
County Lines in 6 slides: a Crest briefing 
As set out in the Government’s Serious Violence Strategy, county lines is a term used to describe gangs and 
organised criminal networks involved in exporting illegal drugs into one or more areas in the UK, using 
dedicated mobile phone lines or other forms of ‘deal line’. The gangs are likely to exploit children and 
vulnerable adults to move and store drugs and money; they often use coercion, intimidation, violence 
(including sexual violence) and weapons. 

The Home Office estimate there are approximately 1,000 county lines operating, each yielding up to £800,000 
per year. The Children’s Commissioner for England has estimated that 27,000 children are gang members; 
modelling done by Crest identified 213,000 vulnerable children.

In response to increased law enforcement activity against county lines, the models of exploitation are 
evolving. Gangs are using ever more sophisticated methods to evade detection, helped by the use of social 
media and end-to-end encrypted messaging. 

As a generation of vulnerable young people emerges from Covid lockdown, after a year of disruption to their 
education and training and facing limited job opportunities, the battle against criminal exploitation is reaching 
a critical point. In the absence of a national inter-departmental strategy to tackle county lines, a patchwork of 
local responses allows vulnerable children to fall between the cracks.

The county lines model is rapidly evolving in response to police tactics and 
safeguarding responses

County lines exploitation is driven by demand for heroin and crack cocaine 

The broken ‘market’ for housing vulnerable adolescents in care puts them at risk 
of exploitation instead of protecting them from harm

Information sharing between different agencies and areas is undermined by a 
patchwork of local responses and the lack of a national strategy

Support for young people exploited in county lines is not fit for purpose

This briefing for MPs, councillors, Police and Crime Commissioners and election candidates identifies five key 
challenges to tackling the exploitation of vulnerable children in county lines drugs networks:
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About Crest Advisory 
We are crime and justice specialists - equal parts research, strategy and communication. From police forces to public inquiries, 
from tech companies to devolved authorities, we believe all these organisations (and more) have their own part to play in building 
a safer, more secure society. As the UK’s only consultancy with this focus, we are as much of a blend as the crime and justice 

sector itself.
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For more information about the issues raised in this briefing, please contact our Head of Policy and project 
lead, Joe Caluori at joe.caluori@crestadvisory.com

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/698009/serious-violence-strategy.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/county-lines-exploitation-applying-all-our-health/county-lines-exploitation-applying-all-our-health
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2019/02/28/childrens-commissioner-for-england-warns-the-same-mistakes-that-led-to-child-sexual-exploitation-failings-are-being-repeated-with-gangs/
https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_8467bab5922e44f68e485839dc5982eb.pdf


The county lines model is rapidly evolving in response to police tactics and 
safeguarding responses

Increased enforcement activity by the police and awareness among local councils has made it harder for gangs to 
transport young people cross-country. 

● The use of automatic number plate recognition (ANPR)
● Operations by British Transport Police on the rail network
● Heightened scrutiny of missing children from ‘exporting’ urban local authorities 
● Cell site analysis of ‘burner’ phones 

Key Questions

● How can police forces and local authorities identify grooming and exploitation when remote exploitation is less visible?
● How can agencies prevent a post-Covid boom of grooming and exploitation when so many young people’s 

vulnerabilities have been exacerbated during lockdown?
● As grooming and exploitation migrate into a virtual world, is it the responsibility of social media platforms, parents and 

carers, law enforcement and the government to ensure vulnerable children are not targeted on social media platforms?
● Should these responsibilities be codified in the Online Harms Bill, which is coming before Parliament?

Covid-19 and the non-essential travel ban has accelerated the use of new tactics by gangs, while also creating 
greater distance between senior gang members and dealing bases.

There is some evidence that lockdown has made runners easier to identify; Metropolitan Police Service data shows a 3% 
increase in the positive outcome rate of drug stop and searches between March 2020 and March 2021. However, 
while the number of people reported missing fell during the pandemic, the drug market has continued to function, implying 
exploitation continues at a local level as tactics evolve.

● Anecdotally, ‘liminal’ spaces such as car parks and railway land are used for dealing - so the decreased visibility of 
young people involved in drug dealing may not paint a full picture

● Gangs are reviving ‘old school’ tactics, such as recruiting ‘user-dealers’ and ‘stacking’, where the drugs line puts out a 
‘burst’ marketing message to customers, telling them to be in a certain place at a certain time

In response, county lines gangs have adapted, moving the exploitation of children down the line and closer to the 
areas where drug-dealing takes place, as part of a ‘local franchise’ model.

