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Abstract
The exploitation of children through County Lines tactics continues to be a major issue for policing in the United Kingdom. Organised crime groups deliberately use children to reduce risks for adult offenders, targeting vulnerable youth to further reinforce their control and financial gain.
This dissertation will analyse whether the current approach to county lines is seen as a responsibility of the criminal justice system or child protective services. A dual-method strategy has been utilised to collect both primary data via two questionnaires and to review existing literature on policy and legislation. The primary data are collected from both the general public and police practitioners, allowing for the understanding of both general and informed opinions on the subject matter.
The evidence shows a lack of consensus for the status of children who are involved in county lines, with both the general public and police practitioners viewing them as simultaneously victims and offenders. The evidence also reveals limitations in multi-agency collaboration, inconsistencies in training, and a general uncertainty about the appropriate course of action to tackle the issue.
The study concludes that although the criminal justice response plays a vital role in combating organised crime operations, a child-centred safeguarding approach is essential for reducing child exploitation within County Lines. This would be through early intervention, education, and improved co-operation. Finally, practical recommendations are offered to enhance policy, procedural, and preventative strategies.
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Chapter One – Introduction
County Lines is a concerning tactic utilised by Organised Crime Groups (OCG) as a means of expanding their operations outside of their usual area of operation, often using vulnerable persons, like children, to maximise profits and minimise risk.
Children and their interaction and involvement with the criminal justice system will always be a controversial topic with polarising public opinions for both sides. Due to the danger posed to children involved in county lines, tackling this issue is not only an important goal for policing but also for the UK as a whole.
Another reason to justify research on this topic is to gain a greater understanding of the individual roles public services have in County Lines and how they collaboratively work together in tackling the issue. This will involve a critical review of the relationships between police forces, social services, the Youth Justice Service, and the criminal justice system as a whole, and their effectiveness in addressing children's involvement in County Lines.
Furthermore, as the general public is one of the key stakeholders in policy change, by developing an insight into their understanding of County Lines and whether the UK’s response has been successful, you can begin to identify who the public believes holds the responsibility for tackling the issue. Additionally, by also gathering the opinions of professionals who may come into contact with county lines, it can be analysed how these views differ from or align with those of the public.
Although there is extensive research on county lines and child exploitation, a gap in research can be identified when looking to answer the question of how county lines should be tackled. For example, there are no studies that weigh up whether children should be processed in the Criminal Justice System and criminalised or safeguarded by utilising core services like child social services. Likewise, there are also no studies that aim to develop the general public's understanding of County Lines and their opinions on who should be held responsible in confronting the problem.

1.1 Core objectives:
1.	Understanding County Lines Exploitation.
2.	Assessing the effectiveness of child protection services. 
3.	Assess the effectiveness of the criminal justice system.
4.	Understanding the opinions of the public and practitioners.
5.	Provide recommendations for improving the response.

