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Appendix H 
 

County Lines and Criminal Exploitation  
(including gangs) 

 
 

1. Purpose and content 

The purpose of this appendix of the College Safeguarding Policy is to provide a clear set of 

guidelines to staff regarding the actions they must take if they become aware that a learner 

is at risk of or, is suspected of currently, being exploited by county lines gangs. 

 

The College Safeguarding Policy has been developed in line with statutory guidance and the 

locally agreed inter-agency procedures put in place by the Tees Safeguarding Children 

Partnership (Hartlepool, Stockton, Middlesbrough & Redcar) and the Tees wide Safeguarding 

Adults Board. The policy applies to all learners and all staff (including agency and hourly paid 

staff) irrespective of anyone’s position or role in the College, together with Governors and 

any workers who are at the College on a voluntary/placement/other professional basis.  

 

Please note that the term ‘College’ is used throughout this appendix, as a generic term that 
encompasses all organisations within the wider College group; namely Stockton Riverside 
College, Redcar & Cleveland College, NETA Training group, Bede Sixth Form College, The 
Skills Academy and Tees Valley Catering. The term ‘staff’ is also used as a generic term that 
encompasses all groups of workers as outlined in the paragraph above.    
 

2. Definitions  

The key terms in this document are defined as:  

• County Lines: ‘County Lines’ is a term used when drug gangs from big cities expand 

their operations to smaller towns, often using violence (including sexual violence) 

to drive out local dealers and exploiting children and vulnerable people to sell 

drugs. Young people and vulnerable adults can easily become trapped by this type 

of exploitation as county lines gangs create drug debts and can threaten serious 

violence and kidnap towards victims (and their families) if they attempt to leave 

the county lines network. 

• Dead Lines: Dedicated Mobile phones to take orders for drugs  

• Cuckooing: When drug gangs take over homes belonging to vulnerable people to 

operate their criminal activity from 

• Plugging: where drugs are concealed internally to avoid detection. 

 

3. External guidance  
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Criminal exploitation of children and vulnerable adults is a geographically widespread form of 
harm that is a typical feature of county lines activity. It is a harm which is relatively little known 
about or recognised by those best placed to spot its potential victims. 

This Appendix is intended to explain the nature of this harm to enable practitioners to 
recognise its signs and respond appropriately so that potential victims get the support and 
help needed. Home Office September 2018: Criminal Exploitation of Children and Vulnerable 
adults: County Lines Guidance  
 Home Office and The Children’s Society County Lines Toolkit  For Professionals  

County lines is a major, cross-cutting issue involving drugs, violence, gangs, safeguarding, 
criminal and sexual exploitation, modern slavery, and missing persons; and the response to 
tackle it involves the police, the National Crime Agency, a wide range of Government 
departments, local government agencies and VCS (voluntary and community sector) 
organisations. 

The UK Government defines county lines as:  
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. 
County lines activity and the associated violence, drug dealing and exploitation has a 
devastating impact on young people, vulnerable adults and local communities. 
 
Child criminal exploitation is increasingly used to describe this type of exploitation where 
children are involved, and is defined as:  

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. 

Criminal exploitation of children is broader than just county lines, and includes for instance 

children forced to work on cannabis farms or to commit theft. 

 

4. How County Lines Exploitation Affects Young People and Vulnerable Adults 

Like other forms of abuse and exploitation, county lines exploitation: 

• can affect any child or young person (male or female) under the age of 18 years 

• can affect any vulnerable adult over the age of 18 years 

• can still be exploitation even if the activity appears consensual 

• can involve force and/or enticement-based methods of compliance and is often 

accompanied by violence or threats of violence  

• can be perpetrated by individuals or groups, males or females, and young people or 

adults; and  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/741194/HOCountyLinesGuidanceSept2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/741194/HOCountyLinesGuidanceSept2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/863323/HOCountyLinesGuidance_-_Sept2018.pdf
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• is typified by some form of power imbalance in favour of those perpetrating the 

exploitation. Whilst age may be the most obvious, this power imbalance can also be 

due to a range of other factors including gender, cognitive ability, physical strength, 

status, and access to economic or other resources.  

