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Abstract:   
While certainly not a new phenomenon, the exploitation of children and vulnerable adults 

in ‘county lines’ drug distribution and sales now attracts considerable attention and 

concern.  In this study, we explored professionals’ perspectives on understandings of and 

responses to this issue in the West Midlands, UK. We conducted in-depth interviews with 

11 participants from policing, prosecution, government and the third sector. Participants 

typically saw ‘county lines’ related exploitation as insufficiently understood, especially 

where individuals who are both victimised and commit offences are concerned. They also 

characterised responses as hampered by factors such as variable use of legislation, 

inconsistent intelligence sharing and insufficient resources - particularly to support 

vulnerable people. More robust multiagency collaboration could help address these 

issues, although it also involves challenges. Our exploratory study focuses on criminal 

justice responses to ‘county lines’ related exploitation in particular,  

a relatively narrow set of professionals and one specific geographical location, meaning 

findings must not be overextended. Nevertheless, it provides novel insights into a 

complex, important and understudied phenomenon. We situate the work against the 

broader literature on exploitation, drawing parallels with child sexual exploitation and 

‘modern slavery’ that could inform further research.  
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Key practitioner messages:  

 
• The term ‘county lines’ may obscure the complexities and harms of criminal 

exploitation of children and vulnerable adults in this context.   

• There can be a challenging interplay between victimisation and offending. 

Although those exploited have agency, they also often face obvious power 

imbalances and heavily-constrained choices.  

• Enforcement alone is insufficient: addressing vulnerabilities and complex needs 

is vital from a preventative perspective. 

• Improved training on the use and applicability of relevant legislation would likely 

support investigations and prosecutions. 

• Implementing and abiding by a consistent framework for information sharing 

could facilitate more effective responses. 
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Introduction			
 ‘County lines’ is a term widely used in the UK to describe the process of gangs and 

organised criminal networks using mobile phone lines to coordinate the supply of drugs 

from major urban centres to other communities within the UK (Home Office 2018a, 

2018b). With activity reported across all 43 territorial police forces in England and Wales 

(NCA 2019), ‘county lines’ is said to involve grooming, trafficking and exploitation of 

children, particularly 15-17-year-old boys (NCA 2017) and vulnerable adults, as part of 

a ‘profit maximising’ model (Spicer 2019). Our study focuses on ‘county lines’ from a 

criminal exploitation perspective, namely the use of threats, debt bondage, violence and 

other manipulation to make people transport/sell predominantly class A drugs or - 

particularly in the case of vulnerable adults - give over their homes for storage: a practice 

known as ‘cuckooing’ (Coliandris 2015; Cooper et al. 2017; Home Office 2018a). 

Although ‘county lines’ describes, strictly speaking, a specific model of drug dealing, in 

practice the term is often used interchangeably to refer to the (child) criminal exploitation 

involved. While we endeavour to be as precise as possible in our own language, this 

conflation is evident in our interview data. 

 

While human trafficking, exploitation, drug trafficking and sales, and related gang 

activity are not new phenomena (Spicer 2019), criminal exploitation in the ‘county lines’ 

context presents a particular challenge for practitioners. Tensions can arise between a 

duty to safeguard vulnerable persons and an expectation of enforcement against serious 

crimes they and others may commit, including drug dealing, sexual offences, weapons 

offences, assaults and even homicide (Home Office 2018a; NCA 2017).  

 



4 
 

With the introduction of the Modern Slavery Act 2015, individuals exploited through 

‘county lines’ have increasingly been recognised as victims of ‘modern slavery’ (Home 

Office 2018a; NCA 2018). Exploitation is a broad and somewhat slippery concept, 

defined by the Modern Slavery Act 2015 as when someone ‘is subjected to force, threats 

or deception designed to induce him or her (a) to provide services of any kind, (b) to 

provide another person with benefits of any kind, or (c) to enable another person to 

acquire benefits of any kind.’  Complicating the situation, international law (United 

Nations 2000) stipulates that minors (under 18 year-olds) can be considered trafficked 

even without any force, threats, deception or other coercive ‘means’ because they cannot 

give informed consent to their own exploitation (Cockbain & Olver 2019). 

