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Abstract
The purpose of this research project is to delve deeper into county lines exploitation on children aged eleven to sixteen. The focus is on how much parents and the public know about the subject and is it taught enough. This research aims to contribute to the knowledge field of how society must adapt to address this evolving threat. The research paper examines existing literature to analyse areas such as the nature of county lines exploitation, public perception, the responsibility for policing these crimes, and preventative measures necessary to protect vulnerable populations. The literature provides definitions and explanations of different facets of county lines exploitation and their societal implications. The methodology section outlines the research approach, explaining why primary research was undertaken, specifically through a questionnaire distributed among parents. This method was chosen to directly capture parental knowledge and perceptions regarding county lines. The section also addresses ethical considerations to ensure the research was conducted responsibly. Findings reveal that while some parents are aware of county lines exploitation, many lack comprehensive understanding, highlighting the need for enhanced educational efforts. The public believes that police efficiency in dealing with county lines could improve through multi-agency collaborations, emphasising the importance of community partnerships in keeping children safe from exploitation and the need to educate.

Aims and Objectives 

Aim: This research project will aim to critically analyse the education for children and knowledge of parents and the public in relation to county lines exploitation by organised crime groups.

Research Objectives:

1. Explore if there is enough knowledge and education for children and their parents to prevent exploitation by gangs.
2. To conduct primary research to identify the publics perception of county lines exploitation using online questionnaires.
3. Explore how knowledge of county lines exploitation can be enhanced.


Content page

Chapter One- Introduction (Page 6-7)

Chapter Two- Literature Review (Pages 8-15)
Section 2.1- Introduction (Page 8)
Section 2.2- Human trafficking and modern-day slavery (Page 9)
Section 2.3- Gangs and their victims (Page 10-11) 
Section 2.4- Public knowledge and the role of education (Page 12)
Section 2.5- Education and interventions (Page 13-14)
Section 2.6 – Conclusion (Page 15)

Chapter Three- Research Methodology (Pages 16-18)
Section 3.1- Introduction (Page 16)
Section 3.2- Data collection (Page 16-17)
Section 3.3- Data analysis (Page 18)
Section 3.4- Limitations and potential problems (Page 18)
Section 3.5 – Conclusion (Page 19)

Chapter Four- Results (Pages 20-25)

Chapter Five- Findings and Recommendations (Pages 26-28)
Section 5.1 – Findings (Page 26-27)
Section 5.2 – Recommendations (Page 28)

Bibliography (Pages 29-39)


Chapter one – Introduction

County line exploitation is a rising concern in organised crime, in which criminal networks utilise mobile phone lines to market illegal drugs in both urban and rural locations. Major cities such as London, Birmingham, and Manchester often serve as the hubs for these operations, with drugs being transported to smaller towns and rural areas. To reduce risk and maximise earnings, these networks rely on the exploitation of young people and vulnerable individuals, many of whom are as young as twelve. These youngsters are groomed, with promises of money, safety, or belonging, which perpetuates a cycle of crime and cruelty. Parental awareness is crucial in protecting children from county lines exploitation, but research indicates a gap in knowledge and detection of indications of exploitation. Parents sometimes misinterpret indicators of exploitation as normal teenage behaviour, leaving their children exposed to further abuse. Many parents may not be aware that their children are at risk or are already involved in county lines activities. Without adequate knowledge and resources, parents are ill-equipped to intervene effectively, leaving their children vulnerable to ongoing exploitation (Dando, Ormerod and Atkinson-Sheppard, 2022). Education is vital in reducing county line exploitation. Schools, community groups, and government agencies recognise the need to implement comprehensive educational programs aimed at both children and parents however funding and resourcing has an enormous impact on how much focus can be given to the education. Additionally, schools often serve as a bridge between families and law enforcement, facilitating reporting and intervention when necessary. As awareness rises and educational measures expand, there is hope that the trend will turn against child exploitation in county-line activities. Equally, frontline police workers have a crucial role in educating and detecting persons at risk, especially during everyday interactions with the public and as first responders to crisis situations (Longstaff et al, 2015).

This study and title seek to determine the level of knowledge there is amongst parents and those responsible for educating and influencing children on county lines, and the volume of education, if any, there is on the subject. The research will target certain objectives. This study will analyse if there enough education on county lines for children and if there enough awareness for parents and vulnerable people to prevent exploitation. These objectives will contribute to answering the overall question of the project. The subject of this research is essential in the upbringing of children in society to protect them from the gangs that operate to exploit them. Exploitation of these youths is abuse and neglect which has a significant impact on children's development and welfare, with long-term consequences including emotional, behavioural, and interpersonal difficulties, mental health disorders, learning difficulties, academic achievement, juvenile delinquency, criminal activities, and violence in adulthood (Edinburgh et al., 2015). Parents of neglected children are frequently neglected themselves, implying generational transfer of parenting methods (Avdibegovi and Brki, 2020). This study will be undertaken by utilising multiple online resources, checking for creditability, including, journals, books, statistical data, thesis databases, and encyclopaedias. A survey will be prepared with a multiple-choice format. The questions will be designed to gather information relevant to the aims and overall conclusion of the question. 