Chapter Two – Literature Review
This chapter will focus on identifying the existing academic literature on the chosen research topic. This literature will include journals, books and research papers. Some existing statistics will also be discussed, and by identifying what research has already been implemented on this topic, it will allow for a better understanding of what areas require more research to be conducted.  There appears to be a wealth of research available regarding County Lines; however, data that links children to County Lines is limited to what police forces provide. This chapter will examine the available research on what is meant by 'county lines,' the effectiveness of child protection services in safeguarding children from exploitation in county lines, and the effectiveness of the criminal justice system in dealing with children and county lines.
2.1 Definitions and prevalence of County Lines
The term “County Lines” has been used to describe a criminal operational structure since the mid-2010’s. In its National Intelligence Assessment, published in late 2015, the NCA describes County Lines as a “national issue” where criminal groups use mobile phone drug lines to expand their drug trafficking operations beyond their local areas and into other regions (NCA, 2015, p. 1). The involvement of children comes into existence when the criminal group take advantage of young persons to store and distribute drugs, transport cash profits, and to “secure the use of dwellings”, a practice often referred to as “cuckooing” (NCA, 2017, p. 2). County Lines is a concerning tactic utilised by Organised Crime Groups (OCG) as a means of expanding their operations outside of their usual area of operation, often using vulnerable persons, like children, to maximise profits and minimise risk.
County Lines is often referred to as ‘the most violent model of drug supply’, with it being strongly linked with knife crime, violence against women and girls, and known for its exploitation of children in their criminal activity (Home Office, 2025).  Although County Lines is a term used to describe a specific activity, the perpetrators often do not fit a certain demographic or criteria. For example, they can be “individuals or groups of any gender or nationality and can appear unsophisticated or organised” (Home Office, 2023, p. 4). Despite this, the goals of the perpetrator appear to be aligned; to exploit children into working for them in an effort to remain anonymous and reduce the associated risks of drug dealing for themselves (NCA, 2015).
2.2 Vulnerability and recruitment of children
The United Kingdom’s National Referral Mechanism (NRM) is a system designed to identify individuals who may be victims of modern slavery and to ensure they receive appropriate support and protection (Lumley-Sapanski et. al., 2024). NCA data collected in 2018 outlined the worrying use of children in County Lines, when analysis conducted on the NRM identified the majority of referrals were for those aged between 15 and 17 (NCA, 2019). This factor alone demonstrates the importance of Child Protection Services in combating County Lines crime. Furthermore, the Home Office (2025) states that in 2023-2024, approximately 14,500 children were identified as at risk or involved in child criminal exploitation. This figure is worrying, especially given the likelihood of underestimation, as many children will go undetected.
Although any child is at risk of being exploited, there are factors that make them more vulnerable to Organised Crime Gangs (OCGs). One significant vulnerability comes in the form of experiencing poverty or homelessness. These children may be driven to resort to county lines activities to provide for basic necessities (Leicestershire County Council, 2025). Other vulnerabilities include: experiencing Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), being in care, social isolation or difficulties, through association with others involved in gangs and mental health issues. (Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council, 2025)
Data from the National County Lines Coordination Centre (NCLCC) indicates that the majority of children involved in county lines are aged 15-17 (Home Office, 2023). To support this, an analysis in 2024 found that British boys aged 17 and under comprised 45% of all criminal exploitation in the UK (Centre for Social Justice and Justice and Care, 2024).
Some research suggests that racial disparities can be seen when looking at victims of county lines, with black children being six times more likely to be involved in county lines cohorts (Koch et. al., 2024).
2.3 Responses of child protection services
A whole-system approach has been identified as the only effective way to tackle child exploitation in county lines, where public health, the Department for Education, and social care work together (NCA, 2025). It is key that child protection services intervene at the earliest opportunity to prevent the exploitation from initially happening (NCA, 2025). Once a child has already been recruited and exploited, it is much harder to deter the child from this life and safeguard them. Therefore, it is crucial to implement early intervention.
In her 2021 review of Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE), Marshall (2021) explores how young people involved in county lines drug dealing are identified as victims of CCE.  They are identified as victims due to the fact that even if the activity appears consensual, the child is usually coerced, controlled, manipulated, or deceived by these groups/individuals and subsequently, criminally exploited (Home Office, 2023). Sirona, a not-for-profit social care provider, also supports this by stating that children involved in county lines are not criminals but victims (Sirona, 2021).
The Social Services and Well-Being (Wales) Act (2014) came into force in 2016 to provide a legal framework for how social care is carried out in Wales. Although not explicitly mentioned, it is clear that this Act is a key part of Wales’s approach to county lines. For example, the Act places a duty on local authorities to make inquiries into children who are at risk of being exploited and assess their vulnerability to grooming or criminal exploitation, like those involved in county lines. In addition to this, a key theme throughout the Act is the designation of children involved in exploitation activities as victims who need protection, not criminals who need incarceration.
Lloyd et. al. (2023, p. 3727) state that children's social services have the “duty and power to provide welfare and support to children in need”.  In spite of this, a UK Parliament (2019, sec. 98) publication argues that a common theme that could be recognised from the available evidence was the overall “failure of statutory safeguarding systems and processes to protect children from county lines exploitation”. One contributing factor to this failure to support young people is the limited budget for social services, which has led to a higher threshold for accessing support (UK Parliament, 2019). This is further supported by Hudek (2018), who identifies that sustained investment in family support mechanisms and proactive multi‑agency collaboration is needed to prevent escalation into criminal exploitation.
As a result of their failings, charities have often been responsible for safeguarding young persons involved in county lines. In their effort to tackle the issue, in 2017, the child protection charity ‘Children in Need’ set up the County Lines in Cymru (CLiC) project to support children involved in county lines activity in the South Wales area (St. Giles Trust, 2023). Since its inception, CLiC has supported 140 children with in-depth assistance, leading to 74% exiting exploitation and 22 securing employment (St. Giles Trust, 2023).
Despite this, young persons involved in drug dealing have not always been treated as victims. For example, Koch (2021) suggests that a culture of criminalisation endures. Children who are involved in county lines are often misunderstood by the public and branded as criminals who choose to engage in illegal activities. This is often compounded by the child’s refusal to regard themselves as a victim, as they are manipulated by the construct that surrounds them, as created by the exploiters (ICCA, 2025). Furthermore, in his 2023 study, Shaw argues that frontline responses often continue to criminalise children, leaving their victim status uncertain. Similarly, Espeute & Lanskey (2023) note a lack of uniformity among both researchers and practitioners regarding whether those involved in county lines are victims or criminals. This emphasises both the importance placed on the response of child protection services and also highlights the need for reconsideration of how county lines victimisation is framed in the UK.
2.4 Criminal justice approaches
To address the policing aspect, set up by the NPCC, the ‘National County Lines Coordination Centre’ (NCLCC) was created to focus its efforts and create a working strategy. Two of the four aims outlined by the NCLCC’s 2024-2027 Policing Strategy document are regarding the prevention and safeguarding of children and vulnerable persons at risk of exploitation through County Lines (NPCC, 2024a). Since its inception in 2017, the NCLCC has coordinated 13 County Lines Intensification Weeks, resulting in the closure of over 5,600 drug lines and the charging of approximately 8,000 individuals (NPCC, 2024b).
High levels of county lines activity have encouraged the need for multi-police force partnerships in some areas. For example, the ‘County Lines Programme Taskforce’ consists of the Metropolitan Police Service, Merseyside Police, West Midlands Police, Greater Manchester Police and British Transport Police who utilise intelligence-led policing and collaboration to obtain positive results. For instance, between July 2024 and March 2025, a total of 1,225 county lines were closed, 808 line holders charged, and 2,192 individuals referred for safeguarding (Home Office, 2025, p. 3).
As positive as these statistics may appear, compared with a 2022 HMICFRS report, the UK has drastically underestimated the scale of the problem. For example, in the report, HMICFRS estimated the total volume of county drug lines in the UK at approximately 1,000 (HMICFRS, 2022). However, this number is smaller than the number of lines closed in a one-year period from only four force areas (Home Office, 2025, p. 3). Simply put, if the scale of the issue is not fully understood, how can the problem be effectively tackled? This applies to safeguarding children as well, as the criminal justice approach to county lines focuses on the prosecution of high-level drug dealers, to limit supply and thus limit the number of children who are exploited.
2.5 Legislative and policy gaps
Historically, there has been a legislative void in addressing the perpetrators of child involvement in County Lines. An example of this is seen in a key piece of legislation that addresses the safeguarding of children, The Children’s Act (2014). This Act focuses primarily on children who are subject to abuse in a domestic environment, making it difficult to use this legislation when applying to children involved in County Lines (UK Parliament, 2019). In his 2022 doctoral thesis, Ditcham outlines the importance of having bespoke CCE legislation that explicitly labels exploiters as child abusers (Ditcham, 2022). In most cases, the Modern Slavery Act (2015) is used to address CCE because the offences are similar (Harding, 2020a). Nevertheless, this has significant limitations as the Act was initiated to tackle human trafficking and forced labour, not the complex, coercive grooming of children by gangs.
However, in early 2025, a new bill was proposed that would make it an offence for an adult to use a child to commit any criminal activity (Ministry of Justice, 2025). This provides front-line police officers with the legislation they can use to tackle County Lines, by removing the exploiters and, in turn, reducing the dependency on social services to safeguard the children involved.
2.6 Theoretical framework
When attempting to understand the factors that encourage children to participate in county lines activity, it is important to consider the relevant psychosocial theories. An understanding of the relevant push and pull factors can be developed through the application of two main theories.
‘Social Learning Theory’ (Bandura, 1977):
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory suggests that individuals learn behaviours, attitudes, and the consequences of behaviour from others in their social environment. It also proposes that if these behaviours are learned from others, they can be unlearned or altered through observation, imitation, or modelling others (Bandura, 1977). In his 2020 book on county lines, Harding acknowledges the idea of ‘street capital’; where children idolise drug dealers who appear successful and carry out illegal activities to achieve higher status, reputation, and influence (Harding, 2020b). This proposal is further compounded when applied to children living in marginalised areas, who experience a lack of clear and lawful alternatives to becoming successful (Maxwell, 2022).
‘Routine Activity Theory’ (Cohen & Felson, 1979):
Routine Activity Theory proposes that crime occurs as a result of patterns of behaviour and opportunity. At its core, it comprises three components: a motivated offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian. When applied to county lines, Organised Crime Groups (OCGs) are the motivated offender who seeks to use children (the suitable target) for the transportation of drugs to minimise the risk to themselves (Harding, 2020b).  One factor that increases the suitability of the target is being absent from controlled social settings, like those of a school, either by choice or as a result of exclusion (Dempsey, 2021). The child involved then joins social settings that aren’t monitored by ‘capable guardians’ like those you find in the streets. Firmin (2017) argues that traditional safeguarding that occurs at home and in schools is not effective in reaching children who are socialising and building relationships elsewhere. These relationships determine the degree to which they experience protection or exploitation and can result in the child developing “anti-social, unsafe or promote problematic social norms as a means of navigating, or surviving in, those spaces” (Firmin, 2017).
2.7 Challenges in data collection and underreporting
As previously mentioned, there is a wealth of research available regarding County Lines, from both academics and professional organisations. However, the NCA acknowledges that “the true scale of abuse remains an intelligence gap in many parts of the country” (NCA, 2017, p. 3).
One key issue is the hidden nature of county lines and untraceable drug markets. This makes it difficult to identify those actively involved in the drug trade, as markets can be described as “a series of loosely interlinked local and regional markets” (Pearson et al. 2001, p. vii). Those children who are also involved in county lines either do not see themselves as a victim, as they appreciate the lifestyle or fear retaliation if they attempt to leave (Moyle, 2019). Without regrading themselves as a victim, pressure is placed on practitioners, such as police and social services, to identify when safeguarding should be utilised.
A lack of an accepted definition for the term ‘county lines’ means that there is a procedural grey area when classifying those involved (Spicer, 2020). For example, children engaged in county lines offending may simultaneously be victims and offenders (HMICFRS, 2020).
Data collection can also be skewed through the categorisation of victims when being processed in the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH). For example, individual preference plays a role when determining abuse types, such as ‘child criminal exploitation’ or ‘drug trafficking’; where classification for either can lead to inconsistent data (McDonald et. al., 2017).
Another issue that impacts the data available for county lines is inadequate inter-agency collaboration. This impacts data collection as current systems do not have the functionality to trace the complex pathways children travel between different forces and agencies (Crowhurst, 2017). This also outlines a safeguarding concern, where indicators of county lines activity are missed due to the absence of a multi-agency sharing capacity.
Chapter Three – Methodology
This chapter will discuss the research design that will be used to investigate my chosen topic.  Firstly, the various research methods will be outlined and examined. Following this, the chosen research method and sampling methods for this investigation will be discussed, along with the reasons for choosing them. Finally, this chapter will discuss the possible limitations of the research.
3.1 Research methods
The term ‘research’ has been identified as an organised and systematic way of gathering data and information to find answers to questions, with its purpose being to extend, verify, or correct knowledge (Stephenson and Slesinger, 1930, p. 78). To conduct research effectively, a methodology needs to be implemented. The term ‘methodology’ refers to the process that is used to systematically solve a research problem by logically adopting various steps (Patel and Patel, 2019). When conducting research, there are three types of methodologies: quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods approach (Taherdoost, 2022).
Qualitative research is focused on collecting data that is narrative rather than numerical, such as an individual’s thoughts/ perceptions, feelings, and experiences (Verhoef and Casebeer, 1997). Whereas quantitative research focuses on obtaining numerical data that is measurable for statistical analysis (Lim, 2024). Some examples of quantitative research methods are surveys, polls, or experiments, whereas qualitative methods include interviews, focus groups, or observations. Verhoef and Casebeer (1997) outline how Quantitative research methods create factual and reliable data that is usually generalisable to populations, whereas qualitative research creates detailed data based on the participants', rather than the investigator’s, perspectives and interpretations.
Some strengths of quantitative research methods are that they create broader and generalisable data, offer quicker data collection, and minimise researcher bias through the use of statistical and mathematical models (Lim, 2024). In contrast, qualitative research produces more in-depth, richer, and detailed data regarding individual feelings and events, which provides the researcher with a deeper understanding and, in turn, allows participants to have more freedom in their responses (Tahderdoost, 2022). However, both quantitative and qualitative research have their limitations. Lim (2024) identifies that quantitative research can be costly as expansive studies require more time, money, and effort. Additionally, quantitative research can result in limited contextual understanding as essential nuances are overlooked, and this impacts the depth and interpretation of findings (Lim, 2024). Moreover, qualitative research produces data that tends not to be as generalisable (Taherdoost, 2022), and it is subjective as the data produced is often up to researchers’ interpretation, and one person’s interpretation may be different from another person’s (Mwita, 2022).
Finally, a mixed methods approach is then where both quantitative and qualitative methods are employed together to utilise the strengths of each method (Taherdoost, 2022). Therefore, mixed methods research is more favourable as it balances out the strengths and weaknesses of quantitative and qualitative research.