 

Nationally, how to measure success in tackling ‘county lines’ has been unclear (National 

Audit Office 2017), potentially contributing to confusion among professionals (Ford 

2018; HMICFRS 2017; Hudek 2018). The government’s intended response encompasses 

both prevention and enforcement, including multiagency collaboration across ‘education, 

health, social services, housing, youth services, and victim services’ (Home Office 2018a, 

p. 9). Emerging research into good practices calls for holistic, cross-sector responses, with 

an emphasis on community partnerships and shared understanding of the crimes and risks 

involved (Ford 2018; Hudek 2018). Multiagency work can be challenging in practice, 

involving coordination across numerous local and national parties, sharing sensitive 

information and collaboration amid divergent working cultures and priorities (Atkinson 

et al. 2007).  
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Our study explores professionals’ perspectives on responding to ‘county lines’ – 

particularly within the criminal justice sector – in the West Midlands, UK.  This region is 

regarded as a key hub for ‘county lines’ (Home Office 2018a, NCA 2017) and, crucially, 

includes Birmingham: the UK’s second most populous city, home to some of England’s 

most economically-deprived constituencies (Department for Communities and Local 

Government 2015) and a hotspot for gangs, drugs and serious youth violence (Anderson 

2017). Through in-depth interviews we address two interlinked research questions:  

• What are professionals’ understandings of ‘county lines’ and the criminal 

exploitation it entails? and  

• To what extent do they feel able to address this criminal exploitation effectively?  

 

We did not limit our focus to child exploitation since we hoped to gain a fuller picture of 

exploitation in the ‘county lines’ context and because exploitation itself does not 

automatically cease or change format when a child turns 18 years. Nevertheless, although 

the Modern Slavery Act does not distinguish between child and adult victims, various 

other statutory and legal provisions do differ depending on age, which is a potential 

limitation of our study. 

Methods	
For nuance and depth, we chose a qualitative approach and used semi-structured 

interviews to give participants space to explore issues important to them.  

Sampling	and	participants	
We used purposive sampling to identify professionals working on ‘county lines’. A 

‘county lines’ specialist within the West Midlands Police helped compile an initial list of 

potential participants, which we then expanded using snowballing. The final sample was 
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constrained by available resources and, at 11 participants, is modest in size (see discussion 

section for the study’s limitations). Participants were largely recruited from law 

enforcement, in addition to prosecution, government and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), all with a remit and experience that included addressing ‘county 

lines’. Most participants were based locally, apart from four key informants with 

particularly relevant roles in national policy-making, prosecutions and advocacy – as 

‘county lines’ operate across regions and national policy/interventions can influence local 

responses. While potential participants were contacted from health and social services, 

they were either unable to participate due to scheduling or did not respond to our request. 

All interviews focused specifically on the West Midlands context. 

 

To maintain confidentiality, information on the final sample is in broad terms only: 

• Six policing professionals, variously from West Midlands Police, West Midlands 

Regional Organised Crime Unit (ROCU), and the local division of British 

Transport Police. Their ranks ranged from Police Constable to Detective Chief 

Inspector.  

• Two policy-makers (Crown Prosecution Service and Home Office) 

• Three from NGOs (one involved in local service provision and two in national 

research and advocacy). 

 

Interviews	
Ten interviews were held with the 11 participants in July 2018 (two NGO participants 

requested a joint interview). Focusing specifically on the West Midlands context, the 

interviews were loosely structured around participants’ views on what ‘county lines’ and 
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associated exploitation entails, available resources to tackle it, relevant legislation, and 

ways of improving responses. We framed our questions about exploitation broadly, rather 

than asking specifically about either children or vulnerable adults, as we sought to explore 

participants’ own understandings of the phenomenon and the key actors involved. All 

interviews were face-to-face, bar one telephone interview. Interviews took place in the 

West Midlands (local participants) and London (national-level participants). One 

interview was held in a coffee shop, the rest at participants’ workplaces.  The first author 

conducted all interviews, which lasted on average 44 minutes and were audio-recorded 

(with consent).  