Chapter two – Literature Review

2.1 Introduction to county lines

This literature review analyses the education and interventions for children in preventing child criminal exploitation in county lines. It discusses the characteristics of victims and defines criminal exploitation and human trafficking. Children are vulnerable groups and easy targets for criminals, making it crucial to educate them to protect themselves. The aim is to explore if there is enough knowledge and education for children and their parents to prevent exploitation by gangs. The Home Office (2017) uses the term county lines to describe organised criminal networks involved in exporting illegal drugs, often using violence, intimidation, and assault to maintain control. The distribution of heroin and cocaine through county lines has significant impacts on individuals, communities, and social systems, increasing violence, property crime, drug addiction, and mental health issues. Gangs exploit vulnerable groups, such as teenagers and drug users, to transport and sell illicit substances, interfering with their education and development, and maintaining a cycle of dependency and criminality. Gangs operate in every town and city in England and Wales, with major cities like Birmingham, Leeds, Liverpool, London, Manchester, Nottingham, and Sheffield serving as primary sources of these illicit drugs (Robinson, et al 2018). 

The National Crime Agency (2023) estimates approximately six hundred active lines are currently connected to county lines drug supply networks. Since the launch of The County Lines Programme in 2019, 5627 lines have been dismantled,16,536 individuals arrested, and 8817 individuals received safeguarding (Home Office, 2024). Organised Crime Groups (OCGs) frequently exploit adolescents and vulnerable individuals to transport and store drugs and money. This exploitation is often a result of market saturation in urban centres, prompting OCGs to extend their operations across county and police borders to maintain profitability and evade policing scrutiny. Financial constraints and legal barriers in prosecuting gang members further exacerbate the problem. The illegal income generated through drug trafficking can be reinvested in criminal operations, threatening legitimate firms and the local economy. The active involvement of youths in drug trafficking creates cycles of poverty and criminality. County line gangs have a significant and far-reaching influence on society. To alleviate the negative impacts and offer help for people affected by these criminal networks, authorities, social services, healthcare professionals, and community organisations must work together in partnership.
County lines exploitation is evolving, and new, trendy methods of exploitation are being used. St Giles Trust (2023) are reporting the new trend is to offer children vapes as a way of luring them, rather than the traditional methods of clothes and trainers. There appears to be research in the cities such as Birmingham (Stone, 2018), Glasgow and Liverpool (Robinson, McLean and Densley, 2018). Wales has less research into the urban areas, so this is potentially a gap in the research area. Research has been conducted as to why exploitation happens, but it is limited. (Maxwell and Wallace, 2021). 
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The map above, commissioned by Dame Carol Black (2020) as part of her Review of Drugs, shows the supply routes of drug trafficking. 

2.2 Human trafficking and modern-day slavery

The research is limited on county lines however, human trafficking and county lines both involve the exploitation and movement of vulnerable people (Windle et al. 2020). The term "human trafficking for criminal exploitation" describes the kind of trafficking where victims are coerced into engaging in illegal and criminal acts (Villacampa, Torres 2017). The common portrayal of county lines victims is a vulnerable child or struggling adolescent selling drugs for a drug gang. Studies show identifying victims of child trafficking is challenging (Warria et al. 2015). This could stem from lack of knowledge by agencies, children and care givers, victims not being stereotypical or individuals not seeing themselves as victims. Whilst being exploited, the young person knows the gang in some form and a trust relationship built (Mclean et al. 2020, p70). Research has found criminal gangs identify easy, vulnerable targets for exploitation and these young people are attracted to the lifestyle and aspire to be like gang members. Young people, who believe they have no prospects, see the gangs making fast money (Densley, 2018). The Modern-Day Slavery Act (2015) has led to an increase in prosecutions in cases of human trafficking, even when victims do not participate in investigations, providing more hope for victims. The Modern-Day Slavery Act overcomes the barrier of victims' trust in the gang. (Hill, 2019).

