Introduction
Understanding the recruitment strategies of criminal gangs; a study on the exploitation of young vulnerable children
1.1 Background
In recent years, county lines have been one of the biggest problems the UK faces with many criminal gangs rising on the streets and distributing all sorts of illegal goods to ordinary people. county lines according to the National Crime Agency, (2018) they state that county lines are where illegal drugs are transported from one area to another, this can be from big urban areas to small rural areas around the country. One of the main areas that gangs use to promote and sell their products is by targeting and grooming vulnerable children mainly from poorer backgrounds, they do this by using methods like friendship where gang members will try to build a relationship with the young person to make them feel valued in a way that will help them become a member of a gang, this can be from money, clothes, lifts to places like school or out and about in their cars(Parr-Morley, 2018). However, why are some children more vulnerable than others? Gangs are skilled at identifying young people who can be exploited. According to MK Together (2023), children living in areas with high gang activity are particularly at risk, as the environment exposes them to crime and violence, which gangs can manipulate to recruit them. Additionally, having older siblings or family members involved in gangs increases a child’s vulnerability, as these connections can encourage them to join or carry out illegal activities. Other factors, such as low self-esteem, lack of positive role models, school difficulties, or experiences of abuse and neglect, can make children more susceptible to gang influence. By understanding these vulnerabilities, it becomes clear why gangs often target specific young people to strengthen their networks and carry out criminal activities.
[bookmark: _Int_aiggOeqd]Furthermore Parr Morely (2018) also explains how  exploiting a child is a beneficial move for gang members because once they have exploited a young person to join their gang they are often forced to carry out a range of illegal activities, including the supply of Class A to C drugs, street robbery, and vandalism, often leading to serious harm within communities kids will be forced to do this as once they recognise they are a part of a gang it is nearly impossible for them to leave, this can be by gang members threatening them with violence and hurting other known family members. this is very common to see in the UK with a survey based on data from the Crime Survey for England and Wales for the year ending March 2017, shows a shocking number of 27,000 children aged 10-17 are associate or are known to be a member of a gang, the survey also shows 34,000 children was a known gang member or knew a gang member that was a victim of a violent crime in the past 12 months (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2024) these numbers are shocking and shows that children are being significantly exploited into working with gangs. The Crime Investigation, (2020) states that gangs are very well known in the uk with approximately 5,000 active gangs roaming the streets across the whole of the UK. This can cause all sorts of problems in areas especially in major cities like Liverpool and London. the crime investigation (2020) also states that London is the biggest issue with criminal gangs as the capital provides the most money with a staggering 11bn in illegal drug trade, they also talk about how Liverpool is more well known for the lower end of scale with youths roaming the streets causing Nunsense and carrying out illegal drug trades to customers across the country. The number of gangs exploiting young children in the United Kingdom has risen significantly in recent years, with data suggesting that children are four to five times more likely to be involved with a gang or to become a victim of gang-related activity (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2024). These statistics are alarming and highlight the urgent need to understand how criminal gangs are able to recruit and manipulate vulnerable young people.

1.2 Aims and objectives
Research aim
 Therefore, this study aims to critically explore the recruitment strategies used by gangs to exploit children and young people across England and Wales. The study will also be focused on three objectives to help provide enough understanding on the topic.
Research Objectives
Objective 1: of the study is to explore the prevalence of county lines in England and Wales
Objective 2: will identify the primary strategies used to recruit children and young people into county lines within England and Wales
Objective 3: will explore the public perception on the recruitment of children by criminal gangs and what needs to be done to prevent gangs from grooming vulnerable children.

 These three goals are crucial to this study because they all work together to provide a better understanding of how county lines work throughout Wales and England. The first objective, which looks at the prevalence of county lines helps to show how serious county lines is and to highlight the main issue of grooming vulnerable children. The second objective focuses on the recruitment strategies used by gangs; this is one of the most important parts because it helps to explain how and why young people get targeted and drawn into these criminal networks. The last objective looks at public perception and what can be done to stop children from being exploited, this will help get more in-depth view into what services are available throughout the country to stop children and young people from being groomed into becoming a gang member. Currently, county lines are well known to the police and government in the UK, but there is less understanding about how gangs recruit and groom vulnerable children. By exploring closely at the study’s objectives, it will not only show the ways gangs exploit young people but also explain why some children are more at risk than others. This is important because being involved in a gang affects more than just the child as it can also affect families, schools and the whole community. Children caught up in county lines can face long-term emotional problems, disruption to their education, and difficulties in their relationships with family and friends. Communities can also be affected, with higher levels of crime, fear, and social problems making it even harder for young people to get away from gang involvement. 
1.3 Methods and Research Focus
By understanding how gangs recruit children and who is most vulnerable, this study will develop a understanding and provide an insight into what is being done to prevent gangs from recruiting vulnerable children and looking at the short and long terms goals that are in place to counteract the problem that children are facing today. To explore this all into detail this study explores a primary and secondary research with the secondary research being an extensive literature review on county lines and the vulnerability of children while the primary research being based on a  well-structured online survey on county lines, the survey will insist on asking members of the public in public sector jobs like the police, child protection services, ambulance service and many more, this is beneficial to the study as it helps provide a better understanding with knowledge from public sectors that deals with county lines on a daily basis 
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