Analysis	
The first author transcribed the interviews verbatim and then processed the data using 

reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006, Braun et al. 2019). Analysis was 

guided by a realist theoretical framework (Aronson 1994), meaning we endeavoured to 

present participants’ views as they reported them. Focusing on the semantic level, we 

identified themes after coding the transcripts in the assistive software NVivo 12, using an 

inductive (bottom-up) approach rather than predetermined categories. We did not treat 

information mentioned only occasionally as a theme (Bryman 2016), but reflect on shared 

meanings and highlight where certain perspectives diverged (Braun et al. 2019). For 

transparency and to indicate typicality (May 2001), we specify how many participants 

raised a given theme: this information is not an indicator of generalizability, something 

qualitative research neither can, nor seeks to, deliver.    

Ethics	
This study was approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee panel and the West 

Midlands Police’s Evidence Based Practice Team. The project was also supported by the 
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West Midlands Strategic Governance Group for County Lines. Key ethical considerations 

included confidentiality, anonymity and informed consent. To maintain anonymity, we 

identify participants using randomly assigned numbers 1 to 11.  

Results		
We identified five key themes, detailed below. Notably, participants diverged as to 

whether they saw current responses as adequate and resources as sufficient, although most 

felt there was some or much room for improvement.  

1)	The	term	‘county	lines’	is	unhelpful	(n=9)	
All 11 participants expressed a similar understanding of the central elements of ‘county 

lines’, typically pointing to organised crime/gang involvement, drug possession/dealing, 

minors as victims and exploitation. Despite this interpretative consistency among 

participants (all of whom had developed their understandings through specific experience 

around this phenomenon), most expressed dissatisfaction with the term ‘county lines’ 

itself. They argued that it obscures the actual crime/exploitation involved and impedes 

understanding among practitioners unfamiliar with the phenomenon and the general 

public: 

‘County lines’ is a really strange title, you know what does ‘county lines’ mean? 
And I think people generally don't understand that either internally within the 
police or externally as the public and our partners.  

      
                          Participant 5 

 
It doesn’t really describe the kind of violence and exploitation that this kind of 
criminal model involves.  

      
                        Participant 8 

 
I don’t like the term ‘county lines’ actually, because it doesn’t really encompass 
what we are trying to do, because the other aspect of what I would call criminal 
exploitation is the exploitation of young and vulnerable people that don’t leave the 
city. That doesn’t get captured if you just talk about ‘county lines’.  
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                        Participant 1 
 

2)	Adequate	implementation	of	existing	legislation	is	more	important	than	
introducing	new	laws	(n=9)		
No participants felt additional legislation was needed. The policy-makers particularly 

emphasised that the Modern Slavery Act 2015 sufficed to prosecute individuals 

criminally exploiting people in ‘county lines’, although police and NGO participants 

typically felt available legislation was yet to be well-understood:  

There’s legislation out there that’s underused because there’s lack of 
understanding around what it is. The human trafficking element of it is 
underused...before we start putting more legislation out, we need to look at what 
legislation we have that works and use it to the fullest.  
           Participant 2 
 

Further complicating the situation, while some participants acknowledged that the 

defence clause in the Modern Slavery Act is a potential resource for people exploited into 

offending in ‘county lines’, two participants (from different professions) suggested that it 

has been abused:  

 In county lines cases, we know that there is abuse of the statutory defence by drug 
dealers, who as soon as they’ve been apprehended by the police, they already know 
the exact clause and the next thing to say, which is ‘I’ve been trafficked, I’ve been 
recruited, I’m invoking the statutory defence.’ So, they either raise it then, or they 
raise it in court under oath when there is no opportunity or chance for the police to 
investigate.  

                                                
                 Participant 7 

 

Despite these challenges, around half the participants (across various professions) saw 

the Act as a largely positive tool to address ‘county lines’ criminal exploitation.  

  

Some participants had concerns about other legislation that could be used in ‘county lines’ 

cases, such as Drug Dealing Telecommunication Restriction Orders (DDTROs). 
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DDTROs enable police to shut down phone lines used to deal drugs. Introduced in 

December 2017 in direct response to ‘county lines’ (Home Office 2018a), at the time of 

the interviews these orders had reportedly yet to be used around ‘county lines’ in the West 

Midlands. While some police participants questioned their likely effectiveness in practice 

– calling them a ‘short term disruption measure’ (Participant 4) or bluntly arguing ‘it 

doesn’t work’ (Participant 6) – another suggested they could be beneficial, if only they 

were actually used.  