2.3 Gangs and their victims

[bookmark: _Hlk165806946]A gang is a group of individuals who gather for distinct reasons and frequently engage in violence, crime, and territorial domination. These gangs have a hierarchical structure in which senior members or leaders rule over junior members (Brantingham, Yuan and Herz, 2020, Vigil, 2003). Gangs typically operate within specific groups or neighbourhoods, establishing their own rituals, norms, and ranks. These gangs frequently target vulnerable children and teenagers, employing a variety of exploitative techniques to recruit them into illegal activity (O'Brien et al., 2013). Gangs add to the county lines business model by being utilised for drugs, cash, weapons, acquisitive crime, recruiting, and sexual exploitation (Heys et al, 2022). Taking this into consideration, gangs are increasingly turning to those who will not raise suspicions. So-called 'clean skins': primary-age youngsters, and well-groomed children from middle-class families with no police record. (Fisher 2023). Youngsters between the ages of eleven and twenty-four are the target demographic for drug users. This suggests drugs can be a threat to our children at any moment, regardless of their upbringing (Ramli et al., 2021). Street gangs are evolving, leading to increased violence and crime and brining insecurity in the community. Furthermore, gangs employ youngsters by exploitation, in the form of grooming, which can happen on the internet and via social media, the presence of street gangs on these internet sites is referred to as cyberbanging. (Storrod, Densley 2017; Morselli and Décary-Hétu, 2013). The offender will build a relationship of trust with the young person, who can then be sexually assaulted, exploited, or trafficked. Furthermore, according to Elshenraki (2020) the most efficient approaches to preventing child sexual exploitation should focus on prevention, and the most effective intervention programmes are those that incorporate school-based parental participation programmes for children. 

Exploitation of children is not a new concept; the digital world has amplified the issue and enhanced the vulnerability of youngsters, early intervention is important to safeguard victims (Raby, Jones 2016). Online grooming crimes have risen by 84% since 2017. Offenders groom youngsters by exploiting social media and gaming sites to coerce them into criminality. Meta-owned sites are utilised in 38% of crimes, with Snapchat being the most used. Grooming is become a cross-platform concern (NSPCC, 2022). To combat these online criminals, the Online Safety Act (2023) is a new set of laws designed to safeguard both children and adults online. It imposes several additional responsibilities on social media businesses and search engines, making them more accountable for their users' safety on their platforms. According to Fisher, Montgomery, and Gardner (2008), children who join gangs are more likely to engage in criminal behaviour, particularly serious and violent offences, than non-gang children and non-gang delinquent youth. At the same time, studies (Shaw, 2023) show children are not always exploited by gangs or strangers. Children are also frequently exposed to county lines networks through friends, family, or other links whom they fear or want to protect. As a result, child victims worry about being held accountable for criminal activity because of their unwillingness to assist police. Brownfield, Thompson, and Sorenson (1997), argue parental aspects, such as how effectively a child interacts with, respects, and identifies with his or her parents, have no bearing on gang affiliation. Furthermore, child exploitation continues to be an underreported crime worldwide (Alaggia et al., 2019). Further research conducted on gang members (Wood and Alleyne, 2010) raises several concerns as it examines how studies relate to the understanding of teenage gang membership. It highlights the shortcomings of existing methods as well as challenges in the field of research.


2.4 Public knowledge and the role of education

Parents and the public have diverse levels of understanding regarding county lines and child exploitation. Individuals may be familiar with the term county lines due to increased media attention and awareness initiatives, however, their knowledge of the scope and complexities of child exploitation inside county lines activities may be limited or even associated with developmental behaviour which means adults are less likely to recognise exploitation and problematic (Maxwell, 2022). It is imperative parents are involved to give early first line of defence in safeguarding children. In addition to this, a study by Baidawi, Sheehan et al. (2020) shows there is a need to identify, interrupt, and react to child criminal exploitation, whether it happens inside the family, school, or larger social networks. What is lacking in the current literature is examination of parent knowledge of county lines and children who are being criminally exploited. 

The literature on gang interventions is scarce, with most research focused on children who have already been involved in gang activity. This lack of awareness impedes the investigation of risk and resilience variables. Long-term studies looking at risk and resilience variables prior to gang initiation are needed. Although there is a lack of research on school-based gang prevention, it is imperative to refocus attention on student involvement and school climate to achieve long-term benefits on the development of at-risk adolescents (Sharkey, Shekhtmeyster et al. 2011). Wales police schools programme (School beat, n.d.) was set up as a collaboration between the four Welsh forces and the Welsh Government. The intention of the programme is to collaborate with schools to educate children by providing them with current information about the dangers associated with issues such as substance, county lines, domestic abuse, exploitation, bullying, anti-social behaviour, internet safety, weapons, radicalisation, and community cohesion. There is a resource available on county lines exploitation called “TRICKED AND TRAPPED” where pupils learn about child exploitation, the signs of criminal exploitation, and the impact on the child. It is pertinent to question whether these programmes should be embedded into the curriculum rather than an optional resource because it would be beneficial to build police relationships and educate children from being exploited by criminals. In fact, research (Lamont, Macleod, and Wilkin, 2011) shows that police officers working in schools improves relationships between pupils and police and reduces levels of offending behaviour and poor behaviour in school. However, there is a definitive gap in police training relating to this role and extraordinarily little research in what they do. According to Henshall (2017), the effectiveness of police on campuses is uncertain, with concerns about potential surveillance networks filtering out risky individuals and pushing them into neoliberal society's "disposable" areas. Furthermore, King & Schindler, (2021) conclude the presence of police officers in schools reduces funding for preventative and support programmes and increases pupil involvement in the legal system. This causes negative emotions rather than creating a safe learning atmosphere. Removing the police and investing in mental health, therapy, and support services may reduce crime without negatively impacting the criminal justice system.

