The topic of county line crime has been selected due to the increasing recognition of the relationship between human trafficking, modern slavery, criminal exploitation and drug supply networks. Although county line crime is commonly understood in relation to the transportation and distribution of controlled drugs, it is increasingly recognised that these networks involve the exploitation and trafficking of vulnerable individuals consistently. Organised criminal groups may exploit individuals to facilitate the keeping, movement and supply of drugs, particularly from urban areas into smaller towns and rural communities (Metropolitan Police, 2022). A associated practice is known as cuckooing, described as criminal groups taking over the homes of vulnerable individuals in order to preform illegal activity within (West Yorkshire Police, 2024). This creates an important area of research, as victims may not initially be recognised as victims and may instead be treated primarily as offenders, it has been clear to identify a severe lack in research regarding this and for such reason I would like to close the gap with gained extensive knowledge.
Human trafficking, in this context, can be understood through the exploitation of individuals for criminal purposes. Vulnerability is an important factor in understanding how individuals become involved in county line networks. The College of Policing (2021) identifies vulnerability as circumstances in which an individuals situation, such as their age, disability, mental capacity or other personal circumstance may reduce their ability to protect themselves from harm or exploitation. Organised criminal groups can exploit these vulnerabilities to establish an imbalance of power between themselves and those they seek to recruit. Recruitment and control can occur through a range of methods associated with trafficking and criminal exploitation, including but not limited to coercion, intimidation, threats, violence, debt bondage, blackmail and psychological abuse. The Home Office (2023) highlights the use of coercive and exploitative practices within county line offending, demonstrating how individuals can become trapped within criminal networks who do not wish to be involved.
Although section 45 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 provides a statutory defence for certain offences committed through exploitation, its application is subject to very specific criteria in which I believe may need updated additions (UK Government, 2015).  It can be argued that where police investigations tend to prioritise evidence of criminal offending, they somewhat happen to inadequately examine the indications of potential exploitation, meaning that individuals may wrongly face criminal proceedings before their circumstances are understood. These challenges raise important questions regarding the consistency with which existing legislation is implemented and the extent to which policing practices effectively balance criminal accountability with the identification and protection of exploited individuals (College Of Policing, 2026).
A taskforce involving Merseyside Police, West Midlands Police, Greater Manchester Police, the Metropolitan Police Service and the British Transport Police has sought to disrupt county line activity and safeguard the vulnerable. Between March and December 2025, this work contributed to the closure 3,785 drug lines and resulted in 10,127 arrests. In addition, 5,420 individuals were referred to safeguarding services, and more than 1,000 bladed weapons were seized (Home Office, 2024). These figures demonstrate the scale of enforcement activity surrounding county lines, more importantly, highlighting the role of safeguarding alongside traditional policing responses. The National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) and National County Line Coordination Centre (NCLCC) have identified county lines as a national threat due to its links with organised crime, drugs, violence and the exploitation of vulnerable people (NPCC/NCLCC, 2025). This classification demonstrates the seriousness in which these crimes are regarded and provides further justification for examining the relationship between organised crime and the exploitation of individuals for a hopeful future in closing the gap.
In order to fully understand the research compiled, I will be considering the use of semi structured interviews with professionals such as Youth workers, Police, Social Services, Health practitioners and anyone else who is directly involved in county line crime responses. This will be a more in depth understanding of County Line Agency Collaboration, in comparison to surface level survey questions and will allow for an exploration in the complexities of the issues at hand (Worcester Institute, N.D).
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