 

Similarly, police participants’ views varied around Slavery and Trafficking Risk Orders 

(STROs) and Slavery and Trafficking Prevention Orders (STPOs), both of which can be 

imposed to regulate the behaviour of individuals who exploit others via ‘county lines’. 

For example, one described them as ‘best practice’ (Participant 6), whereas another stated 

they were simply not used locally around ‘county lines’ (Participant 4). Participants also 

raised concerns that those involved in exploiting others, who they described as generally 

young, vulnerable, and with complex support needs themselves, may be relocated to other 

areas for safeguarding following such orders. Consequently, they said people in need of 

support services who have built relationships with service providers in one location are 

then isolated from their support networks and forced to seek services elsewhere. 

 

3)	Information	sharing	is	a	challenge	-	both	within	and	between	agencies	
(n=11)	
All participants characterised disjointed information and intelligence-sharing – between 

and within organisations, locally, regionally, and nationally – as a key barrier to tackling 

‘county lines’ criminal exploitation. Although everyone mentioned the value of good 

information-sharing, police participants particularly stressed it. They stated that 
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intelligence is not always entered into both force databases and the centralized Police 

National Database (PND), leading some intelligence to ‘fall through the cracks’ 

(Participant 1): 

   

The British Transport Police and the ROCU and the forces aren’t joined up on the 
same intelligence platform...if I’m an intelligence officer in [town], and I see a log 
that talks about somebody going from A to B on a train, and it’s a ‘county line’, 
what doesn’t always happen is that that isn’t always shared.  

                          
                    Participant 4 

   

Although ROCUs are designed, among other things, to aid communication between 

forces, one participant stated that local police often bypass the ROCU in ‘county lines’ 

cases and just communicate directly with other forces. This detour in the intelligence 

flow, (s)he said, can leave the ROCU left out of the wider intelligence picture. 

Suggestions for improving police intelligence-sharing included an increased number of 

intelligence coordinators, adding local police officers to the central team to provide 

‘bespoke’ (Participant 6) insights into local crime contexts, reducing bureaucracy, and 

creating a ‘county lines’-specific remit for intelligence dissemination. 

  

NGO participants emphasised that they too could offer valuable insights into ‘county 

lines’ as they collect information via the people they help, the calls and tips they receive 

and the research they conduct. They felt, however, that that their resources were under-

used by police investigating ‘county lines’. Around half the participants mentioned local 

multi-agency partnerships, all of them emphasising the positive results. 

From a local level it seems we’ve got quite a good partnership response to the 
issue. We’re by no means near to dealing with it, but we have been working really 
well as a partnership to identify the trends we're seeing in this area. 
                    Participant 11 
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Another one we do work with in terms of our eyes and ears...are railway staff. If 
they see anything that looks suspicious, looks particularly vulnerable then also 
we’ve got those partners to work with to be our eyes and ears.   

             Participant 3 
 

	4)	The	victim-offender	dichotomy	needs	rethinking	(n=11)	
All participants emphasised that many people involved in ‘county lines’ have themselves 

been exploited, i.e. through deception, coercion or other manipulation into moving, 

storing and/or selling drugs for example. They said responding to ‘offenders’ who are 

also victims of criminal exploitation could be challenging.  

It causes a real dilemma with the legislation about if you find [a ‘county lines’ 
offender] with loads of drugs and a weapon, what do you do with him? Do you 
charge him for that offence? Or do you say they’re vulnerable and you don't 
charge him? I don't know.  

                     Participant 5 

Moreover, around half expressed uncertainty about how to respond if these people also 

committed ‘modern slavery’ offences by recruiting or manipulating other victims. 

Then you add in the complication that many of the groomers are previously 
exploited children. Where do you draw the line between perpetrator and victim? 

      
                          Participant 10 
 

Participants also highlighted that children and vulnerable adults exploited in ‘county 

lines’ had agency, and that involvement in ‘county lines’ could, they said, in itself be seen 

as rational behaviour as it offers social and financial benefits.  