2.5 Education and interventions

Education plays a significant role in reducing county lines crime and addressing the problem of criminal exploitation among young people. It raises awareness and equips individuals with the information and skills needed to recognise signs of exploitation and make informed decisions. However, the implementation of educational initiatives faces significant challenges, including inadequate resources and training for educators, limited awareness and understanding among professionals, and difficulties in identifying and reaching out to vulnerable youth. In fact, Carol Black (Black, 2021) made a recommendation in her findings of investment in age-appropriate evidence-based programs that build resilience among young people and identify those at risk of being drawn into illegal drug use or supply. Additionally, The Welsh Government (n.d) offers advice to parents on various issues, however, these efforts often consist of helplines aimed at children and parents, rather than comprehensive preventative strategies. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2024) provide valuable safeguarding advice and guidelines to help practitioners apply relevant legislation, but gaps remain in initiative-taking intervention strategies. Maxwell and Wallace (2021) highlight the urgent need for comprehensive plans, strategies, and interventions that address both the factors pushing and pulling children into criminal exploitation. Their research emphasizes the importance of prevention efforts across multiple levels including child, family, system, and community. They also reveal some children are criminally exploited by their parents, underscoring the essential need for external agencies to intervene effectively. Overall, while educational initiatives are essential, they must be part of a broader, multi-faceted approach to effectively combat the complex issue of county lines crime and the exploitation of young people.

[bookmark: _Hlk165804529]According to Dando, Ormerod et al. (2023 p. 352) “Improved education in recognising potential signs early may disrupt initiation and grooming processes before escalation and entrenchment”. Furthermore, research shows (Creaney, 2018; Gough, 2017), peer mentoring by ex-offenders can benefit young people and they become positive role models. The findings also show young people value the relationships and are more likely to engage with services. Matz (2014) argues, Youth mentoring programs do not always work, and it depends on the desired outcome. Likewise, mentoring programmes are most effective when matches are long-term and organised, rather than when matches end abruptly or youths are placed with inexperienced mentors. It should be noted, drug education is frequently taught in secondary and primary schools, although it is rarely in line with evolving trends. Drug issues often take low priority due to other responsibilities and pressures. Schools often fail to develop accredited drug education programs (Wilkey, Lundgren et al. 2013). These partner agencies often do not prioritise, and drug concerns might be given minimal attention (Lupton, Wilson et al. 2002). Although multi-agency methods to crime prevention are gaining popularity, it is important to assess their advantages and disadvantages. To perform well in safeguarding environments, professionals in non-social work organisations require training and measures put in place to raise awareness among front-line staff in health, education, children’s services, housing, and job centres. (Mythen, Weston, 2023, Glover Williams, Finlay 2019). The reliance on schools to address these issues is problematic given their resource and funding constraints and the need for a more integrated community-based approach.

The Home Office (2023) aim to enhance the response to the threat of targeting the county lines gangs who are exploiting children and impacting on communities. The Home Office have pledged to target OCG’s and disrupt the network, even support victims. There is no mention however of education and prevention. Learning the effects of drugs is compulsory part of science in the National Curriculum this could be expanded to include prevention of exploitation and involvement. (Department for Education, 2010). The National crime agency have developed an education programme which aims to help protect children and young people from the threat of online child sexual abuse and exploitation which raises awareness for children aged four to eighteen, parents and professionals (CEOP, 2019). This, however, is aimed solely at sexual abuse and exploitation. More education across organisations is needed to address the issues impacting young people's lifestyles and choices, leading to more effective and consistent approaches to prevention of exploitation through county lines (Anderson and Dyson, 1996; Mills and Unwin, 2020). There is a gap in any literature relating to this, “Despite growing awareness of child criminal exploitation, there is a lack of evidence relating to parent views and experiences” (Maxwell, 2022). 