3.2 Chosen research methodology
I will be utilising a mixed methods approach for my research, which will be in the form of an online questionnaire, and I will do this on the platform Survey Monkey. I have chosen an online questionnaire as my research method due to its reach and ease of collecting data (Ball, 2019).  It will allow for a wider and larger audience to be reached, and participants can answer it in their own time and at ease, which may increase response rates. Also, it ensures the participants feel no pressure as they can answer anonymously, which will decrease any social desirability bias (Ball, 2019). I have chosen Survey Monkey as it is free to use and easy to operate; I am already familiar with it, and it will provide me with real-time results, which allows me to keep up to date with participant responses.
I will use both open and closed questions in the questionnaires. Open questions will allow the participants to give a free written response based on their thoughts and feelings, which will allow for qualitative data to be drawn (Albudawi, 2017). This will allow me to establish what participants believe needs to be implemented to tackle the issue of County Lines. The closed questions will be in the form of multiple-choice or Yes/No questions, and this will allow me to obtain quantitative data (Lavrakas, 2008). This will then allow me to produce the results into statistics and present them in the form of figures, charts, or graphs.
I will create two different questionnaires, one that is aimed at police officers, and the other will be aimed at the general public. The reason I have chosen to do two different questionnaires is to identify a difference in opinion, based on prior training and knowledge of the subject area. For the general public questionnaire, I will distribute it by advertising a link on social media platforms, and by sending it to family and friends, and asking them to forward the link to people that they know. This will allow for a broader population to be obtained. For the police officer questionnaire, I will distribute it by forwarding the link to colleagues via my work e-mail.  I am aiming to conduct a sample size of 30 participants for the general public survey and then a sample size of 30 for the professionals’ survey.  I believe these sample sizes are realistic and will allow me to obtain a meaningful result.
It is important to consider the possible limitations this research may face, such as time constraints; I have deadlines to meet for each section of this research project. Therefore, I will need my questionnaire to be completed by the required sample size on time, as this allows me to then move on to the analysis of the research. Consequently, if I do not have the required sample size by the deadline, it will hinder my research. To ensure this does not happen, I will release my questionnaire a month before the set deadline, so that it allows participants enough time to complete it. Furthermore, an ethical issue this research needs to consider is informed consent. This is when participants need to understand what they are exactly participating in so that they can freely choose and make an informed decision to participate in the research (Arellano et al, 2023). If the participants are not informed and take part, the research will be deemed unethical. Additionally, I will be receiving participants' personal information, such as age and gender. Thus, to avoid ethical issues, it is key that participants are informed of what will happen to their data, how it is stored, and how it will be correctly disposed of. 

This chapter will discuss the type of research that will be undertaken to investigate my chosen topic.  Firstly, the varying types of research methods will be outlined and examined. Following this, the chosen research method and sampling methods for this investigation will be discussed, along with the reasons for choosing them. Finally, this chapter will discuss the possible limitations of the research. 















Chapter Four – Analysis of Results
This chapter will contain an analysis of the primary research that was conducted. This was obtained through two surveys: one aimed at police/police staff (practitioners), and the other at the general public. This was to develop a greater understanding of individual perceptions of the causes of county lines, the response to county lines and the thoughts and feelings about the policies and procedures in place. In greater detail, the practitioner-targeted survey focused on assessing awareness, attitudes towards the current actions against, and experiences when dealing with county lines. The second survey, aimed at the general public, was created to measure public awareness, understanding and attitudes towards county lines exploitation. To elaborate on this, the main focus was to develop the public's knowledge of county lines, and their perception of the effectiveness of the public services in tackling the issue. Collecting data from both groups also provided the opportunity to identify any differences between an informed population (practitioners) and an uninformed one (the general public). All questions included in my questionnaire were made in reference to the core objectives of the study; however, the survey was primarily created to establish and understand the thoughts and opinions of the general public and practitioners in relation to county lines (objective #4).

Core objectives:
1.	Understanding County Lines Exploitation.
2.	Assessing the effectiveness of child protection services. 
3.	Assess the effectiveness of the criminal justice system.
4.	Understanding the opinions of the public and practitioners.
5.	Provide recommendations for improving the response.

4.1 Practitioner survey results:
Section 1: Awareness and Training (practitioner)
It was clear from looking at the data that the vast majority of practitioners have a confident understanding of County Lines exploitation, with an even split of 44.4% found between those who are either “very confident” or “somewhat confident”. Only a small proportion (3.7%) placed themselves within the “somewhat unconfident” category, with the remaining participants opting for a “neutral” stance (7.4%).  A slight majority of practitioners have disclosed that they have not received County Lines training in the past 12 months (55.6%). Of those who have, the majority stated that they found the training to be “somewhat useful” (57.9%). Only just over a fifth of practitioners (21.1%) found the training to be very useful, with the remaining practitioners placing themselves in the neutral (15.8%) or not very useful category (5.3%). These results are shown in Figure 1. These results are in line with the conclusion drawn by the HMICFRS (2020), which states that there are inconsistencies in frontline knowledge.
[image: ]
Figure 1: bar chart to show the current usefulness of County Lines training in informing practice.

Section 2: Identifying and responding
When asked how frequently practitioners encounter county lines in their day-to-day line of work, only 3 practitioners (11.1%) come across county lines on a regular basis. This discovery may answer why a lot of practitioners have not received recent training on the matter. The vast majority (51.9%) state that County Lines activity is “sometimes” encountered in their roles, with the next largest majority rarely encountering it in their work (29.6%). This data is presented in Figure 2.
[image: ]Figure 2: pie chart to show the practitioner frequency of encountering County Lines cases.
Questions 2 and 3 of the questionnaires (see appendix) delve into the perceptions held regarding children who are found to be involved in County Lines activity. 33.3% of participants believe that children should be treated as victims, but the majority of participants (63%) are of the opinion that they should be treated as both victims and offenders. This is similar to the conclusion drawn by HMICFRS (2020), which believes children can be both victims and offenders. One key area of note is that no practitioners believed that the children involved in County Lines should be treated as offenders alone. Despite this, children are continuously criminalised for being involved in County Lines activities (Shaw, 2023).
The majority of practitioners believe that their organisation performs satisfactorily when identifying children at risk of County Lines exploitation, with 48.1% believing that they are somewhat effective and 40.7% believing they are effective. This data is presented below, in Figure 3.
[image: ]
Figure 3: pie chart to reflect how effective practitioners’ organisations are when identifying children at risk.

The preponderance of practitioners (77.8%) state that the police take the lead when responding to County Lines concerns in their area. This is followed by an even split of 11.1% between Social Services and the Youth Offending Team. This data is reflected in the pie chart below. This is a worrying statistic as Hudek (2018) recognises that early identification of children at risk is dependent on a sustained multi-agency approach.
[image: ]
Figure 4: pie chart to show which department takes the lead in County Lines cases.




Section 3: collaboration and multi-agency work
None of the practitioners rated the level of collaboration between the police and child protective services as “excellent”, with the largest proportion of practitioners stating that they believe that the collaborative work is “adequate” (51.9%). A rather concerning 18.5% of practitioners rated the level of collaborative work as “poor”, identifying the need for greater improvement in this area. Despite this, the vast majority of practitioners (74.1%) stated that they had not experienced any barriers in multi-agency working on county lines cases. For respondents who had, they were given an opportunity to describe this experience in greater detail. Key points identified from this are:
-             Not enough communication between front-line officers and social services to understand outcomes after a referral is made.
-             Police are lacking effective systems for effective communication with social services.
-             The lack of out-of-hours communications with social services creates barriers to the police response, as county lines is a 24/7 issue.

Section 4: policy and practice perceptions
Only 18.5% of practitioners believed that the current policies in place balance the need to prosecute crime with the need to protect children, with the vast majority 44.4% stating that they were unsure of the answer. The majority of practitioners also believed that a balanced approach is needed when dealing with young people involved in County Lines (74.1%). An interesting result for the same question was that no practitioners believed that the approach is a criminal justice issue only, suggesting that there is an understanding of the complex relationship between children and criminality. Practitioners were asked what they would suggest to help their organisation deal with County Lines more effectively. The main findings from this are:
1. Stronger multi-agency collaboration:
Practitioners believed that better coordination would lead to earlier intervention, compared to the reactive policing and aiming to tackle safeguarding after a child is already deeply involved with County Lines. By improving coordination, one respondent claimed that this would aid a collaborative approach “to focus on push and pull factors in children involving themselves in criminality. This would suggest that the communication barriers are structural rather than an individual issue and point towards the inadequate systems in place for data sharing (Crowhurst, 2017).