The problem is the children don’t see themselves as exploited, they are part of a 
family, they are entrusted in that family, they’re making money, so to them it’s a 
win-win situation. They’re not [drug] users so they’re not self- harming. They are 
looking after their social needs and they can go buy their designer clothes.  

       
                            Participant 2 
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All participants stressed that exploited individuals only sometimes self-identify as 

victims, making it hard for professionals unfamiliar with ‘county lines’ related 

exploitation to see them as such.  

 

5)	Addressing	victims’	vulnerability	ought	to	be	a	priority	(n=10)		
‘Vulnerability’ was generally characterised as a person’s susceptibility to being ‘tempted’ 

(Participant 8) into the ‘county lines’ criminal lifestyle, and variously said to involve 

mental health problems, youth, social status and/or being disconnected from their 

community. One participant emphasized that victims are not exclusively from deprived 

backgrounds, saying they had known victims from ‘really good schools’ and ‘professional 

families’ (Participant 9). Some participants drew parallels around vulnerability between 

criminal exploitation in ‘county lines’ and child sexual exploitation (CSE). All 

participants bar one stressed that addressing vulnerability was equally important as law 

enforcement, if not more so: 

But what is really important is, targeting not just the ‘Pursue’ through the warrants, 
the police-led activity, but the safeguarding, the protecting of the vulnerable 
people. So at least we’re trying to do as much as we can to remove the 
vulnerability.  

                
                             Participant 4 

 
It's not about sending people to prison for drugs offences. There will be really top 
level, you know, huge quantities of drugs. Lots of money to be made. Yes, we 
should do those jobs. But I think if we're talking about a 14-year-old found in 
possession of some drugs, we probably need to look at that person's vulnerability 
first.  

                
                     Participant 5 
 

Yes, we can arrest people and that's happening, but it's a bigger issue there around 
prevention, early intervention with building resilience and capital in young people 
so they don't feel so enticed into the offer of supplying drugs. 

      
                             Participant 8 
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Several ways of preventing exploitation and improving early intervention were widely 

mentioned, including improving multiagency work, educating young people, engaging 

with communities to strengthen relationships with police and social services and training 

professionals. A few participants also suggested existing victims’ friends and family 

members are likely next targets for exploitation, meaning focused intervention in these 

networks could be helpful. 

We look at the familiars, brothers, sisters, who are likely to be the next person that 
will be exploited, [to see] what can we do before we start hearing about them in a 
criminality.  

             Participant 2 

Several participants also emphasised the importance of support services for vulnerable 

people seeking to disengage from criminal groups and reintegrate into ‘normal’ lifestyles. 

Among the perceived barriers to exiting ‘county lines’, a key one reported was limited 

support services for adults or young people transitioning into adulthood.  

The stage where a young person goes from being 16, 17 to 18 as well is a key 
thing because...as soon as they don’t qualify for children and young people 
services anymore, there’s nothing. 

                      Participant 9 

Participants also noted that more social and health care services need to be accessible 

beyond regular daytime working hours to meet vulnerable people’s immediate needs. 

Discussion	

Professionals’	understandings	of	‘county	lines’	and	the	criminal	exploitation	
involved	
Coined by the NCA (2015), the term ‘county lines’ does not yet seem to be used beyond 

the UK to describe similar phenomena. Although considered a police term (Coliandris 

2015), police participants in our study shared other professionals’ criticisms: the term was 

seen as confusing for those unfamiliar with the phenomenon and as insufficiently 
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capturing the crimes and exploitation involved, thereby failing to adequately 

communicate the risks to the public and key stakeholders. Perhaps part of the challenge 

is that a ‘county line’ refers to the modus operandi (used variously to denote a particular 

telephone line or route), but is also now widely used to refer to the exploitation itself. 

This conflation likely arises, at least in part, from the way in which (child) exploitation 

has been centred in police and government discourse around ‘county lines’ in recent 

years.  

 

Notably, recent government documents refer to ‘county lines criminal exploitation’, a 

term that is both more precise and explicitly highlights the exploitative element (Home 

Office 2018a). ‘Child criminal exploitation’ (CCE) is also proliferating and often used 

interchangeably with ‘county lines’ but it seems both too broad and too narrow here: 

because CCE also covers numerous criminal contexts beyond ‘county lines’ and because 

it is not just children who are exploited in ‘county lines’.  