2.6 Conclusion

To conclude, according to the arguments in this review, more needs to be done in relation to preventing children from being groomed and exploited into drug trafficking and current strategies need to ensure they are updated with an evolving culture of recreational drug use (Nahar et al, 2023) which includes updated information and using school curriculum, social  media and extra-curricular settings to educate because of course, crime prevention is better than cure. Despite extensive research on county lines, there is a research gap in terms of understanding the effectiveness of educating children to prevent exploitation. While empirical research surrounding exploitation has grown over the past five years, there remains a lack of comprehensive studies regarding the effectiveness of educating children on how to safeguard themselves. The research literature on county lines exploitation indicates we know exploitation is a big issue, we know children are targeted due to being an easy, replaceable resource but we do not know if these individuals are educated in how to safeguard themselves and the dangers in society. 

Chapter three – Research methodology

3.1 Introduction

Further research is necessary to comprehensively understand public awareness regarding the exploitation of children involved in county lines. The aims and objectives of this research project will form the foundation for its methodology. To protect children from exploitation and human trafficking, new laws are being introduced, such the Online Safety Act (2023), which gives children a better level of protection than adults. The specific objectives of the research are to assess the adequacy of education on the issue, to evaluate the level of awareness among parents and vulnerable individuals regarding county lines and whether this awareness is sufficient to prevent exploitation, and to conduct primary research through online questionnaires to gauge public perception of county lines exploitation.

3.2 Data collection

There are two forms of data collection: primary and secondary. Given the nature of the topic, the focus will be primary data collection namely, first hand research collected specifically for the project. Hyman et al. (1954) documented ways that interviewers could influence the answers they obtained. Strategies would need to be used to ask questions in an unbiased way. A questionnaire is a collection of questions distributed to respondents, to obtain information from people who are dispersed and difficult to meet in person. The questionnaire should include an overview of the study whilst adhering to ethical and moral guidelines (Mazhar et al., 2021). The researcher determined that using a questionnaire would be the effective way to gather data for this study after weighing the pros and drawbacks of data collecting techniques. This is attributed, in part, to its time and cost effectiveness, which enables successful attainment of the target sample size. In addition, the primary method of data collection provides participant anonymity. Inadequate methods for maintaining participant identity and confidentiality can negatively impact study results. Credible research must adhere to these guidelines to uphold ethical norms, safeguard privacy, foster trust, and maintain the integrity of the research. (Kang and Hwang, 2023).
The survey will be disseminated to parents of children aged eleven to seventeen, who are the target participant for the research. The survey will consist of open and closed questions. According to Schuman and Presser (1979), open questions uncover spontaneous replies whilst avoiding bias. O’Cathain and Thomas (2004) suggest when strategically incorporated into structured surveys, open questions can maximise data quality, minimise ethical issues, and encourage a moral approach to data analysis. Dohrenwend (1965) argues there is no evidence that closed questions are more likely to generate incorrect objective or subjective responses compared to open ones. However, research suggests participants do not enjoy open questions which could affect the data by selective drop out (Connor Desai and Reimers, 2019). Compared to open-ended questions, closed questions allow for comparisons between individuals or groups of respondents, take less time to complete, and are simple to write and execute meaning you are more likely to get a response (Meadows, 2003).

The survey will be conducted on Google forms, according to Raju and Harinarayana, (2016, p13.), “the free availability of the tool and automatic recording of user response in its spreadsheet have made data collection and analysis simple.”  The survey will be shared through messaging groups and social media. There will be questions to include gender and age to compare maternal and paternal parents and whether older and younger parents differ. This will also show any patterns. There will be ten to fifteen questions about county lines and understanding of the issue, which will show how aware parents are and if they comprehend the intricacy of the exploitation of children. In addition, sampling will be required for the validity of the questionnaire. According to Singh and Masuku, (2013) even a well-conducted study may not find significant effects or relationships or may estimate those impacts or connections too loosely if the sample size is too small. In a similar vein, an excessively high sample size would make the study more complicated and may provide inaccurate results. There are two types of sampling, random sampling and non-random. For this research, random sampling will be conducted, enabling the researcher to draw statistical conclusions about the entire group in addition to reducing the possibility of bias in selection. According to Bekele and Ago (2022), determining a defined sample size is challenging, there is no universal rule for maximum or minimum interviews. However, Subedi (2021) suggests, larger sample sizes are employed in qualitative research and, depending on the objectives of the study and the amount of data that must be collected, the number of participants may vary from ten to fifty plus. 