2. Training and awareness:
Some practitioners believed that by increasing the volume of training on the matter, there would be greater clarity for “what police (officers) can do to support these young people.” One respondent outlined that there should be more officers trained in the skills needed in tackling drug-related crime, e.g. “kiosk” training (forensic phone download). Although further training is a costly process, from 2016 to 2024, Government spending on policing has risen from £15.7B to £18.7B (Home Office, 2024). The NCA (2025) identifies county lines as requiring specialist knowledge due to their complex and evolving nature, further advocating the need for a greater focus and funding.
In regard to increasing awareness, one respondent called for a “More effective SLO (School Liaison Officers) …” suggesting a need for the increase of school inputs and further identifying the importance of early intervention. This is even more important when you consider the link between school absences and vulnerability (Dempsey, 2021).
3. Balancing the approach and assessing accountability:
Another theme that could be observed when reviewing these answers was the proposition of applying contextual judgment to each County Lines case. It was clear that some respondents were frustrated and felt as if there was a blanket rule to treating “all children under 18 as victims”. This is further supported by some respondents who outlined that although legally classified as a child, a “17-year-old who is drug dealing is fully aware of their actions and what they’re doing”.
4. Specialist teams and inter-force collaboration:
Although some respondents acknowledge the work that is done by pre-existing specialist teams, such as the exploitation team, one respondent recommended that there should be more collaborative work between these officers and front-line officers to “appropriately identify and engage with repeat mispers”.  This recommendation recognises the key link between child missing persons (MISPERs) and County Lines involvement (NCA, 2017). As well as greater inter-force collaboration, some respondents called for the need for “Dedicated teams for county lines”, with others simply asking for “bigger teams” to tackle the issues.
5. Preventative and Community-Based Work:
Some respondents recognised the importance of preventative measures being put into place to tackle County Lines criminality. This would be achieved through “more education in schools” and increasing “positive youth engagement” by creating “more clubs for children to go to after school to avoid joining the wrong crowd.”

Section 5: Impact and recommendations
A significant majority of practitioners do not agree with criminalising children to prevent future exploitation (55.6%). That said, 22.2% of practitioners had a neutral opinion on the matter, suggesting that they had no strong feelings in support of, or against, the idea. This data is presented below in Figure 5.
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Figure 5: pie chart to show the practitioner's opinion on the following statement: criminalising children aids in preventing future exploitation.
When asked if they believed that more child-centred intervention strategies would reduce involvement in county lines, a substantial proportion (77.8%) answered yes. This answer echoes the previous open-ended answers that called for greater police-initiated school inputs and the improvement of communication between the police and social services to encourage early-stage recognition and prevention. Also supporting this, practitioners were asked what overall recommendation they make to improve the current response to County Lines. For this, practitioners were provided the opportunity to provide open-ended answers with the expectation to look at the issue as a whole and not from a policing only point of view. Summaries of the principal findings are detailed below:
1. Early Intervention and Education:
A dominant theme is the importance practitioners recognise in early intervention in tackling the issue of County Lines and safeguarding the children involved. Most recommendations suggest that this early intervention can be completed via the school system, with one respondent calling for “nation-wide mandatory lessons”. The education would involve informing the children of the negative aspects of involvement in gang activity, as “Drug dealing is currently glorified to children; however, the risks are not explained”. Also, to add gravity to these lessons, one respondent suggested schools should use real-world examples and bring in people who have previously been involved in County Lines to demonstrate the risks and be more relatable. This intervention may also address issues at home by providing a role-model character for the children to look to as one respondent addresses that “some children are victims; others unfortunately want to live the life of crime. It stems from poor parenting and possibly the cultural environment surrounding that child”.
2. Support for Vulnerable Children and multi-agency collaboration:
Many respondents stressed the importance of targeted support for children at risk of exploitation. This is especially important with the children who have additional needs or are in care. Respondents suggest that this can be achieved through highlighting the “children who need additional support in schools” or via the inception of dedicated teams who investigate the links with County Lines and children who are in care. Other respondents also suggest that intelligence sharing between agencies should be more fluid to link “children who may be at risk of exploitation so that police have a better understanding of the full picture”. Another way to improve the multi-agency approach is by having a quicker referral process for the children who are at risk.
3. Criminal justice enforcement:
Some respondents recommended “stronger sentences to exploiters, which is in conflict with other respondents' suggestions to criminalise children more. This is in conflict as the first recommendation treats children as victims, whilst the second regards them as criminals. Certain respondents believe that there should be escalating punishments bestowed upon children involved in County Lines, increasing in severity if their involvement persists. Other respondents believe that this “criminal-centred approach may discourage children rather than treating them just as victims”.
4. Training and awareness:
As previously mentioned, the call for training arises again in this section with respondents. In particular, there is a plea for “better understanding and training” to inform officers better and change the misconception that regards “frequent MISPERs being seen as ‘naughty’ children” to “better identify concerns and vulnerabilities”. There is also an appeal from some respondents that there should be training in place for “families to recognise the signs when their children are involved”. This further ties in with a previous answer, where another respondent recognised the importance of parenting in shaping a child’s life.
This open-ended question concluded the survey for police/police staff (practitioners). The questions in this survey were more in-depth and based on policy and procedure due to the nature of the topic and its inherent links to policing. For the second survey, aimed at the general public, questions were tailored to apply to a layperson and focus more on their perception of the topic.
For the survey aimed at the general public, the survey was dissected into four sections:
•            Section 1: Awareness
•            Section 2: Knowledge and Beliefs
•            Section 3: Perceptions of Responses
•            Section 4: Public Responsibility and Policy

4.2 Public survey results:
Section 1: Awareness
The vast majority of respondents stated that they have heard of county lines (92.6%). This is in stark contrast with Sirona (2021), who found that one-third of UK adults lack awareness. Despite this, only 37% placed their understanding of the topic in the “good” or “very good” categories. The majority would rate their understanding as “fair”, with 14.8% placing themselves in the “poor” category. This data is shown below in Figure 6. The date suggests that there is high awareness but low confidence, with the public being aware of some signs without having a full comprehension of the issue as a whole.
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Figure 6: pie chart to show the public’s understanding of county lines.

Most of the respondents (59.3%) stated that they had first been exposed to county lines via TV or news sources. This may suggest that county lines may not affect everyone equally and may only be encountered by some members of the public via the media. Social media was the second largest category (25.9%), although it is not known what format the information was in. Only 7.4% of respondents had heard of county lines via school or education, identifying a failure to inform those who are most at risk of exploitation. This data is shown below in Figure 7. The data recognises the importance the media holds in informing the general public on important issues. Similarly, without having a clear and consistent definition of county lines, it may lead to further public confusion (Spicer, 2020).
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Figure 7: bar chart to show how the public has first been exposed to county lines.

Section 2: Knowledge and Beliefs
The respondents believe that the age group mostly affected by county lines was those aged 12-15 (51.9%), with those aged 16-18 being the next most affected group (25.9%). Only 7.4% believed that county lines mostly affect adults (19-25). In spite of this, NCA (2019) evidence that the majority of children involved are aged 15-17 years old.
Similar to the practitioner responses, the main body of respondents (55.6%) believed that children should be treated as both criminals and victims. A large portion of respondents stated that they believe that all children involved should be seen exclusively as victims (37%), with only 3.7% stating that they should be criminalised. This response is expected as HMICFRS (2020) states that children often occupy both a victim and offender status.
When questioning their personal concerns of county lines in their area, a small majority (33.3%) had no concerns of county lines, whilst 22.2% stated they were very concerned. To separate these results, 29.6% placed themselves in the “somewhat concerned” category. To contrast this with previously mentioned data, the notion that the majority of respondents are not worried may be linked to the respondents’ low levels of exposure and lack of involvement in tackling county lines.
When discussing who is responsible for tackling county lines, the greatest percentage of respondents believed that the police were responsible for tackling county lines (66.7%). 18.5% of respondents believed that the government was responsible, with “parents” and “schools” taking an even split of 3.7%. The most interesting result for this section was that no respondents expected social services to be most responsible for tackling county lines. This is surprising as a large portion of respondents also regarded children involved in county lines as “victims”, therefore suggesting that safeguarding should be more of a priority. This further supports findings in a UK Parliament (2019) publication, where it’s proposed that safeguarding systems are often overlooked.

