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Foreword

Sadly there is nothing new about children being exploited by criminals.
Everyday The Children’s Society is seeing young lives torn apart by horrific
violence and abuse.
We hear from children being criminally exploited in many ways: forced to
work in cannabis factories; coerced into moving drugs across the country;
made to shoplift, pickpocket or threaten violence against others. Children are
being cynically exploited with the promise of money, drugs, status and
affection, and controlled using threats, violence and sexual abuse. They're
being left traumatised and living in fear.
In this report, we find that 14 to 17 year olds are the most likely age group of
children to be exploited by criminal gangs. We uncover alarming evidence of
targeting starting at primary school age, with anecdotal reports of children
as young as seven and eight being exploited. Children of all ages are at risk
and the number of 10 to 17 year olds arrested for intent to supply drugs has
gone up by almost 50% outside London.
This report suggests the sad truth that criminals are winning and
professionals are struggling to keep up with the scale and context of
criminal exploitation. The response from statutory agencies is too
variable and often comes too late. Children are too easily criminalised,
and are not viewed as victims of exploitation. There is a concerning lack of
data and reporting about children at risk of criminal exploitation.
There is no easy solution to eradicating child criminal exploitation, but we
can and must do more. We need earlier help for children at risk,
responses that see children as victims and not criminals, and joined- up
national and local responses. Through coordinated, concerted efforts
across statutory and voluntary sectors, and by working with local
communities and families, we can reach vulnerable young people more
quickly and begin to disrupt child criminal exploitation.
Nick Roseveare,
CEO

Executive summary
The exploitation of children for criminal gain is, unfortunately, not new.
Yet regular news stories of children affected by violence and crime highlight
that as a society we are struggling to get to grips with the current context of
threats facing young people. This report analyses what is meant by child
criminal exploitation; what current methods of exploitation The Children’s
Society and our partners currently observe; and how responses across
national and local organisations could be made more effective.
Child criminal exploitation takes a variety of different forms. It can
include children being forced to work in cannabis factories, being coerced
into moving drugs or money across the country, made to shoplift or
pickpocket, or to threaten other young people. Recently child criminal
exploitation has become strongly associated with one specific model known
as ‘county lines’. In this model, organised criminal networks typically exploit
young people and vulnerable groups to distribute drugs and money across
the country through dedicated mobile phone lines (often from cities to
counties – hence the term county lines). This report suggests that ‘county
lines’ is no longer a fringe issue, but a systemic problem reported in almost
every police force in the country.
All forms of criminal exploitation have a detrimental impact on a child’s
life. As such, any child being forced or coerced to commit crime must be
seen as a victim of exploitation. Too often children are criminalised rather
than seen as victims of criminal exploitation and given the appropriate child
protection response.
There is no statutory definition of child criminal exploitation. Although
some guidance does exist, the lack of a consistent definition (for example,
one defined in legislation) means that responses are variable across different
services and in different parts of the country. As a result, too many children
are falling through gaps in support. In 2018, the Home Office produced its
Serious Violence Strategy, outlining the Government’s proposed response to
knife, gun crime and homicide.1,2 In the paper, tackling ‘county lines’ and the
misuse of drugs is one strand of a national strategy – alongside early
intervention and prevention, supporting communities and partnerships, and
an effective law enforcement and criminal justice response.
The Children’s Society uses a definition of child criminal exploitation
from young people, who describe it as ‘when someone you trusted makes
you commit crimes for their benefits’.3 This definition conveys the key
components of exploitation – a trusted person taking advantage of
vulnerability to deceive, control, coerce or manipulate children into criminal
activity. In some cases children are enticed to take part through manipulation
and the promise of reward, and in
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other cases violence and threats of violence play a more direct role in how
control is exerted. Coercion and violence go hand in hand in cases of
exploitation.
This report is a call to action for professionals to recognise child
criminal exploitation and provide a coordinated safeguarding
response. Child criminal exploitation is a complex problem that requires a
joined-up approach from statutory and non-statutory agencies, and accurate
sharing of intelligence and recording of concerns facing children. This report
focuses specifically on the experiences of children targeted by criminal
networks to distribute illegal drugs, referred to as 'child criminal exploitation
through the county lines model'. Being caught possessing or distributing
drugs is of course a serious crime at any age, but where children are
groomed by criminal groups they need to be recognised as victims of
exploitation. The report sheds light on how safeguarding duties interact with
law enforcement responses in these instances, potentially with very different
consequences and long term impact on a child’s life.
The research offers analysis of Freedom of Information responses from local
authorities and police forces about child criminal exploitation, interviews with
professionals working with young people across the country and highlights
findings from a survey of police staff. The full methodology is included in the
full report.
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Key findings
The grooming and exploitation of children


The criminal exploitation of children can take many forms. It
can include children being forced to work in cannabis factories,
being coerced into moving drugs or money across the country,
forced to shoplift or pickpocket, or to threaten other young people



Practitioners and police report increasing awareness of
children being exploited through the ‘county lines’ model.
This typically describes the distribution of drugs around the
country through the use of dedicated mobile phone ‘lines’ – though
the model is not static.