3.3 Data analysis

The research can be qualitative or quantitative. Qualitative data is descriptive, non-numerical information that cannot be measured and often includes opinions. The process of collecting and evaluating non-numerical data to comprehend people's attitudes, beliefs, motivations, and social realities is known as qualitative research. Ahmad (2019) describes qualitative research focuses on the "why" rather than the "what" whereas quantitative research gathers a range of numeric data. To obtain context and understanding into intricate events, experiences, and underlying causes for behaviour, it frequently entails in-depth interviews, focus groups, or observations. In contrast, the goal of quantitative research is to quantify the process of gathering and analysing data. According to Goertzen (2017) methods of quantitative research gather numerical data for statistical analysis. Their goal is to provide precise metrics for scenario comprehension. These techniques provide precise, measurable answers to questions. Focusing on trends across research groups, they identify patterns and behaviours but do not explain why people behave in particular ways. A questionnaire is a crucial tool for collecting quantitative primary data, ensuring consistency and coherence for analysis (Roopa and Rani, 2012).

3.4 Limitations and potential problems
	
The research could face potential problems such as participant participation. Boynton (2004, p1372) suggests “questionnaires tend to fail because participants don't understand them, can't complete them, get bored or offended by them, or dislike how they look.” Therefore, it is important the questions are simple and easy to understand. Time constraints could bring issues, the survey will be open for 28 days and the desired number of fifty participants may not be reached. The ideal participant would be the child direct however this brings ethical issues, so the parents are more suited. 


3.5 Conclusion

In summary, the research will employ quantitative data collection methods, utilizing a survey distributed through groups and online forums. While the exact demographics of the survey recipients are not predetermined due to the dissemination method, demographic questions will be included in the survey to gather this information. This approach is deemed the most effective for the researcher to collect comprehensive data for subsequent analysis.


Chapter four – Results 

The results chapter provides a comprehensive analysis of the findings from the administered questionnaire, focusing on various aspects related to parents' knowledge and understanding of county lines exploitation and their views on how education on this topic should be approached. This research project's findings and discussion’s part will give the researcher the opportunity to evaluate and contrast the collected data from the administered questionnaire. The researcher has chosen specific questions from the survey to cover in this research project. The survey consisted of thirteen questions and was distributed amongst the researchers’ WhatsApp groups that were made up of parents, guardians, and adults responsible for extra-curricular activities like scouts. The survey was completed by fifty-one responders in one day, so it was closed early as this was the optimum number required. The survey was anonymous however it did pose personal questions such as age and gender. 


Question 1-4

Question 1
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Are you a parent or guardian of a 10-16 year old. Number of responses: 51 responses.]
Question 2 
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Please select your gender. Number of responses: 51 responses.]
Question 3
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: What is your age?. Number of responses: 51 responses.]
Question 4
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How old is your child? (Please select all that apply if you have more than one child). Number of responses: 51 responses.]

The researcher collected a total of fifty-one responses which resulted in there being one more response than originally anticipated, 88.2% of which are a parent or guardian of the target age. To begin, the replies given by the participants were representative of a decent sample, since they included responses from both male and female participants of varying ages. Question one shows that the survey includes 11.8%, who are not a parent or guardian of a child, in the age range, and question two revealed that 47.1% of respondents identified as female and 52.9% as male which is a good balance of gender ratios. The third question concerned the participants' ages, which ranged from eighteen to over fifty. The researcher was keen to look at parents of children between ten and sixteen years old as this is the age range most vulnerable of being exploited by gangs and question four shows a good, varied child age range. Although the predominant age range for the criminal exploitation of children is fourteen to seventeen, The Children's Society (2019) warns that younger children are increasingly being groomed, with primary school-age children being targeted. The age range of participants skewed towards people in their forties which could be reflective of the average person who has a ten- to sixteen-year-old as the methods used covered a wide range of ages of participants, being parents of children in extracurricular activities.

Question 5
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How familiar are you with the term "COUNTY LINES". Number of responses: 51 responses.]
This question revealed that there was 66.7% of participants had some understanding of what county lines is where 23.5% had heard the term but had no understanding. The other 9.8% of participants claimed to have never heard the term before. This suggests that many participants have taken the time to educate themselves in some capacity on the issues of county lines. There is also a suggestion that 34.3% of participants would benefit from some guidance in safeguarding children from county lines exploitation. This supports the findings of Maxwell (2022) of parents having limited knowledge in the subject.

Questions 6-8

Question 6
[image: ]

Question 7
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Who do you think are most effective in educating children about county lines exploitation? (Select all that apply)
. Number of responses: 51 responses.]

Question 8
[image: ]

Questions six to ten were designed by the researcher to generate data around the knowledge of parents on the education children receive in relation to county lines exploitation. Question six shows that 74.5% of respondents believe that their children are being adequately taught about county lines exploitation with school and parents being the participants idea of most effective educators. If 34.3% of participants do not know what county lines it, this will have the opposite effect and be the most ineffective preventative measure. Education by police and youth organisations accounted for 41.2% each, meaning less than half of respondents believe a police input would be effective, even though they are the most knowledgeable about the subject. Following on from this, participants were asked when they believe exploitation education should begin with almost half (49%) agreeing it should be eleven to twelve years old this is in line with Ramli et al., (2021) who suggests youngsters are targeted between eleven to twenty-four years old. Surprisingly, the responses were suggested at the younger age groups and predominantly primary school children. This is consistent with a study, which shows that there is a need to address the exploitation issue and is the responsibility of more than school education (Baidawi, Sheehan et al. 2020). 

