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Introduction
This chapter will focus on identifying the existing academic literature on the research topic chosen. 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 on 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 that of what police forces provide. This chapter will look at the available research on what is meant by county lines, the effectiveness of child protection services when safeguarding children from being exploited in county lines, and the effectiveness of the criminal justice system when dealing with children and county lines.

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 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).

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 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. Furthermore, Home Office (2025) state how in 2023-2024 approximately 14,500 children were identified as at risk or involved in child criminal exploitation. This figure is worrying especially when it is likely to be an underestimate, as there will be a lot of children who 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 as a way of providing 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 other involved in gangs and mental health issues. (Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council, 2025)

Current data from the National County Lines Coordination Centre (NCLCC) states that the majority of children involved in county lines are between 15-17 years old (Home Office, 2023). To support this, 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 victim of county lines, with black children being six times more likely to be involved in county lines cohorts (Koch et. al., 2024).

Responses of child protection services
A whole system approach has been identified as the only effective way of tackling the problem of child exploitation in county lines; this where public health, department for education and social care all 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 that early intervention is implemented. 
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 how children involved in county lines are not criminals and are actually 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 mentioned directly, it is clear that this Act is a key apparatus in 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) states that children 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 in 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, 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 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 criminalize children, leaving their victim status uncertain. Similarly, Espeute & Lanskey (2023) note that there is a lack of uniformity by both researchers and practitioners in regarding those exploited in county lines as either victims or criminals. This emphasises both the importance placed on the response of child protection services and also highlight the need for reconsideration of how county lines victimization is framed in the UK.

Criminal justice approaches
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).
High levels of county lines activity have encouraged the need for a 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, when compared to a 2022 report by HMICFRS, it appears that the UK has drastically underestimated the scale of the problem. For example, in the report, the HMICFRS has estimated the total volume of county drugs lines in the UK as 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 completely understood, how can the problem effectively be 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. 



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 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). In his 2022 doctoral thesis, Ditcham outlines the importance to have bespoke CCE legislation that explicitly labels exploiters as child abusers (Ditcham, 2022). In most cases, the Modern Slavery Act (2015) is utilised when addressing CCE due to the similarity of offences (Harding, 2020a). Nevertheless, this has significant limitations as the Act was initiated to tackle human trafficking and forced labour, not complex, coercive grooming of children by gangs.
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. 

Theoretical framework
When attempting to understand the factors that encourage children to participate in county lines activity, it is important to regard the psychosocial theories that apply. 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 who live in marginalised areas, who experience an absence 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 is comprised of 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 minimalize the risk on themselves (Harding, 2020b).  One factor that increases the suitability of the target is being absent from controlled social settings, like that 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).

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 of the key issues that appears is due to the hidden nature of county lines and untraceable drug markets. This creates it difficult to identify those who are actively involved in the drugs 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). Through not 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 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 from 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 is missed due to the absence of a multi-agency sharing capacity.
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