● Runners living in the ‘importing area’ can leave home & return the same day without being reported to police as missing
● Gangs can control victims remotely through end-to-end encrypted messaging apps such as Signal, Wickr and Telegram
● Gangs increasingly make use of short term lets, such as AirBnb accommodation, rather than homes which are taken 

over to facilitate exploitation, store or distribute drugs - a practice known as cuckooing
● Taxi firms are used to transport young people long distances to avoid scrutiny

Data on arrests of children aged 10 to 17 for drug offences 
provides the best proxy data available on children exploited 

by criminal groups, and shows a steeper and more 
sustained increase in areas outside London

The emerging ‘local franchise’ model sees gangs recruit 
young people in the importing area, rather than the 

exporting area
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police 25 March; Crest (2020), County Lines after COVID - a new threat?

https://www.met.police.uk/sd/stats-and-data/met/stop-and-search-dashboard/
https://news.npcc.police.uk/resources/vofez-ib9n3-1oyds-qgdvs-wwv7x
https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/county-lines-after-covid-a-new-threat
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-powers-and-procedures-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2020


Sources: PHE (2019) Increase in crack cocaine use inquiry: summary of findings; Professor Dame Carol Black (2020) Independent review of drugs; NHS digital, Statistics on Drug Misuse (2019), table 2.1 and 
2.2; Public Health England (2020) Adult substance misuse statistics from the National Drug Treatment Monitoring System (NDTMS), Table 11.3; PHE, Opiate and crack cocaine use: prevalence estimates by 
local area. *these figures are estimates, please see full data tables for confidence intervals; NCA (2018) County Lines Briefing; Crest Advisory (2020) Understanding what is driving serious violence: drugs; 
Ministry of Justice, Court Outcomes by Police Force Area data tool - Principal Offence tool; Crest Advisory (2020) Understanding what is driving serious violence: drugs; BBC News (2019), Drug deaths soar to 
highest level on record; BBC News (2017), North of England hardest hit by government cuts; The Well Communities (2019) Toward Sustainable Drug Treatment Services; Ministry of Housing, Communities and 
Local Government (2014-2020) Local Authority Revenue Expenditure and Financing; Professor Dame Carol Black (2020) Independent review of drugs pp.21

County lines exploitation is driven by demand for heroin and crack cocaine 

The number of opiate (heroin) and crack users has risen. The core heroin population is long-term; frequent users have 
increasingly severe health issues. They are using crack cocaine more and more. Both drugs are strongly linked to deprivation 
which drives the geographic distribution of using drugs and death patterns. Just under half of opiate users (47%) and 60% of 
crack users were not in treatment in 2018.

Key Questions
● How can investment in drug treatment services be increased, sustained and protected to reflect needs in local areas?
● If demand for heroin and crack is decisively reduced over a short period of time, how will OCGs respond? Short term 

increases in violence, development of new markets, new drugs?
● The Home Office have introduced Project ADDER which includes £80m to cut demand for the drugs that fuel county 

lines - what must we learn from the approaches taken by the five recipient areas of ADDER funding?

Crack and heroin remain the most commonly supplied drugs through the county lines model. County lines dealing is 
associated with aggressive marketing tactics and contributes to the increased availability of crack and heroin. Evidence of 
demand is found in the increases in use of crack cocaine outside more established urban areas. Evidence of supply can be seen 
in the sharp increase in the number of under-21 year olds convicted of offences related to crack cocaine (up by 54%, 2008-2018) 
and heroin (up by 46%).

Percentage change in the number of drug users being 
treated for the first time, 2015/16-2019/20

Estimated number of opiate and/or crack users, 
England, 2010-11 to 2016-17

Long-term cuts to drug services are likely to worsen as the ring-fenced public health grant has been removed, while 
demand and related deaths remain high. The highest cuts have been concentrated in areas with the highest drug deaths, 
with north-east England having the highest rates and the most dramatic cuts. In April 2020, the ring-fenced public health grant 
was removed and replaced by higher business rates retention. A survey of Directors of Public Health found 59% believed this 
would result in even further reductions to drug treatment services in their local authority.