 

Despite our questions around exploitation being framed broadly and inclusively, 

participants’ responses centred primarily around how children - rather than adults - were 

involved and affected. That they responded in a such a way may be influenced, at least 

partially, by the growing focus on CCE, but it may also reflect where harms and 

challenges are perceived to concentrate and/or be the most acute. 

 

Participants’ overtly sympathetic views about people exploited in ‘county lines’ and their 

emphasis on vulnerabilities seems to echo the last decade’s shift from practitioners all-

too-often treating CSE victims as consenting ‘child prostitutes’ to recognising them as 
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victims of serious abuse (Barrett & Melrose 2003; Chase & Statham 2005; Cockbain 

2018). Perhaps in future, calling children ‘drug runners’ will be equally unacceptable.   

Compared to CSE, however, it may be even harder to change attitudes around ‘county 

lines’ criminal exploitation since its harms extend much more obviously beyond those 

suffered by victims themselves (Windle & Briggs 2015). While our participants notably 

did not discuss gender in the context of vulnerability and victimhood, it is also worth 

highlighting that Ford (2018) found that girls involved in ‘county lines’ are typically 

viewed more overtly as victims, despite boys making up the bulk of those exploited. 

 

Another parallel with CSE (and indeed other forms of ‘modern slavery’) is the issue of 

‘victim-offender hybrids’ (Cockbain 2018; Cockbain & Brayley-Morris, 2017; Hudek 

2018) and how to balance safeguarding them and others they can endanger. Recognising 

that people may be both abused and abuse others challenges neat binaries of ‘victim’ and 

‘offender’ common in trafficking-related discourses (Broad & Turnbull 2018). It also 

creates challenges for responding effectively, proportionately and fairly (Cockbain 2018) 

and those who diverge most from ‘ideal victim’ stereotypes (Brown 2017; Christie 1986; 

Pyrooz et al. 2014) may be the most disadvantaged. 

 

From a theoretical perspective, participants’ views on why involvement in ‘county lines’ 

might (especially) appeal to marginalised young people or vulnerable adults speak to 

opportunity theories of crime (Clarke & Cornish 1985). Their focus on tangible benefits 

– e.g. money, status, luxury goods and a sense of community – echoes prior research on 

‘county lines’ and UK drug markets more generally (Coliandris 2015; Coomber & Moyle 

2017; Ford 2018; Hudek 2018; Irwin-Rogers 2019; Spicer 2019; Storrod & Densley 2017; 
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Windle & Briggs 2015). It also implicitly recognises that victims can act as ‘rational’ 

agents: at least within the boundaries of potentially limited knowledge about 

consequences, clear power imbalances and heavily-constrained choices and alternatives 

(in individual, social and/or structural terms) that render the capacity for meaningful and 

informed consent debatable (Pyrooz et al. 2014).  Recognising agency should not be 

misconstrued as blaming victims or minimising harms they face; instead, it means 

rejecting simplistic and idealised stereotypes of passive victims and engaging with the 

complex and challenging dynamics around victimisation and offending in ‘county lines’ 

criminal exploitation (Irwin-Rogers 2019).  

 

Professionals’	abilities	and	constraints	around	responding	to	‘county	lines’	
related	exploitation		
Many challenges participants reported in responding to ‘county lines’ have been 

comparatively well-documented for CSE, e.g., barriers around insufficient understanding, 

disjointed information-sharing and supporting individuals who may not self-identify as 

victims or want help from services (e.g., Cockbain 2018; Harvey et al. 2015; Jago & 

Pearce 2008; Jago et al. 2011). This latter point has also previously been highlighted for 

‘county lines’ criminal exploitation specifically (The Children's Society et al. 2018; 

Shuker 2013a) and presents obvious tensions vis-à-vis professionals’ safeguarding 

obligation to minors and vulnerable adults (Brown 2017).  

