tactics used to exploit children and young individuals. Adults with physical and mental disabilities are exploited, along with those who are already addicted to drugs. These addicts are exploited easily as dealers can establish a “debt bondage” between them, whether it be real or perceived (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). Women are found more likely to be sexually exploited rather than subjected to physical violence such as that of their male counterparts. O’Hagan and Edmunson (2021) report that the girls are coerced into feeling beholden to gang members for providing them with protection and financial stability. Overall, many risk factors that vulnerable people have that make them easy targets for county lines gangs.  

2.3 Forms and Methods of Exploitation  

Over the years, county lines gangs have built upon and improved their methods and forms of exploitation. One such method that has emerged in recent years is that of “cuckooing”. The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) defines “cuckooing” as members of county lines networks using violence or coercion to occupy the abode of a vulnerable individual (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). Using forms of exploitation such as threats and violence, gang members infiltrate vulnerable people’s homes to use as they wish. However, Spicer et al (2019) found this not to be the case, instead reporting that their methods of taking over someone’s property were much more sophisticated. As stated previously, some vulnerable individuals see working for county lines gangs as worth the risk, however this is not usually the case when it comes to being “cuckooed”. According to Moyle (2019), dealers may request to stay for a short period with the promise of drugs and then refuse to vacate the property. This then leaves the individuals who have been exposed to “cuckooing” at a higher risk of further exploitation, as it increases their risk of criminalisation as well as exacerbates their social segregation and vulnerabilities (Spicer, et al., 2019). 

Another method of exploitation is that of “debt bondage” which the CPS (2022) states is when a debt, whether it be a real one or a perceived one, is used to coerce individuals into carrying out labour for their criminal enterprises.  This form of exploitation is used widely, especially amongst young vulnerable individuals. They are enticed into county lines gangs with offers of money, food, clothes and even improved status but are then made to feel that they owe their exploiter a debt (Stone, 2018). A study by Havard, et al., (2023), found that “debt bondage” is prevalent with females as it aids gang members in coercing young girls and women into sexual activity. Should any of the young girls get caught or have drugs removed from them, whether that be by law enforcement or rival gangs, they were held personally responsible and forced to ‘pay back’ their debt in many ways, one of the main ones being through sexual activity. 

Coercion is also seen to be one of the major forms of exploitation deployed by county lines gangs, both interpersonal and impersonal coercion. Interpersonal coercion occurs directly and affects individuals whereas impersonal coercion is associated with the environment and factors such as poverty and the effects of gang related violence. A widely used instance of interpersonal coercion is that of grooming (NSPCC, 2023). Young individuals are given money and lavish gifts such as phones and expensive clothes/trainers and are often lured into this via social media. Atkinson-Shepard et al (2023), points out the discrepancy in past literature on exploitation, due to the rise in social media usage over past years. Social media is seen as a new coercive environment in which interpersonal and impersonal coercion merge. Furthermore, additional research by Brewster et al (2021), found that due to the Covid-19 pandemic, online exploitation became a lot more prevalent. Social media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat were used to promote the dealers wealth, aiding in their ability to attract and groom young individuals. Professional practitioners interviewed in this sample spoke on the increase of suicide attempts by young people due to being exploited online. Despite findings in this report, there remains little insight into the role social media plays in county lines criminal activity. 

2.4 Prevention of County Lines Exploitation 
 
One of the main themes found throughout the literature concerning prevention was the need to enforce measures that aim to prevent vulnerable individuals from becoming involved in county line gang activity. Windle et al (2020), reports on the long-term impacts county lines involvement can have on young people due to facing adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). ACEs is known to increase a person’s risk for both physical and mental health problems in their future, as well as increase their risk of further exploitation. However, Moyle and Coomber (2012), suggest that many children and young people involved in county lines already have experienced ACEs prior to being recruited by gang members, which has therefore made them more vulnerable to exploitation. This only further strengthens the pattern that has been found throughout the literature that suggests that the most successful way exploitation of vulnerable people by county lines gangs can be combated, is by tackling these individuals’ base vulnerabilities. 

In another study, Hayman et al (2024), brings forth the suggestion of education in the prevention of exploitation. They suggest that modification of the vulnerable persons behaviour and environments can reduce the opportunities for gang members to exploit them. The sample included 122 participants, however, over 90% were female and white which is a not a representative sample of the UK population. Therefore, they found little evidence that education would make a difference in reducing the risk of exploitation. In comparison, Hargreaves et al (2023), completed a review on a County Lines 12-week education programme run by the Liverpool Football Club Foundation and saw positive results. The programme involved 14 secondary schools in Liverpool and involved collaborative work between funders and partners of the foundation in improving participants knowledge on county lines. They also aimed to change individuals’ attitudes on county lines and other criminal activity such as knife crime and exploitation. The programme saw major success, especially in high attendance levels and engagement suggesting that the content and method of delivery was effective in helping these young individuals to make positive changes (Hargreaves, et al., 2023). 

Olver and Cockbain (2021), argue that the implementation of current legislation is imperative in reducing the risk of exploitation, rather than introducing new legislation. Participants of this study underlined people’s lack of understanding on legislation such as the Modern Slavery Act 2015, claiming it is being underused and suggested using it to its full potential before implementing any new legislation. Research by Williams and Finlay (2019), express the vitality in organisations working together to achieve prevention of exploitation. Raising awareness amongst frontline-staff social services, healthcare and education is key. Foundations also mention this in their Building The Foundations strategy (Foundations, 2023). Funded by the UK government, the aim of Foundations is to ensure vulnerable children have good relationships in their lives in order to prevent crisis. This again ties in with theme of tackling peoples vulnerabilities in order to reduce the risk of exploitation. Foundations believe that strengthening familial relationships aids in reducing the risk of future mental health problems as well as giving children and young people better chances in life (Foundations, 2023). 

2.5 Conclusion  
[bookmark: _GoBack]
This chapter has achieved the first objective: To research and analyse available literature concerning vulnerable people being exploited by ‘County Lines’ gangs. 
To conclude this literature review, it is evident that there is a variety of research available on county lines and the exploitation of vulnerable people. This literature review has emphasised the sheer amount of exploited individuals by county lines gangs, especially the amount of children and young people (National Crime Agency, 2017). It has also stressed the importance in trying to reduce childhood vulnerabilities, therefore reducing risk factors, for now and in their futures, to being exploited by criminals and gangs. Education of vulnerable young people was found to be successful in some instances (Hargreaves, et al., 2023), and whereas the education of individuals on the frontline was mentioned, there was very little evidence on whether this does indeed reduce vulnerable peoples risk of exploitation. The literature review did outline other gaps in the research, including the fact that many sample studies undertaken were found to have inconsistencies due to limited range in participants as many individuals involved in county lines are reluctant to discuss their experiences for fear of retribution from dealers. 
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