Sum of local government budgets for drug services, 
2013/2014 to 2019/2020

Rate of deaths per million persons by drug misuse 
poisoning, by region 
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/crack-cocaine-increase-inquiry-findings/increase-in-crack-cocaine-use-inquiry-summary-of-findings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-drugs-phase-one-report
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/statistics-on-drug-misuse/2019#data-sets
https://www.nationalcrimeagency.gov.uk/who-we-are/publications/257-county-lines-drug-supply-vulnerability-and-harm-2018/file
https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/understanding-what-is-driving-serious-violence-drugs
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/opiate-and-crack-cocaine-use-prevalence-estimates-for-local-populations
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-49357077
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-42049922
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/580e32b38419c22267d4373c/t/5daec72a527fc12344d769af/1571735340008/White+Paper+-+Towards+Sustainable+Drug+Treatment+Services%5B8397%5D.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/local-authority-revenue-expenditure-and-financing
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/882953/Review_of_Drugs_Evidence_Pack.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/882953/Review_of_Drugs_Evidence_Pack.pdf


The broken ‘market’ for housing adolescents in care leads to a risk of exploitation

Looked after children (LAC) are widely recognised as being at 
disproportionate risk of being groomed and exploited in county 
lines. This is largely because care settings, and the broader children’s 
social care system, struggle to effectively protect vulnerable 
adolescents. The number of children taken into local authority care has 
increased by 12% since 2015, and the ‘market’ for social care 
placements is broken - meaning children with complex, multiple 
vulnerabilities are increasingly placed a great distance from their home, 
often into unsuitable or unregulated settings. 

Key Questions

● How can we fix the care system to reduce the risk of exploitation - are alternative models of care for vulnerable 
adolescents needed? 

● How can distant placements take better account of the risks to young people in care settings?
● How can police forces grip the risks posed by unregulated care settings when these settings are invisible to them?

In the year ending March 2020, 61% of children in residential care 
were placed ‘out of area’ in a different local authority, up from 47% 
in 2010. The routine use of out-of-area accommodation is not solely for 
safeguarding reasons, but often due to a lack of suitable accommodation 
locally. Many host local authorities don’t have the resources or the 
capability to cope with out-of-area placements. When young people are 
placed in residential care in a new police force area, the police - and the 
local authority - are often given too little information to safeguard them 
properly. 

Unregulated care settings are an acute risk factor for county lines exploitation, with continually changing resident 
groups and minimal supervision. Notably, 77% of unregulated care homes are operated by private providers; these settings 
are not required to register with Ofsted and are not subject to inspection. Looked-after children are increasingly housed in settings 
classed as ‘independent’ ..EXPLAIN HERE...or ‘semi-independent…..  EXPLAIN HERE.  45% of semi-independent placements 
are outside the boundary of the young person’s home local authority.

The number of looked after children starting to be looked 
after in semi-independent and independent 

accommodation has increased by 108% and 79% 
respectively since 2015

The proportion of missing children from care settings (care 
home, semi-independent accommodation and supported 

living) in Merseyside was higher when a county lines flag was 
also recorded. The proportion of children in care in 

Merseyside is higher than the national average at 1.2%
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Sources: Department for Education (2020) Children Looked After in England Including Adoption: 2018-2019; Rescue and Response County Lines Project (2020), Year 2 Strategic 
Assessment (September) 2020; House of Commons Library (2021), Looked after children: out of area, unregulated and unregistered accommodation; DfE (2020), Looked After Children in 
independent or semi-independent placements; Crest (2020), Unregulated care homes and county lines; Crest (2020) County Lines and Looked After Children

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/children-looked-after-in-england-including-adoption-2018-to-2019
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7560/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/looked-after-children-in-independent-or-semi-independent-placements
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/looked-after-children-in-independent-or-semi-independent-placements
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/rescue_recovery_year_2_sa_-_sept_2020.pdf
https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_83c53411e21d4d40a79a6e0966ad7ea5.pdf


Information sharing between different agencies and areas is undermined by a 
patchwork of local responses 

Local authorities and police forces don’t have a common approach to assessing a young person’s vulnerability. 
There is currently no systematic, consistent and timely way to share crucial information about criminally exploited children 
between local authorities, police forces and other bodies. The current approach to doing this is through the ‘county lines’ and 
‘child criminal exploitation’ (CCE) flags and the ‘looked after child’ marker used in policing which are inconsistently and 
infrequently applied. 

Key Questions

● What can we learn from the national response to child sexual exploitation and can this be applied in the national 
response to CCE?

● How has the lack of information-sharing impeded an understanding of the role of girls and young women in county lines 
and has it affected the development of specific programmes and interventions to support that group?

● How can we ensure that no young person vulnerable to county lines exploitation slips through the cracks of the 
safeguarding system?