Section 3: Perceptions of Responses
When questioned if they believed that the police were doing enough in tackling the issue of county lines, the majority (55.6%) were not sure. Worryingly, 29.6% of respondents believed that the police were not doing enough, with only 14.8% believing that they were
Only 3.7% of respondents believed that children involved in county lines should be criminalised, with 7.4% stating that they shouldn’t. The vast majority (85.2%) stated that it depended on the situation.
When discussing the role of schools and youth services, 96.3% of respondents believed that they have a role in tackling the issue. In their study, Firmin (2017) also stresses the importance of schools and safeguarding in combating county lines. Overall, the public uncertainty identified in this data mirrors the HMICFRS (2022) findings on the hidden scale of the problem.

Section 4: Public responsibility and Policy
To identify the public's opinion on their role in tackling the issue, respondents were asked if they were confident in reporting a young person involved in county lines. Although the preponderance of respondents stated that they would report a child at risk, 66.7% remains a concerning statistic, as 25.9% of respondents stated they wouldn’t. To further on this, Sirona (2021) also makes claim to the idea that the public has a reluctance to intervene. This may be a result of low confidence in their understanding of the issue, as over half of the respondents placed their understanding of county lines as “poor” or “fair”.
A total of 92.6% of respondents stated that they have not previously reported concerns, with an even split of 3.7% identified for “yes” and “prefer not to say”. A promising statistic noticed in this section was that no person chose “I wasn’t sure how”. This is comforting as it suggests that, despite their knowledge gaps, they are aware of what avenues to use in reporting concerns.
When discussing the allocation of resources, 55.6% of respondents believed that policing, child protection and public awareness should receive an equal share of the resources. This statistic is in direct conflict with a previous topic, where 66.7% of respondents believed that the police were most responsible for tackling county lines. The date is shown below in Figure 8.
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Figure 8: pie chart to demonstrate the public’s perception of where the resources should go.

An overwhelming majority of respondents also stated that they weren’t sure if exploited children are treated fairly in the current system, with only 3.7% stating that they believed they were. The remaining 22.2% of respondents believed that children weren’t treated fairly in the current system. 
Finally, respondents were asked what they believed could help reduce the spread of county lines throughout the UK. The results from this have been collated into sections and analysed below:
Education and Awareness for Young People:
The most common theme identified in the results was that the respondents believed that there is a need for greater education of county lines in schools, so that children are aware of the signs. More importantly than this, one respondent also commented that children should be aware of “…their options for help”.  The idea of early intervention is supported by research by NCA (2025) which acknowledges that education is central to prevention.

Youth Services and Early Support:
Respondents also pointed to the lack of youth facilities, like youth centres, to provide safe spaces for vulnerable children to come into contact with mentors and receive targeted support. One respondent also recognised the importance of a multi-agency approach by stating, “If schools, communities, and the police work together to give these young people support… they’ll be less likely to get involved”. Several respondents also pointed to ‘budget cuts’ as reducing the ability of early intervention; reducing the amount of youth centres as a financial choice rather than a community one. Supporting this, ‘Safeguarding beyond the home’ or ‘contextual safeguarding’ is mentioned by Firmin (2017) in their study in outlining the importance of safe spaces in combating county lines and gang involvement in children.

Support for Parents and Social Media Controls:
Some respondents associated parental responsibility with tackling county lines, believing that there should be guidance “more guidance/info for parents” and “stricter access / restrictions to social media platforms” for those who are under 18.

Policing, Resources, and Coordination:
Many respondents believed that the police should be receiving more funding to tackle the issue of county lines, with a further importance placed on improving force coordination to “identify networks operating beyond local boundaries”.

Tougher Enforcement and Accountability:
Harsher sentences were recommended by some respondents in tackling the issue of county lines. In particular, one respondent called for “Harsher sentencing for the gangs and people involved in running this exploitation”. This is in line with the Ministry of Justice’s (2025) legislative direction; however, it is unclear if this is actually being implemented in practice. Alternatively, one respondent wished for “increased accountability for actions no matter the age”, suggesting the criminalisation of children, should the circumstances place them actively involved in drug dealing.





Chapter Five – Conclusion and Recommendations
5.1 Conclusion
The purpose of this dissertation was to ascertain whether county lines should be addressed as an issue for the criminal justice system or child protection services. Through both primary data collection and an analysis of the existing literature on the subject matter, this study has explored the effectiveness of the current responses, the perceptions of the general public and police practitioners, and sought to understand the balance between enforcement and safeguarding. The findings identify that the issue of County Lines is a complex issue that requires a multifaceted approach if it is to be tackled effectively.
The current literature consistently links children involved in County Lines activities to be victims of child criminal exploitation who are targeted as a result of their vulnerability, socio-economic factors and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). These findings have been reinforced by the results from the practitioner survey, whereby no respondents considered it appropriate to view children solely as offenders. Instead, both the general public and practitioners have regarded the involved children as occupying a dual position as victims and offenders. The lack of clarity on the subject identifies broader concerns that have been outlined in the literature. In particular, the inconsistent safeguarding responses, uneven thresholds for intervention, and the ongoing criminalisation of exploited children, despite policy narratives that emphasise their victim status, are of concern.
The research also highlights progress within criminal justice responses, particularly the work of policing bodies such as the National County Lines Coordination Centre (NCLCC) in disrupting drug supply networks and targeting those responsible for exploitation. In the survey, practitioners highlighted the value of police enforcement, especially when directed at the senior members of organised crime groups. In this area, practitioners expressed support for tougher sentencing against individuals involved in the exploitation of children. Nonetheless, both primary data and existing research indicate that enforcement is not sufficient alone. Without the early identification of vulnerable children, effective multiagency collaboration and an overall child-focused approach, policing will remain reactive to the exploitation of children in County Lines and always one step behind the exploiters.
One of the key areas in this study was the comparison of public and practitioner perspectives. This identified that, although general awareness of county lines was high, the levels of confidence in understanding the issue were considerably lower.  Members of the public tended to see policing as the primary response in tackling the issue, despite also recognising children as victims. This conflicting response further identified a limited awareness of the role played by safeguarding authorities. Police practitioners, on the other hand, unsurprisingly showed a more developed understanding of the issue, acknowledging the need for a coordinated response. Despite this, they also continued to highlight the persistent barriers in having this response, particularly with the difficulties in effectively communicating between agencies and delays in accessing appropriate safeguarding support.
Overall, the findings indicate that County Lines exploitation should be addressed first as a child protection concern that is supported by a firm criminal justice system that is prepared to provide harsh penalties to exploiters and protect the vulnerable children involved. A child-focused approach, supported by early intervention, education, and effective co-operation between agencies, is more likely to reduce harm and further exploitation. Whilst criminal justice responses remain important when tackling organised crime, a safeguarding approach should be utilised when referring to the vulnerable children who are engaging in County Lines activities.

5.2 Limitations
This research has a number of limitations that should be acknowledged. The use of survey-based primary data meant that the depth of information collected was restricted. This is particularly the case when compared to qualitative methods, such as interviews or focus groups. Although open free-text boxes were included in the survey, the majority of data collected did not allow the respondent to elaborate on their answers.
In addition, the relatively small size of the public and practitioner samples limits the extent to which the findings can be generalised. Practitioner responses, in particular, highlight the capability of delving into the differences of opinion across roles or geographical areas. Despite this, questions about this were not included in the survey.
There is also the possibility that a large majority of participants had been influenced by the media prior to answering the survey. This factor may have led to an emphasis on a primarily enforcement-focused approach to the issue. Finally, as the study focused on the legal systems of England and Wales, the findings may not apply further afield in different jurisdictions and countries with different legislation, policies and safeguarding systems.

