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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 on children who are involved in county lines, tackling this issue, is not only an important goal for policing but also for the UK as a whole. 

Another reasons to justify research on this topic is to gain a greater understanding on the individual roles public services have in County Lines and how their 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 solving the issue of children involvement in County Lines.

Furthermore, as the general public are one of the key stakeholders in policy change, through developing an insight of their understanding of County Lines and if 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 that of the public. 


The term “County Lines” has been used to describe a criminal operational structure since the mid-2010’s. In it’s 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 refereed to as “cuckooing” (NCA, 2017, p. 2).

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 publics understanding of County Lines and their opinions of who should be held responsible in confronting the problem. 



	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 

1. Understanding County Lines
To examine the development and nature of county lines drug networks in the UK, focusing on their use of young persons in achieving their goals. This will be achieved by researching the push and pull factors that bring a child into County Lines. 

2. Effectiveness: Child protection services
To assess the effectiveness of child protection services in identifying and supporting exploited children. This will be conducted through research of past and current practices and using current data on County Lines for comparison. 

3. Effectiveness: Criminal justice system
To critically evaluate the current criminal justice response to county lines, including policing strategies, legal frameworks, and prosecution practices. This will be conducted through research of current legislation, the effectiveness of criminalising children, and the review of departments such as the Youth Justice Service (YJS) and their success in combating County Lines.

4. Public/practitioner opinion
To gather public and practitioner perspectives on their understanding of County Lines and whether it should be approached primarily as a criminal or safeguarding issue. This will be achieved by two surveys, both aimed at understanding their knowledge of and opinions for tackling the issue of County Lines, however, one will be aimed at the general public and the other will be aimed at professionals who may come into contact with children involved in County Lines (e.g. police officers, social workers, youth workers, teachers, or other safeguarding practitioners). 



	LITERATURE REVIEW:


As previously mentioned, there is a wealth of research available regarding County Lines, from both academics and professional organisations. However, data that links children to county lines is limited to that of what police forces provide. Below is some of the relevant research available applied to the outlined research objectives.

Understanding County Lines

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 the aligned, to exploit children into working for them, in effort to remain anonymous and reduce the associated risks of drug dealing for themselves (NCA, 2015). 

The United Kingdom’s National Referral Mechanism (NRM) is a system designed to identify individuals who may be victims of modern slavery and to make sure 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 being conducted were for those aged between 15-17 (NCA, 2019). This factor alone demonstrates the importance of Child protection services in their role in combating County Lines crime. 


Effectiveness: Child protection services

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.  Despite this, young persons involved in drug dealing haven’t always been treated as victims, with Koch (2021) suggesting that a “culture of criminalisation endures” (Shaw, 2023, p. 231). Conversely, the vast majority of research available does treat the children involved in County Lines as victims (Marshall, 2021; Espeute & Lanskey, 2023; Shaw, 2024; YJLC, 2025) which emphasises the importance placed on the response of child protection services. 

The Social Services and Well-Being (Wales) Act (2014) was created that holds a statutory duty to report children at risk to relevant partners under the Act.

Children social services have the “duty and power to provide welfare and support to children in need” (Lloyd et. al., 2023). In spite of this, a UK Parliament (2019) publication, states 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 reason of this failing of young persons can be attributed to limited social services budgets, which have consequently raised the threshold for support (UK Parliament, 2019; Hudek, 2018). 

As a result of their failings, it has often been the responsibility of charities to aid in the safeguarding of young persons involved in county lines. In their effort to tackle the issue, in 2017, child protection charity ‘Children in Need’ set up the County Lines in Cymru (CLiC) project to support children who are involved in county lines activity in the South Wales area (St. Giles Trust, 2023). Since it’s inception, CLiC has supported 140 children with in-depth assistance, leading to 74% exiting exploitation and 22 securing employment (St. Giles Trust, 2023).


Effectiveness: Criminal justice system

To address the policing aspect, set up by the NPCC, the ‘National County Lines Coordination Centre’ (NCLCC) was created to focus their efforts and create a working strategy. Two of the four aims outlined by the NCLCC’s 2024-2027 Policing Strategy document is regarding the prevention and safeguarding of children and vulnerable persons at risk to be exploited through County Lines (NPCC, 2024a). Since its inception in 2017, the NCLCC has coordinated 13 County Lines Intensification Weeks, resulting in closure of over 5,600 drug lines and the charging of approximately 8,000 individuals (NPCC, 2024b). 

Historically, there has been a legislative void in addressing the perpetrators of child involvement in County Lines. An example of this is presented when looking at 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, providing it difficult to use this legislation when applying to children involved in County Lines (UK Parliament, 2019). Previously, the Modern Slavery Act (2015) has been utilised when addressing CCE due to the similarity of offences (Harding 2020, cited in Ditcham, 2022). However, in early 2025, a new bill was proposed which will 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.

Further research will be conducted into the effectiveness into both the criminal justice system and child protective services.  



	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 

I will be using the method of an online questionnaire on the platform Survey Monkey to gather my research. 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 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.
 



	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
I will create two different questionnaires, one that is aimed at professionals such as police officers, social workers, youth workers, and other safeguarding practitioners to complete. Then the other questionnaire 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 off prior training and knowledge of the subject of area.

I am aiming to conduct a sample size of 100 participants for the general public survey and then a sample size of 50 for the professionals’ survey.  I believe these sample sizes are realistic and will allow me to obtain a meaningful result.


	ETHICAL ISSUES:

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.
 

	TIME SCALE:
The deadline for the submission is 29 December 2025.

To ensure that I allow myself enough time to complete each section of my research, I have created a schedule to follow.

Literature review deadline: 28 July 2025.
Creation of survey: Survey has been created.
Publish survey for participants to answer: 9 June 2025. I will keep this survey active for at least a month to ensure that I have the target sample size and to ensure participants have enough time to complete. 
Research Methodology and Planning deadline: 8 September 2025
Analysis of research results: 27 October 2025.
Finding and Conclusions deadline: 1 December 2025

Although these are deadlines, my goal will be to complete them prior to these dates to ensure that I have enough time to complete them.
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