The lack of robust national data on children affected by child criminal exploitation has made it harder for researchers 
and agencies to understand patterns of exploitation, devise local and national prevention programmes and assess the outcomes 
of current interventions.

There is currently no statutory definition of ‘child criminal exploitation’, hampering efforts to provide a system-wide 
response to the problem and leading to a fragmented understanding and application of the term. 

There is also no national strategy on county lines and child criminal exploitation to make it compulsory to record and 
share information in a consistent way.  Without a national strategy, the Home Office remains in charge of tackling county lines 
even though the levers needed to safeguard criminally exploited children sit across a number of government departments and 
local agencies. 

Police forces

Local authorities

School and 
education providers

Voluntary services
Housing

Improved information sharing across agencies is needed, at every location responsible for the child
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https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/vulnerable-children-in-county-lines-drugs-networks
https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/vulnerable-children-in-county-lines-drugs-networks


Support for young people exploited in county lines is not fit for purpose

County lines relies on the exploitation of young people who are, in the main, already vulnerable. Looked after children 
are disproportionately targeted as are those with ‘social care’ status, young people who frequently go missing and those outside 
mainstream education. 

Key Questions
● What would a successor to the NRM look like? How can we provide timely and appropriate support to victims?
● How can police get people to disclose after arrest that they’ve been exploited rather than when cases come to court?
● What forensic capacity and capabilities do police need to process digital evidence revealing online grooming?

There are particular challenges with supporting 18-25 year olds involved in county lines. People in this age group are 
often considered to be perpetrators - but many are victims, having been groomed and exploited. The differences in the 
safeguarding processes which rely more on the young person initiating interactions and recognising their exploitation also present 
a challenge for this group. Even if they are recognised as exploited, the services available are more limited.

For identified trafficking victims, the 
statutory defence under Section 45 of 
the Modern Slavery Act 2015 enshrined in 
law the principle that those involved in 
crimes which they were compelled to carry 
out as a result of being trafficked should not 
be punished. 

After a spike in the use of the NRM and the 
Section 45 defence in 2019/20, concerns 
have been raised that these tools are neither 
sufficiently protecting victims or the public.

The National Referral Mechanism (NRM) is the UK system for identifying victims of trafficking. Increasingly it is becoming 
the primary method used to identify victims of county lines
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Crest Reports and Insights
In December 2020, Crest published a report on County Lines and Looked After Children, researching the criminal exploitation of 
looked after children in two police force areas, North Wales and Merseyside. Alongside this research, we produced three insight 
pieces: 

● County Lines After COVID - a new threat?
● ‘Government funded trap-houses’? Unregulated care homes and County Lines
● Vulnerable children in County Lines drugs networks: are we any close to ‘borderless safeguarding’?

Crest are undertaking new research to understand decision making among the police and their partners on whether 
young people involved in county lines are victims, willing participants or groomers - and the outcomes for these 
young people over time. The project is funded by the Hadley Trust.

Source: Rescue and Response County Lines Project (2020), Year 2 Strategic Assessment (September) 2020; Home Office (2021), National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify Statistics 
UK, end of year summary (2020); Modern Slavery Act 2015, c. 30; Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner (2020), The Modern Slavery Act 2015 Statutory Defence: A Call for Evidence

Section 45 - the ‘county lines defence’ - is being raised too late in the 
criminal justice process. Police officers do not consistently consider 
whether the Section 45 defence could apply from the outset, risking 
trafficking victims going unidentified.

Investigations and prosecutions are often discontinued as soon as the 
Section 45 defence is raised in court, due to misunderstandings in the 
evidential requirements and over-reliance on referrals from the Single 
Competent Authority

Where victims are identified, there is not sufficient intervention to protect 
the victim from the trafficker. An automatic and seamless process between 
raising the defence, referring to the NRM and referrals to social care and 
safeguarding services is required to protect victims of trafficking

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/rescue_recovery_year_2_sa_-_sept_2020.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/rescue_recovery_year_2_sa_-_sept_2020.pdf
https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/1480/the-modern-slavery-act-2015-statutory-defence-a-call-for-evidence.pdf
https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/1480/the-modern-slavery-act-2015-statutory-defence-a-call-for-evidence.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/970995/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-statistics-end-year-summary-2020-hosb0821.pdf
https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/report-county-lines-and-looked-after-children
https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/county-lines-after-covid-a-new-threat
https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/county-lines-after-covid-a-new-threat
https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/vulnerable-children-in-county-lines-drugs-networks
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/970995/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-statistics-end-year-summary-2020-hosb0821.pdf