5.3 Recommendations
The current policy and practices in place that identify children as victims should remain a focus point when creating future safeguarding systems and protective legislation. A child-centred approach to tackling the issue should be encouraged, which is accompanied by harsher sentences for adult offenders who have been identified as exploiters.
The inception of clearer and more consistent national guidance would aid in addressing the variations in intervention thresholds and, therefore, the criminalisation of exploited children. By incorporating a nationally recognised training program for school, social care and community workers, you can also have a unified approach to identifying those who are most at risk of exploitation.
Furthermore, by improving the facilities in place for sharing information between stakeholders (e.g. police, CPS, youth justice, social services), accurate data can be formulated for not only the protection of individuals but also to test the tactics used in combating exploitation in County Lines. A unified police system for forces in England and Wales would also make it easier for forces to access and share data with each other. This is vitally important as County Lines occurs across force boundaries.
There is also a need for improved public education to raise awareness of county lines and to clarify the role of child protective services alongside law enforcement. This would demonstrate to the public that although law enforcement is a necessary component of tackling the issue by disrupting organised crime activities, a preventative and rehabilitative approach spearheaded by child protective services is key in safeguarding the children involved in County Lines.
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Chapter Seven – Appendix
General public survey results – complete
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Have you heard of the term "county lines" before?. Number of responses: 27 responses.]
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[image: Forms response chart. Question title: In your opinion, should more resources be focused on:. Number of responses: 27 responses.]
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Police practitioner survey results – complete
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How confident are you in your understanding of county lines exploitation?  . Number of responses: 27 responses.]
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[image: Forms response chart. Question title: If yes, how useful was the training in informing your practice?  . Number of responses: 19 responses.]
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: In your role, how frequently do you encounter cases potientially linked to county lines?  . Number of responses: 27 responses.]
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[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How effective is your organisation at identifying children at risk of county lines exploitation?. Number of responses: 27 responses.]
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[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How would you rate the level of collaboration between police and child protection services in county lines cases?  . Number of responses: 27 responses.]
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Have you experienced barriers in multi-agency working on county lines cases?  . Number of responses: 27 responses.]
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Do you feel current policies strike the right balance between criminal justice and child protection in county lines cases?  . Number of responses: 27 responses.]
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Which approach do you think is more appropriate for dealing with young people involved in county lines?. Number of responses: 27 responses.]
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[image: Forms response chart. Question title: In your opinion, does criminalising children involved in county lines help prevent furture exploitation?. Number of responses: 27 responses.]
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Have you heard of the term "county lines" before?
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If yes, how would you rate your understanding of what county lines means?
27 responses

@ Very good

@ Good
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@ Poor

@ Never heard of it
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Where did you first hear about county lines? (Select all that apply)
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Tv or news

Social media
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Friends or family
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I just googled it
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What age group do you think is most affected by county lines exploitation?
27 responses

@ Under 12

@ Age 12-15
© Age 16-18
@ Age 19-25
@ Dont know
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Do you think children involved in county lines should be treated as:
27 responses

@ Criminals
@ Victims
©® Both

@ Not sure
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How concerned are you about the issue of county lines in your local area?

27 responses

14.8%

29.6% v

@ Very concerned

@ Somewhat concerned
@ Not very concerned
@ Not concerned at all
@ | dont know




image36.png
Who do you think is most responsible for tackling county lines?
27 responses

@ Police

@ Parents

@® Schools

@ Government
@ Social services
@ Not sure
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Do you believe the police are doing enough to prevent county lines exploitation?
27 responses

® Yes
® No
@ Not sure
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Do you believe children involved in county lines should be prosecuted?
27 responses

® Yes

® No

@ Depends on the situation
@ Not sure





image39.png
Do you think schools and youth services have a role to play in preventing county lines?
27 responses

® Yes
® No
@ Not sure
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Would you feel confident reporting concerns about a young person being involved in county lines?
27 responses

® Yes
® No
@ Not sure
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Have you ever reported concerns related to drug exploitation or county lines?
27 responses

® Yes
® No
© | wasn't sure how
@ Prefer not to say
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In your opinion, should more resources be focused on:
27 responses

@ Policing
@ Child protection and support
© Public awareness

@ All equally
@ Not sure
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Do you believe the current system treats exploited children fairly?
27 responses

® Yes
® No
@ Not sure
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What is one thing you think could help reduce the spread of county lines activity in the UK?

27 responses

More work with the youth, not enough youth centres etc

Educating young people on the ramifications of getting involved in county lines activity, whether that's
through programmes at school or public awareness schemes aimed at young people.

More police officer and better engagement with schools

Educating children in schools to understand what county lines are, the signs of being groomed into a
county line and their options for help if they find themself involved or being groomed into a county line.

Increased accountability for actions no matter the age
Improving parenting and prosecution of parents of children involved with neglect

More information at school level on how young children end up getting caught up with criminal gangs &
exploited. Show them how it can wreck their life. Try the prevention of child exploitation.

Stricter access/ restrictions to Social media platforms for under 18.
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Stricter access/ restrictions to Social media platforms for under 18.
More guidance/info for parents, whose children use social media platforms

Better education in schools and more focus from social services on problem children with little family
support who are more likely to be groomed into criminality

Highlight the dangers to children in schools

Improved coordination between police forces across regions to identify networks operating beyond local
boundaries

Harsher Sentencing for the gangs and people involved in running this exploitation

Not sure

More resources needed within the police
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Initially the clamp down on drug gangs a lot of which | think are illegal immigrants or foreign national

Educating children more in school to be aware of what is going on

More awareness so people are more informed.

Tougher punishment, increased policing

Restrict social media

One way to reduce county lines activity is to support vulnerable young people early. Gangs often target
children who are struggling or feel alone. If schools, communities, and the police work together to give
these young people support, guidance, and safe opportunities, they’ll be less likely to get involved in county
lines.

The main reason this isn't happening on a larger scale is due to limited funding and budgets. And there is
nothing for them to do, a lot of youth centres have closed. Many teachers aren't trained to speak to young
people who have experienced trauma, and schools often lack the resources to provide that kind of support.
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One way to reduce county lines activity is to support vulnerable young people early. Gangs often target
children who are struggling or feel alone. If schools, communities, and the police work together to give
these young people support, guidance, and safe opportunities, they’ll be less likely to get involved in county
lines.

The main reason this isn't happening on a larger scale is due to limited funding and budgets. And there is
nothing for them to do, a lot of youth centres have closed. Many teachers aren't trained to speak to young
people who have experienced trauma, and schools often lack the resources to provide that kind of support.
It's important for schools to have trained staff, people who aren’t in uniform and can talk to them at their
level. Building trust and helping young people feel comfortable opening up is key to preventing exploitation
and keeping them safe.

The fact that 1 in 20 children are also abused which is 1 in every class, either by someone they know

(family member, neighbour or teacher) so the size of the safety measures at all avenues is massive. I'm
speaking on behalf of being a mental health first aider.

Harsher penalties
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Investing more money into youth mentors and education around the subject

Difficult as drugs seem to be so widespread these days but more police task forces set up might help to
smash the gangs

Raising awareness in schools and with parents

not sure

Awareness

Proper sign posting within schools and local youth organisations. Utilising the neighbourhood policing
teams to gather intelligence.
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How confident are you in your understanding of county lines exploitation?
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@ Very confident

@ Somewhat confident
@ Neutral

@ Somewhat unconfident
@ Not confident
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Have you received any training specifically related to county lines in the past 12 months?
27 responses

® Yes
® No
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If yes, how useful was the training in informing your practice?
19 responses

@ Very useful

@ Somewhat useful
@ Neutral

@ Not very useful
@ Not useful at all
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In your role, how frequently do you encounter cases potientially linked to county lines?

27 responses

]

@ Often
@ Sometimes
© Rarely
@ Never
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Do you believe children involved in county lines should primarily be treated as:
27 responses

@ Victims
@ Offenders
©® Both

@ Not sure
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How effective is your organisation at identifying children at risk of county lines exploitation?
27 responses

@ Very effective

@ Effective

© Somewhat effective
@ Ineffective

@ Not effective at all
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Who takes the lead in responding to county lines concerns in your area?
27 responses

@ Police

@ Social services

@® Schools

@ Youth offending team
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How would you rate the level of collaboration between police and child protection services in county
lines cases?

27 responses

@ Excellent
@ Good
© Adequate
@ Poor
@ Very poor





image57.png
Have you experienced barriers in multi-agency working on county lines cases?
27 responses

@ VYes (if yes use 'other’ box to describe)
® No

@ There is a lack of systems with police
being able to effectively engage with s...

@ Haven't experienced it

@ Never worked with county lines cases in
depth

@ Communication issues

@ Once you put in the PPN more often t...

@ Not had to deal with it
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Do you feel current policies strike the right balance between criminal justice and child protection in

county lines cases?
27 responses

® Yes
® No
@© Unsure
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Which approach do you think is more appropriate for dealing with young people involved in county
lines?

27 responses

@ Primarily a safeguarding issue
@ Primarily a criminal justice issue
@® A balanced approach
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What improvements (if any) would help your organisation address county lines more effectively?

27 responses

Improvements in out of hours partner agency communications. Further joint agency approaches & training
to understand each others views in regard to whether safeguarding is the best approach or criminal justice
proceedings is the more effective approach.

More plans in place to stop children from going down the route of county lines. Better communication
between children services to focus on push and pull factors in children involving themselves in criminality
with county lines

For ‘children’ to not be classed as anyone under the age of 18. A 17 year old who is drug dealing is fully
aware of their actions and what they're doing, that person is not a victim nor child. If a 13 year old is being
exploited then yes, support needs to be given

Regular inputs and strategies

To not just treat all children under the age of 18 as victims. There are children involved in county lines who
know what they are doing and are street wise enough to understand it is wrong and without the pressure
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To not just treat all children under the age of 18 as victims. There are children involved in county lines who
know what they are doing and are street wise enough to understand it is wrong and without the pressure
from drug dealers they still continue to deal and sell drugs within communities.