 

Notably, despite the police-heavy sample, participants widely characterised ‘county lines’ 

as too complex an issue for criminal justice agencies alone and stressed that enforcement 

was not necessarily the most appropriate measure – again echoing prior research on 

‘county lines’ (Irwin-Rogers 2019). Overall, very few participants felt adequately 
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equipped to tackle ‘county lines’. Participants appeared to face interwoven barriers at 

organisational and systemic levels. For example, on-going budgetary cuts and limited 

resources make it hard to build and share good practices and an enforcement-centric logic 

can jar with a genuinely victim-centric response.  

 

The disparities in awareness and use of relevant legislation suggest more training around 

the Modern Slavery Act and associated Prevention and Risk Orders might help in 

ensuring all legislative tools available are considered – although professional discretion 

remains important in practice (Bjelland 2019). Notably, legal precedent now exists 

showing ‘county lines’ criminal exploitation can be prosecuted under modern slavery 

legislation (Regina v K, W & A [2018] EWCA Crim 1432). 

 

Participants, including NGO staff, commonly described inadequate information and 

intelligence-sharing as impeding responses. Improving the flow of 

information/intelligence (including from non-police sources) might therefore yield 

benefits, although data protection and safeguarding factors alike require consideration 

(HM Government 2018). Police and NGO participants both stressed the need for clarity 

around who is leading responses. Both these findings echo similar calls in the emergent 

literature on ‘county lines’ (Coliandris 2015; Hudek 2018).  

 

Participants also highlighted numerous challenges with accessing services, not least their 

widespread under-funding. Tools such as Prevention and Risk Orders were felt by some 

to increase risk to vulnerable victims - who had also exploited others via ‘county lines’ - 

by removing them from their support systems (Hudek 2018), which can be problematic 
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for safeguarding those exiting ‘county lines’ (Firmin 2019; Shuker 2013a, 2017). 

Nationally, safeguarding provisions to address risk outside the home are insufficient 

(Wroe 2019).  Moreover, for exploited or ‘at risk’ children the focus can be 

overwhelmingly on physical safety at the neglect of relational and psychological needs 

(Firmin 2019; Shuker 2013a, 2013b). Relocating someone may not remove them from 

access/exposure to ‘county lines’ networks and associated risks and harms, especially 

since connections can be maintained or built over social media (Irwin-Rogers 2019). 

Insufficient funding for youth services (including care provisions for looked-after 

children) that are tailored to individuals’ unique needs & exploitation contexts (Wroe 

2019) may also increase risks of revictimization and/or reoffending.  

 

Generally, participants characterised improving prevention – including addressing 

vulnerabilities seen as ‘root causes’ for ‘county lines’ – as equally if not more important 

than enforcement (e.g., arresting street-level drug dealers). In contrast, the UK’s ‘modern 

slavery’ agenda has been criticised for focusing overwhelmingly on arrests and 

prosecutions (HMICFRS 2017; Home Office 2018a). Recognising broader systemic 

issues underpinning criminal exploitation in ‘county lines’ and reorienting towards 

prevention requires, however, changes in working practices, different metrics of success 

and adequate resourcing (Irwin-Rogers 2019). As with CSE (Cockbain and Tufail, 2020), 

other services (e.g. NGOs or grassroots initiatives) may be better-placed to deliver various 

interventions than police and other statutory agencies – especially where tensions and 

mistrust are pronounced. Targeted prevention/early intervention in ‘county lines’ criminal 

exploitation also requires effective identification of those at risk, which can be 

challenging in practice (Hudek 2018; Machura et al. 2018).  
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Treating vulnerability as the ‘norm rather than the exception’ (Bartkowiak-Théron & 

Asquith 2012, p. 48) may help shift the focus from profiling individual-level risk factors 

to examining other commonalities such as the physical and social environments of 

exploitation and the ‘context of harm’ (Wroe 2019). Here, ‘contextual safeguarding’ may 

be valuable, as it diverges from dominant safeguarding models geared around addressing 

risks within the home and it pays greater attention to risky contexts that may persist even 

if individuals are relocated (Firmin 2013; Firmin et al. 2016).  