Question 9
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: On a sale of 1-5 - (1 - Not very confident to 5 Very) confident

How confident are you that children know how to recognize signs of exploitation?. Number of responses: 51 responses.]
The researcher was interested to know the knowledge of parents with these questions, and they suggest that parents lack confidence with educating their children around drugs and exploitation. This could be due to lack of understanding in the subject, as question five showed and supports the research of Maxwell (2022).

Question 11

The researcher employed an open-ended question to inquire, "How do you think schools can improve education on county lines exploitation?" Notably, several respondents suggested incorporating specific lessons on the subject. One respondent recommended designated lessons during form time, in a comparable way to sex education, while another proposed integrating the topic into the curriculum, within social or humanities lessons. Additionally, multiple respondents advocated for the involvement of partner agencies or third-party organizations, emphasizing that life skills education could encompass this topic. They noted that children most at risk of exploitation might not attend school regularly, suggesting a community-led initiative for education. Some responses highlighted the effectiveness of sessions built into the school curriculum using real-life examples and presentations by young people who were former victims. This aligns with research by Creaney (2018) and Gough (2017), which suggests that engaging ex-offenders in educational roles can be beneficial. The researcher also found particular interest in responses where parents admitted their limited knowledge and expressed reliance on schools to educate their children in this area. Some respondents echoed this sentiment, calling for increased awareness among both parents and children, with one parent noting that they had never heard of the term county lines and doubted their child had either, emphasizing the need for more discussion on the topic.

Questions 12 and 13
Question 12
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Are you aware the Welsh Government has withdrawn funding of police delivering lessons in school?. Number of responses: 51 responses.]
Question 13
[image: A pie chart with numbers and a few colored circles
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The research shows that 82.4% of respondents are not aware that funding is being withdrawn by The Welsh Government, for police to attend schools to engage and educate children in criminality and provide safeguarding advice. School Beat Cymru was funded by the Welsh Government up to February 2024 when the Government cut the funds to save £2 million (Thomas, Iwan and McCarthy, 2024). 86.3% of participants believe this will have a negative impact and that more children are likely to be exploited. There is not enough literature to evaluate the impact this will have on exploitation and so further research on this is recommended. 
In concluding the survey some respondents gave further opinions all of which included ensuring this type of exploitation is taught, potentially not just by schools but partner agencies too, evidencing that further research should be recommended.
Chapter five – Finding and recommendations.

5.1 Findings 
	
[bookmark: _Hlk168909333]While several respondents indicated some level of understanding of county lines, there remains a notable percentage who are either unfamiliar with the term or lack a comprehensive understanding. This highlights the importance of ongoing education and awareness efforts within communities with parents as well as children. Parents perceive schools and themselves as effective educators on county lines exploitation, but there are differing opinions on the effectiveness of education provided by police and youth organizations. Additionally, there is variation in views regarding the appropriate age to begin exploitation education, suggesting a need for clearer guidance and consistency in curriculum planning. The survey also revealed a potential lack of confidence amongst parents in educating their children about drugs and exploitation, indicating a need for increased support and resources for parents in this area. Suggestions from respondents regarding improving education on county lines exploitation, including incorporating it into the curriculum and providing specific lessons, offer valuable insights for policymakers and educators. There are, however, limitations in this research, according to Theofanidis and Fountouki (2018), limitations of a study often stem from issues outside the researcher's control, such as the research design, audience, and other reasons. To preserve the integrity of their studies, researchers must be aware of these limitations and note them in their publications (Price and Murnan, 2004). 

The researcher acknowledges that the most predominant limitation, is the sample size which could be non-representative of the population and not diverse enough to provide accurate results. The researcher understands that the estimated population of children in 2023 was over fourteen million, according to UNICEF (2022), therefore a more extensive sample would have produced a more unbiased result. Although the sampling size suggested that parents believe children have education in county lines exploitation, it draws back the gaps in the research identified in the literature review (Maxwell, 2022). One of the considered issues was the lack of literature relating to educating children around the UK. This relates to the researchers question where 34.3% of participants would benefit from some guidance in safeguarding children from county lines exploitation due to parents having limited knowledge in the subject.