More effective SLO ands increase in social services response to at risk children

The missing persons / exploitation teams working alongside response and neighbourhood policing on
shifts to appropriately identify and engage with repeat mispers that are being used in county lines and
criminal exploitation

Unsure as | don’t have much knowledge on the subject
More kiosk trained officers to download phones quicker to address and identify TRH
More of a community approach

Bigger teams tackling county lines
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More effective and regular training that is in conjunction with police, social services and youth offending
teams

More education in schools

Being more proactive

More collaborative working

Dedicated teams for county lines

More positive youth engagement, more clubs for children to go to after school to avoid joining the wrong
crowd. Less insentive to get involved if they had status and money elsewhere

Better multi-agency workin.

having a better understanding and training especially in new officers




image63.png
More instructions and better teaching at a school level

More proactive initiatives, might be able to identify exploitation issues before they become a bigger issue.

More training

Greater collaboration with BTP, as they will be a great asset in dismantling county lines OCG. Additionally, |
think county lines should be reviewed on a case by case basis, with a balance approach on supporting
victims of exploitation but also some individuals will need to be dealt with via CJS

More training around the topic and awareness of what police can do to support these young people.

Better safeguarding for children

Feedback from the department taking lead on the case. Often if a response officer is the initial contact with
a county lines victim/offender a PPN and safe guarding referral will be completed and then another
department takes over.
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Feedback from the department taking lead on the case. Often if a response officer is the initial contact with
a county lines victim/offender a PPN and safe guarding referral will be completed and then another
department takes over.

The initial officer attending the call will likely not have a great deal of information regarding the outcome.

Although with the level of workload that officers have to deal with, any feedback could also be a hindrance
as it takes further time to read reports process the information before your off to the next call.
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In your opinion, does criminalising children involved in county lines help prevent furture exploitation?
27 responses

@ strongly agree
@ Agree

@ Neutral

@ Disagree

@ Strongly disagree
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Do you believe that more child-centred intervention strategies would reduce involvement in county
lines?

27 responses

® Yes
® No
@ Not sure
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What one recommendation would you make to improve the current response to county lines?

27 responses

Children who need additional support in school. Most cases the school are aware of county lines they child
services

Earlier intervention at a young age to prevent children from wanting to get involved in county lines and
effective support to be given to children at higher risk of exploutation. Drug dealing is currently glorified to
children, however the risks are not explained. Children involved in county lines should be subject to harsher
punishments, that do not include criminal justice proceedings. However, if they are continually engaging in
county lines and clearly not learning, then longer sentences to be served upon them to teach them that
being involved in county lines is not as good as it is made out to be and there are consequences of their
actions.

As per previous answer. Focus on why children are becoming involved in these crimes
Change the age of ‘children’ to under 16/15
There's needs to be more work around the children living in Hostels who are always linked to county lines

A team to be made specifically for it
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Give social services the chance to put in intelligence linked to children who maybe at risk of exploitation so
that police have a better understanding of the full picture in terms of who is exploiting the child and how
they have access to them

Inform officers better - stop frequent mispers being seen as "naughty" children and better identity concerns
and vulnerabilities.

Better channels for intelligence sharing regarding county lines from OCU etc

Unsure

Longer sentences to exploiters

More officers focused on children in county lines

Better understanding and training
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More training for families to recognise the signs when their children are involved for prevention and
intervention to begin at home

More resources, more officers in the exploitation department

More proactive work to arrest those involved in exploiting

Better education and suppport for vulnerable children

Dedicated teams for county lines

Make it less appealing for children to get involved in gangs. Show them what happens when it goes wrong

Quicker referrals to other partners

Improvement In social services
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As | stated more intervention at an educational level before the issue sets in

Dealing with the issues with a more criminal centred approach may discourage children rather than treating
them just as victims when they do not believe they are. It may act more as a deterrent as most involved in
county lines believe nothing will happen to them if they are caught.

Educate children about it, in primary and secondary schools. It may already be in some schools but | think
it should be a nation-wide mandatory lesson

Further training in the initial response to identifying those involved

Better education. Talks to kids from kids who have been involved in county lines.
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I'm not sure. And | think it's very case dependant. Some children are victims, others unfortunately want to
live the life of crime. | think this stems from poor parenting and possibly the cultural environment
surrounding that child. It's very difficult to pin point it to one specific reason. | think that a number of
factors shape a child's behaviour
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in the public domain and that hs s in accordance vith the current data protection law of the
ounty in question and that of England and Wales.

i b shou expand a5 you type)
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Does your research relate to one of more of the seven aims of the Wellbeing

of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 ves | no
12 | A prosperous Wales o=
13 | Aresilent Wales o=
14 | A neatier Wales o=
15 | A mors cqual Wales o=
16 | A Wales of cohesive communtes o=
17 | A Wales of vibrant cuture and hrving Welsh anguage o=
18 | A global responsible Wales o=
19 | 11YES to any ofhe above,please give detas

oA
SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity

Will the rescarch activity include: ves | no
1| Use ot a questomnaire o simiar research instrument? 2o
2| use of intenvevs? o=
5[ Use offocus groups? o=
4| Use of partcipant ries” o=
5| Use of video or audio recording? o=
& | Use of computer-generated Tog les? o=
7| Partcpant observation ith their knowiedge? o=
8| Particpant observation wihout hei knowiedge? o=
o | Acees e peronal o conienal normation vilhot e pariparis e | 5|
10 | enence s bty s o smtnah . ocmie? o=
1| Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment o afectseftesieem? | 0 | &
12 | Investigation of partcipants mvoived n egal actvites? o=
13 | Use of procedures that imvolve deception” o=
14 | Administration of any substance, agen or placebo?. o=
15 | Working with I vertebrate animals? o=
16 | Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment? o=
"7 | Other primary data collcton mefhods. Please ndiate the /pe of Gafa colection

method(s) belou: ol =

Details of any other primary data collection method
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(s b shous axzans 35 vouteel.
7O 1o every question, then the research aciviy i (ethicaly) ow isk and may be exemp flom some of he
follwing sections (please refer o Guidance Nofes)

11 YES to any question, then no research activiy should be undertaken unti fll stical approval has been
obtained.

SECTION G: Intended Participants

If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H.

Who are the intended participants:

ves | No
1| Students or saff at the University? 8 | o
2 | Adults (over the age of 18 and competent o give consent)? 8 | o
3| Vnerable aduts? o=
Children and Young Peaple under the age of 187 (Consent from Parent, Carer or
# | Guardian vil be required) o=
5 | Prisoners? o=
6 | voung offenders? o=
Those who could be considered fo have a parbcularly dependent reaionsfip wih
7| the investigator or a gatekeeper? 2E
8 | People engaged i llegal actvtes?” o=
Oiners Please ndicate the parlicipants below, and speciicall any group who
9 | may be unable to give consent
Details of any olher paricipant groups: 5| =

sk

Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate ofthe expected number of paricipants. How willyou idenfiy participants and
how il ihey be recrted?

How many partcipants are | Public survey questionnaire — 100
10 | expected? Professional survey questionnaire - 50

Pubiic survey questionnaire — general pubic (majorty Welsh

persons)

41 | Whowill he participants be? | Professional survey questionnaire - polce offcers, social
workers, youth workers, teachers, of other safeguarding

practioners

12 | Hovwwillyou identiythe.

o - Advertse on social media

- Utse survey sharing websites
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" Approach ffends and colleagues

information for participants:
parieipa ves | No | wa

Wil you desciibe The main research procedures 1o pariipants in

13 | advance, so that they are informed about what fo expect? e ®

14 | Wil you tel participants that thei participation is voluntary? B [o| @

15 | Wil you obtain written consent for paricipation? B [o| @
Wil you explain {0 participants thal refusal 0 paricipate in the

16 | research will not affec their treaiment or education (f relevant)? = |o|=
I the research is observational, wil you ask particpants for their

17 | consent to being observed? e e
Wil you tll participants thal they may vathdrav from the fesearch at

1% | any time and for any reason? E
‘With questionnaires, il you give pariipans e oplion of omiting

19 | questions they do not want to answer? |
Wil you tell partcipants tha ther data vl b freated vah full

20 | confidentalty and that._i published. it wil not be identiiable as theirs? | = | B | 2
Wil you debrief participants at he end of ther paricipation, in 2 way

21 | appropriate to the type of research undertaken? e

22 [ ITNO to any of above questions, please give an explanation
NA
Information for participants: = L Lo

24 | Wil paricipants be paid? o[&|[@®o

25 | s specialst electical or other equipment o be used with participants? | © | ® | ©
“Are there any financial or other nterests fo he investgator or

28 | University arising from this study> e ®
Wil the research activity involve deliberately misieading paricipans i

27 | any way, or the paria o ful conceaimen of the specite studyams? | 2 | B | 2

28 | 1 VES to any question, please provide full details

NA

SECTION H: Anticipated Risks

‘Gutiine any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the
researchers andior the University, and the steps that wil be taken to address them.