 

One of the key factors found in most cases of county lines exploitation is the presence of some 

form of exchange (e.g. carrying drugs in return for something). Where it is the victim who is 

offered, promised or given something they need or want, the exchange can include both 

tangible (such as money, drugs or clothes) and intangible rewards (such as status, protection 

or perceived friendship or affection). It is important to remember the unequal power dynamic 

within which this exchange occurs and to remember that the receipt of something by a young 

person or vulnerable adult does not make them any less of a victim. It is also important to 

note that the prevention of something negative can also fulfil the requirement for exchange, 

for example a young person who engages in county lines activity to stop someone carrying 

out a threat to harm his/her family. 
 

Gangs  

Defining a gang is difficult. They tend to fall into three categories: peer groups, street gangs 

and organised crime groups. The normal gathering in groups of young people to socialise, 

either outside or inside, should not be confused with gang activity.  It may be that there is 

some anti-social behaviour and even low level offending but this is not the behaviours and 

activities we would class as gang, youth violence or child criminal exploitation.  

A street gang might be a fairly stable part of the local area and will have a reputation as 

criminals and perhaps for violence.   This activity could extend to county lines. There is likely 

to be an accepted hierarchy in the gang and some expectation of criminal activity for all 

members. There is also likely to be an assumption of territory ‘owned’ by the gang and conflict 

with other gangs is also likely.  More organised gangs are likely to be involved with serious 

crime and are usually run by adults who will recruit vulnerable people including children, to 

meet the needs of the gang and their activities.  

Young people can become indebted to the gang and then exploited in order to pay off debts. 

Young people who are criminally exploited often go missing and travel to other towns (some 

of which can be great distances from their home addresses). They may have unexplained 

increases in money or possessions, be in receipt of additional mobile phone and receive 

excessive texts or phone calls. 

 

 

5. Who Is Vulnerable? 

The national picture on county lines continues to develop but there are recorded cases of: 
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• children as young as 12 years old being exploited or moved by gangs to courier drugs out 
of their local area; 15-16 years is the most common age range 

• Both males and females being exploited 
• White British children being targeted because gangs perceive they are more likely to 

evade police detection but a person of any ethnicity or nationality may be exploited 
• The use of social media to make initial contact with children and young people 
• class ‘A’ drug users being targeted so that gangs can take over their homes (known as 

‘cuckooing’). 
 

County lines exploitation is geographically widespread operating throughout England, Wales 
and Scotland. Gangs are known to target vulnerable children and adults; some of the factors 
that heighten a person’s vulnerability include: 

• having prior experience of neglect, physical and/or sexual abuse  
• Lack of a safe/stable home environment, now or in the past (domestic violence or 

parental substance misuse, mental health issues or criminality, for example)  
• Social isolation or social difficulties  
• Economic vulnerability  
• Homelessness or insecure accommodation status  
• Connections with other people involved in gangs  
• having a physical or learning disability  
• having mental health or substance misuse issues;  
• being in care (particularly those in residential care and those with interrupted care 

histories) 
• being excluded from mainstream education, in particular attending a Pupil Referral Unit. 

 

6. The Signs to Look Out For  

A young person’s involvement in county lines activity often leaves signs. A person might 
exhibit some of these signs, either as a member or as an associate of a gang dealing drugs. 
Any sudden changes in a person’s lifestyle should be discussed with them.  

Some potential indicators of county lines involvement and exploitation are listed below, 
with those at the top of particular concern: 

• persistently going missing from school or home and / or being found out-of-area 

• Are found in accommodation that they have no connection with, often called a trap 
house or cuckooing or hotel room where there is drug activity 

• unexplained acquisition of money, clothes, or mobile phones 

• excessive receipt of texts / phone calls and/or having multiple handsets 

• relationships with controlling / older individuals or groups 

• Having a debt bond to their exploiters 

• Have their bank accounts used to facilitate drug dealing 

• Have been the victim or perpetrator of serious violence e.g. knife crime 

• leaving home / care without explanation 

• suspicion of physical assault / unexplained injuries 

• parental concerns 

• carrying weapons 
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• significant decline in school results / performance 

• gang association or isolation from peers or social networks 

• are involved in receiving requests for drugs via a phone line, moving drugs, handing 
over and collecting money for drugs 

• Are exposed to techniques such as plugging (see definitions)  

• Self-harm or significant changes in emotional well-being. 

Any concerns regarding Criminal Exploitation and County Lines should be referred to the 

safeguarding team using the processes set out in Appendix A, Child and Vulnerable Adult 

Protection, of this policy. 

 

 


