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What Are County Lines? 

'County lines is a term used to describe gangs and organised

criminal networks involved in exporting illegal drugs into one or

more importing areas within the UK, using dedicated mobile phone

lines or other form of “deal line”. They are likely to exploit children

and vulnerable adults to move and store the drugs and money and

they will often use coercion, intimidation, violence (including sexual

violence) and weapons.'
HM Government, 2018

County lines are criminal networks, between country and urban

locations, exploiting children and young people. This form of

exploitation has devastating effects on each individual’s life, their

families and their community. Children as young as 7 years of age

are groomed, pressured and coerced into trafficking drugs, often

between urban and rural sites. These vulnerable children are used to

transport drugs, cash or even weapons whilst being threatened,

intimidated and blackmailed.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults-county-lines/criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults-county-lines#what-is-county-lines-exploitation


Vulnerable children and young

people may be caught up in county

line networks and feel they have no

way out of the cycle. Often gangs

involved in this type of child

exploitation will befriend the child,

forming relationships with them,

before becoming controlling

through violence and threats. They

may even  build relationships  within

the home of a vulnerable person,

perhaps exploiting an existing drug

dependency or ensuring financial

dependency. Often, this may lead to

sexual exploitation and domestic

abuse. .



Child Criminal Exploitation is common in county lines and occurs

where an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of

power to coerce, control, manipulate or deceive a child or young

person under the age of 18. The victim may have been criminally

exploited even if the activity appears consensual. Child Criminal

Exploitation does not always involve physical contact; it can also

occur through the use of technology.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults-county-lines


are within the care system or looked after outside of their home
have previous experience of abuse
are living in dangerous or unstable homes
are living in homes with domestic abuse
are living in homes with mental ill health
are living in homes with substance abuse
have few social opportunities
feel isolated
are living with financial abuse or in deprivation
have frequent house moves or homelessness
have been excluded within the education system
are involved with gangs through older friends or siblings

Certain children are more vulnerable to this type of exploitation, including children who....

Vulnerable Groups



Warning Signs in Early Years
In an early years setting, a child
may use language or
demonstrate behaviour which
might cause concerns. With
under 5's it is not likely to be the
child that is involved in county
lines, but a sibling, friend or
parent might be.  A swift and
professional response could be
what is needed to break the
cycle and prevent further
exploitation. 

.

Child may tell you they have secrets
Sporadic attendance in setting
Using inappropriate language or words
Talks about siblings having lots of money
Behaviour changes which are unusual for
them
Change in parents financial situation
Spending considerable amounts of time in
towns or cities many miles from their home
Parents demonstrating signs of domestic
violence or control
Changes to family dynamics and parent
behaviour



Ensure your staff team are trained and  knowledgeable in terms of county lines and

early signs

Make sure county lines is embedded within your safeguarding processes and

procedures

Build an open and trusting relationship with families, encouraging them to reach out

for support

Have material and resources available to support concerned families

Ensure all staff know what to do if they are concerned and who the DSL is for your

setting

What can early years leaders do? 
If you think a young person you know could be in

immediate danger call 999.  



Want to know more? 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/criminal-exploitation-of-

children-and-vulnerable-adults-county-lines

https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/our-work/child-criminal-

exploitation-and-county-lines

if you want further support with your early years leadership, check

out our membership options at www.thekeyleadership.co.uk

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults-county-lines
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/our-work/child-criminal-exploitation-and-county-lines