1fyou have completed a full sk assessment (for example s required by a laboratory, or extemnal
research collaborator) you may append that to hs form.

Yes [ D

4 | Fult ik assessment completed and appended?
ol o Vo e

2 | Risks to participants
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For example:sector-specifc heallh & safety. emotionaldisiress, inancial disciosure, physical harm.
ransfer of personal data, sensilve organisaiional information

Risk to partcipants: o you W TG B R o PGS
No risk A

research aciity may nclude sensiive, embarassing of upsetiing {opics (e.0. sexual oy,
drug use) o isues liely 10 disclose information requirng furher acton (e g_criminal actity), ive
| detais of the procecdures to deal wit these issues, incucing any suppari/advice (cg. helpline

numbers) to be offered to paricpants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should
make i clear that i something pofentially o actuall flegal Is discovered in the course of a project,
it may need to be disclosed fo he proper authorites

A
Risks t the investigator

4 | For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, sk of accusation of
harmiimpropriety, confictofinterest

Risk to the nvestigator. e L e
No risk A

T nversynsiions ks
ot amie soverepu, i os, s goectn

Loroanie souns e T T
o A

ST

o ol tasetl plag of poltats, damage o ocal ecossems

oreange scoden e e
o A

T ——

i sl iy e Gy o e A DReon

T S (05 oo o o e sore | ves | wo. | wm
e e

7| Dosyoresar reureyo 0ot  curen 5 Gortete? R

TTYES, please give the certiicale number_If the certicale number s ol
& | aualable please wite ‘Pending’, in this case any efhical approval wil be
Subject to providing the approprite certficate number

SECTION I

eedback, Consent and Confidentiaity

T Feedback
What de briefing and feedbac will b provided to participants, how il this be done and wihen?
= Alink o the finalpresentation wil be sent to paricpants upon request
- Offer to consul with them regarding what has been witen.
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N ey o2 €1 Form

2| informed consent

Describe the arrangements fo inform pofeniial paricipants, before provding consent, of whatis
involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants o provide full consent before:
data collecion begins. I gaining consent n his way is inappropriate, explain how consent wil be.
oblained and recorded in accordance with prevaling data protecton legisiafion.

Before each questionnaire there will be a short and concise briefing document which outines hat
is involved.

3 [ Confidentiality / Anonymity

Set out how anonymity of paricpants and confideniialty il be ensured in any outputs. If
anonymity is not being offered. explain why this s the case.

Anonymity il be provided to each participant and this will be made aviare to them in the pre-
questionnaire briefing document

SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage

Does the research activi ivolve personal data (as defined by the General

Data Protection Regulation 2016 ‘GDPR” and the Data Profection Act2018 | YES | NO

“DPAT?

“Parsonal data” means any informalon relating fo &n identted or Gentfiable

naturel person (data subject). An identiiable natural person is one who can

be identiied, directy or indirect,in partcular by reference to an identifer

1 | such as o name, an igentiicstion number, iocstion dats, an onine igentiieror | @ | B
o one or more factors specifc to the physical, physiological, genetic, menta,

economic cuttursl or social identity of tht natural person. Any video or 3udio

recordings of pariciants is considered to be person data.

11 YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs {0 be colected:

Does tinvoive specialcategory data (as defined by the GDPR)? YES | No

“Special category Gata” means sensiive parsonal dta consiing of HIGTEn 3

o he cata subicts'

(@) recilor et o,

5 poltioalcpiicns,

(e relgious belefs or cther befes o s simier natre

3 | (@ membarship o a s union (wihin the masning ofthe Trade Union snd Labour | &1 | B¢
Relstons (Consoldaton Act 1952),

(2 physicalor mantal et or conclfon,

8 seual e,

(g genatics,

(1) bometrisdata (as ueed for ID purposes)

1fES, provide a description of the specal category data and explain why fhis data needs o be-

colected:
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Wil data from the research activity (collecied data, drafts of the thesis, or | YES | NO
materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?

Manual fles (Le. n paper form)?

University computers?

Private company computers?

Home or other personal computers?”

Laptop computers! CDs/ Portable disk-drives! memory sticks?

w|w| @l o of o

“Cloud' storage or websites?
11| Oer—speciy: o =

For all stored data, explain the measures in place {o ensure the securiy of the Gata collected, data

12 | confidentialty, inclucing detais of backup procedures, passuiord proteciion, encrypion,
anonymisation and pseudonymisation

Data vl be backed up 0 a secure cloud storage website. Alldevices have password protection

Data Protection

Wil he esearch actvy involve any of th folowing actiies ves | wo
13 | Electronic ransfer o data i any form? = | o
14| g of i vilh ivrsa e Urvery outde of e mmedie ressarch | | g
15 | Sharing of data with other organiations? o | =
16 | Exportofdata outside the UK or importing ofdata fom outide the UK? o | =
17 | Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emals orteephone mumbers? | @ | ®
18 | Publication o Gata that might alow identiicaton of mdividuals? o | =
19 | Use of data management system? o | =
20 | Data arcnving? o | =

1 YES to any question, please provide fulldetails, explaining how this wil be conducted in
21 | accordance with the GDPR and Data Profection Act (2013) (and any international equivalents,
wihere appropriate)

Data wil b transferred from a survey questionnaire provider to my personal computer. No personal
data wil be collected via the survey

22 | Listall who will have access 1o the data generated by the research activiy:

- tayselt
- Anyone who reads my dissertation

23 | Listwho vil have contrl o, and act a5 custodian(s)for, dafa generated by fhe research actviy:

- 1l have contrl of all data callected.
- Luil be responsible for al the data collected
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2

Give detalls of data storage arrangements, Including security measures in place 10 prolect e data
where ata will be tored, how long for, and in what form. Willdata be archived — if o how and f
not why not.

Data wil be stored on my personal computer and backed-up via a cloud storage provider. Both of
these methods are passuiord protected and encrypled.

25

Please indicate f your data vl e stored n fhe UWTSD Research Data Reposiory (see.
itpsitesearchdata uuisd ac ik )_If o please explain. (Most relevant to acagemic ste

NA

%

Confrm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see
fios A uwisd ac uiclpraryresearch-datz-management)) YEs | &

2

Confirm hat you are aware that you need to keep al data unil after your
research has completed o the end of your funding ves [
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SECTION K: Declaration

Th informalion which | have provided is correct and complete 1o he best of my knowledge. | have
attempied to identiy any risks and issues related o the research actvty and acknowledge my
oblgations and the rights of the partcipants.

In submiting this applcation | hereby confirm that | undertake to ensure that the above named
research activity will meet the University's Ressarch Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is
published on the websie: hitps /v uwisd.ac lresearchitesearchhics/

o
4 | Signature of sppiicant: /«éfa‘w, T /ox [25

For STUDENT Submissions:
2 | Directoraf
Studies/Supenisor

3 | signature:

For STAFF Submissions:
4| Academic Director Assistant Dater
Dean;

5 | signature:

‘Checkist: Please complete the checkist below to ensure that you have completed the form according fo the
guidelines and attached any required documentation

1 have read the guidance notes suppiied before completing the form

1 have completed ALL RELEVANT sections ofthe form in ful

o fon |

1 confirm that the research activiy has received approva in principle

1 have attached a copy of finalinterim approval rom external orgarisation (where appropriate)

1 have attached a fll ik assessment (where appropriate) OWLY TICK IF YOU HAVE
ATTAGHED A FULL RISK ASSESSVENT

1 understand that it is my responsibilty to ensure that the 2bove named research actvty il meet
the University’s Research Ethics and Infegriy Code of Pracice.

1 understand that before commencing data colletion all documents aimed at respondents
& | (inclucing information sheefs, consent foms, questionnares, inerview schedules e must be
confitmed by the DoS/Supenisor, module tutor or Academic Director.

RESEARCH STUDENTS ONLY
Once complete, submit s form via the MyTSD.Doctoral College Portal a (itps:/imytsd uwtsd ac.ul

RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
Allcommunications relaing 1 this application during fs processing must be in wrting and emaled fo
‘aresearch@uwisd ac uk , vith the il Ethical Approval folowed by your name.

STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES Should submit this orm
(and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supenvisormodue leader
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