Overall, the findings underscore the importance of collaborative efforts between schools, parents, partner agencies, and community organisations in addressing county lines exploitation and ensuring the safety and well-being of children and young people. Continued research and initiative-taking measures are essential to further enhance awareness, knowledge, and prevention strategies in this perilous area. This research paper set out to critically analyse if schools educate children on county lines exploitation, whilst also researching if there is enough awareness for parents and vulnerable people in the subject. Whilst reviewing the current research, the literature review highlighted a lack of articles and journals into the subject. The questionnaire that was issued to the public revealed they felt schools should be responsible for dealing with county lines exploitation, but they also felt as though there should be another organisation put in place that collaborates with the police to work on safeguarding children and the vulnerable. A key aspect to protecting the public and ensuring that children and vulnerable people do not becomes victims of exploitation, is for the police to work with other agencies to ensure that there is a local, regional, and worldwide force in place to help prevent organised crime gangs targeting the vulnerable groups. Whilst this is already in place with the NCA, and specialised departments, it needs to be disseminated to all frontline staff and training needs to keep up with trends. This is something that could be implemented immediately with training days and continuous professional development through mandatory online distance learning, this would also eliminate time and budget pressures if it is built into a training programme that already exists. Having specific understanding of exploitation will take pressure of some departments in the police but more importantly build trust between the police and the public. 

In summary, the research aimed to determine if education on county lines exploitation is adequate and assess awareness among parents and vulnerable people to prevent exploitation. Findings indicate that while several parents have some understanding of county lines, a significant percentage lack comprehensive knowledge. Parents view schools and themselves as effective educators, but opinions vary on the role and effectiveness of police and youth organizations. The survey revealed varied views on the appropriate age to begin exploitation education and highlighted a lack of parental confidence in discussing drugs and exploitation with their children, signalling a need for more support and resources. Respondents suggested incorporating county lines education into the school curriculum and having another organization collaborate with the police to safeguard children and vulnerable people. The study identified limitations, including a non-representative sample size and a lack of literature on educating children about county lines in the UK. Many believe schools should manage this education, supported by police involvement, but are concerned about the government's withdrawal of funding for School Beat, affecting police education programs in schools. 

5.2 Recommendations

Based on the findings and insights from the research on parents' knowledge of county lines exploitation, five recommendations have been identified to enhance education and awareness efforts. Firstly, developing a comprehensive curriculum addressing county lines exploitation, starting at an appropriate age, and ensuring consistent application across schools is crucial for understanding and awareness among students. Secondly, enhancing ongoing training programs for police officers to stay updated on county lines gang tactics and trends, mandatory online distance learning modules for professional development, is equally important. Thirdly, developing educational materials and workshops for parents on county lines exploitation, drug awareness, and safety methods, and encouraging schools and community organisations to offer frequent resources and support sessions. Fourth, offering free exploitation prevention lessons to all community age groups, using local media and social platforms to raise awareness and reduce exploitation risk. Lastly, further research is needed to understand the effectiveness of current educational activities and suggest improvements, while encouraging academic and governmental groups to explore educating youngsters about county lines exploitation. By implementing these recommendations, police can create a more robust and effective framework to combat county lines exploitation, ensuring the safety and well-being of children and young people, and reducing crime.
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County lines distribution S oo or rackcaraime 4 3017

g A9roup from an urban hub (i. London, Liverpool, Birmingham or Manchester)
\“ establishes a network with a county location (€.g. a rural or coastal town).

Customers in the county location make drug orders via a branded mobile phone line,
often controlled from the urban hub.

2 The group uses and exploits young people (often aged 15-17) to regularly travel from
,ﬁ‘/ the urban hub to the county location to sell drugs and move cash.

county location to sell drugs or to operate from their home (‘cuckooing’).

The group is inclined to use intimidation, violence and weapons in the county location

/\H The group also often exploits vulnerable people (e.g. dependent drug users) in the
‘ including knives, corrosives and firearms.

Opiate and/or crack use in England (2006/07=100)

+ The expansion of county lines is likely 110
to have been driven in part by 1%
declining heroin/crack markets in the 95
urban hubs and also recognition of b oéion and
untapped markets in less established 8 -
inapeed et R [aa= '

. 65

* Itmay also have been driven by an L meckats ‘This map shows all recorded supply routes for heroin or crack cocaine
increase in the number of vulnerable @‘9 ”E@@ © 8O o g 8 & between police force areas. The routes are coloured according to the
young people (e.g. children in care, Ly LA ® area that they originate from and the thickness of the line indicates
excluded from school) available for use ——London, Liverpool, Birmingham and Manchester the frequency with which that supply route is used.

and exploitation in county lines. Restof Engin

Sources: ) Unpublished Drug Supply Routes, SOCRA Home Office 2019 i) Estimates of opiate and crack use, Public
Health England 2019, i) County Lines Drug Supply, Vulnerability and Harm, NCA 2018
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Are you a parent or guardian of a 10-16 year old
51 responses

® Yes

® No
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