 

Limitations	
Our study was exploratory and focused on a modest sample of professionals largely from 

the criminal justice sector and one specific location, and as such should not be 

overextended. Most importantly, it does not represent the views or experiences of 

individuals who have directly experienced such exploitation. The study should 

complement rather than replace much-needed research engaging directly with those with 

lived experience of exploitation. As well as exploited children and vulnerable adults, 

other stakeholders such as their families and various other professionals (e.g. those in 

health or social care) may well have very different views from those in our study about 

‘county lines’ related exploitation. Further research with such groups and into other 

aspects of this complex issue would likely yield novel insights, uncover tensions and 

suggest further opportunities for improved responses. Moreover, although 

geographically-specific research is valuable in understanding local nuance, our findings 

should not be over-extended to other areas – where, for example, patterns in exploitation 

and offending and/or multiagency dynamics may differ. 
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In addition, while we present a fuller picture of the exploitation entailed in ‘county lines’ 

by not limiting our focus to child exploitation, our discussion does indeed draw more 

heavily from literature on safeguarding vulnerable and exploited children. More work is 

required to understand the specific support needs of vulnerable adults exploited in ‘county 

lines’ so as to develop promising practices and improve professionals’ responses. 

Responses to children and vulnerable adults exploited in ‘county lines’ will likely need 

to be tailored differently, not least because of the different legal and statutory frameworks 

involved (Ford 2018, Hudek 2018). 

 

As with any interview research of this nature, there is obvious potential for self-report 

bias (Andrees & van der Linden 2005); for example, we suspected some self-censoring 

from the two policy officials, unlike others who seemed to speak more frankly. This may 

be a reflection of participants’ differing experiences and strategic priorities; where law 

enforcement may have been drawing more on their personal experience in responding, 

civil servants seemed to draw instead more on their organization’s official position. Self-

selection bias may be an issue too, if the participants differed systematically from those 

who declined/did not respond (eight individuals). Since a police specialist initially helped 

identify potential participants, they may have suggested people of a similar or 

sympathetic outlook (although the subsequent snowballing may have mitigated this bias). 

While it is important to recognise these limitations, they should not detract from the 

study’s original contributions to an underdeveloped literature.  
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Directions	for	future	research	
Further research into the scale and nature of ‘county lines’ nationally and across specific 

regions, parallels and overlaps with other phenomena like CSE and going missing (e.g., 

Sidebottom et al. 2019) and evaluations of interventions (e.g., Child Safeguarding 

Practice Review Panel 2020) would all be useful contributions to the knowledge base. 

There is also a need for more research with those directly affected by ‘county lines’ (e.g., 

Windle & Briggs 2015), including children and vulnerable adults with lived experiences 

and their families (see, e.g., Hudek 2018; Moyle 2019). Although there are numerous 

research gaps around ‘county lines’ and responses to the criminal exploitation involved, 

one particularly fruitful area from a prevention and disruption perspective might be the 

role of social structures in spreading and sustaining the phenomenon (such as the victim 

peer recruitment mentioned by interview participants). There is previous research 

evidence of gang members grooming young boys (specifically via online social 

networking sites) to participate in ‘county lines’ (Irwin-Rogers 2019; Pyrooz et al. 2014; 

Spicer 2019; Storrod & Densley 2017). Elsewhere, Cockbain’s (2018) study of complex 

CSE cases underlined how interpersonal networks helped spread and sustain both 

offending and victimisation, indicating possible ‘social contagion’.  Sensitive to ethical 

considerations in mapping (and acting on) such relationships, further research into social 

contagion in the ‘county lines’ context could be helpful in opening up new avenues for 

prevention, early intervention and disruption, such as network-based risk analysis 

(Cockbain 2018) and contextual safeguarding of risky groups and spaces (Firmin 2013; 

Firmin et al. 2016).  

 

With ‘county lines’ ascending the policy agenda, it is clear far more research is needed to 

support nuanced responses’ that take into consideration the complexities of offending and 
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safeguarding in this model. While participants varied in how well-equipped they felt to 

deal with ‘county lines’, most described at least some concerns. Inconsistencies in 

information/intelligence-sharing, tensions in multiagency partnerships and limited 

resources for law enforcement and support services alike were all seen as barriers to 

effective responses. Adequate resourcing, more nuanced responses and targeted research 

all have a role to play in better preventing ‘county lines’ criminal exploitation, meeting 

victims’ safeguarding needs and responding more effectively to those exploiting others 

in this context.  
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