Children can be targeted for exploitation through face to
face interactions, or online through social media and other
platforms. Criminal groups can hijack popular culture such as
music videos to entice young people into criminal exploitation.



Any child can be at risk of exploitation but some vulnerabilities
place children at greater risk. These include growing up in poverty,
having learning difficulties, being excluded from school or being
a looked after child.



Going missing from home or care is an indicator of
potential
exploitation. Children in care go missing more frequently than
other children and are more likely to be found outside of the
boundaries of their home local authority.



Older adolescents are more likely to be recorded as having
been criminally exploited, but there is evidence that primary
school age children – as young as seven – are targeted. There
can be a lack of recognition of criminal exploitation affecting
younger children and so the opportunity to protect children under
the age of 10 can be missed.



Gender, age, ethnicity and background can all affect the way in
which professionals do or do not recognise young people as at
risk or as victims of criminal exploitation, which can then affect
the response a child receives.



Criminal exploitation often happens alongside sexual or
other forms of exploitation.
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Children coming into contact with statutory agencies


There is currently no statutory definition of child criminal exploitation.
This can mean that the response to children from different statutory
agencies and in different parts of the country is inconsistent.



The vast majority of police forces and local authorities across England and
Wales were not able to share figures of the number of children affected by
criminal exploitation in their area.



There are no consistent ‘markers’ to ‘flag’ children who are at risk of
child criminal exploitation across different agencies they come into
contact with – including police and social care. These markers could
include, for example, children when they go missing from home, are
stopped by police, or arrested for drug related offences.



Around 1 in 4 local authorities responded that they collect data, but
only around 1 in 5 of all local authorities reported that this data is
retrievable to be shared. Police forces were largely not able to provide the
number of children arrested for drug related offences who were at risk of
child criminal exploitation.



Data on arrests of children aged 10 to 17 for drug related offences
provides the best proxy data available on children exploited by criminal
groups. Comparison of this shows that more children are arrested for
'possession with intent to supply Class A drugs' than 'possession'
alone. The data shows an increase of 13% from 2015/16 to 2017/18 in
the number of 10 to 17 year olds arrested for possession with intent to
supply Class A drug. (This number rises to 49% if data from London is
excluded).



The increase in children arrested for intent to supply is outpacing the rise
in children arrested for possession alone. Despite a decrease in the
number of stop and search instances overall, there was a 34% increase
between 2015/16 and 2017/18 in drugs based stop and search instances
where firearms or offensive weapons were found suggesting a link
between drug-related crimes and youth violence.

Responses to children who are criminally exploited


Children and young people who are exploited by criminal groups
experience a variety of responses driven by a lack of consistent
national and local safeguarding strategies and procedures.



There is currently no statutory definition of child criminal exploitation.
This can be part of the explanation of the inconsistent response from
different statutory agencies and in different parts of the country.



We asked whether local authorities have a strategy in place to
respond to child criminal exploitation and county lines. Of the 141
upper tier authorities that responded to us, almost 2 in 3 do not have
a strategy. Fifty authorities said that they do have a strategy or are
in the process of developing one.



Where children are being criminally exploited, safeguarding
responses are largely reactive. Professionals reported that many
children come to attention of statutory agencies when exploitation is
already present in their lives and criminal groups are controlling them
to deliver drugs. Typically, in these instances professionals report that
law enforcement takes precedence over safeguarding responses.



There has been an increase in the number of suspected child victims
of child criminal exploitation to the National Referral Mechanism
(NRM) but very few local authorities collect or can provide this data.
Across 17 local authorities more than half of the children referred to
the NRM were because of child criminal exploitation (35 out of 61
referrals).



Both police and local authorities’ data on NRM referrals for child
criminal exploitation is patchy – possibly because there is no definition
of child criminal exploitation in legislation and neither agency is
required to collect and report that data.

Key recommendations
This report highlights a patchwork of data, understanding and responses to
child criminal exploitation. The lack of consistent strategies and approaches
is leaving statutory agencies struggling to keep up with organised criminal
groups who are coercing and controlling children into criminality. Sadly,
children are more likely to be identified when exploitation has already
happened or is happening, and at a stage where they are more likely to be
criminalised than to receive a safeguarding response.
In order to disrupt the criminal exploitation of children, we identify the
following summary of recommendations for central and local government and
agencies. A fuller list of recommendations can be found later in this report.
The law should be clarified to ensure that all children who are groomed,
coerced and controlled into committing crime are recognised as
victims of exploitation.


The Home Office should amend the Modern Slavery Act 2015 to
include the definition of child criminal exploitation. Such a definition
would help ensure a common approach from criminal justice and
safeguarding professionals, would recognise the traumatic
experiences of children who are exploited, and assist the prosecution
of criminals and the avoidance of criminalisation for exploited children.



The Home Office should consult on a new criminal offence outlawing
the practice of making a child insert and carry drugs within their
bodies. For the purposes of clarity and consistency, this new offence
should be introduced via an amendment to the Sexual Offences Act
2003.



All government departments and statutory agencies should be clear
about their role in identifying and disrupting child criminal
exploitation, and fully understand their role in responding to victims.



The Department for Education and Home Office should jointly lead
the development of a cross-departmental strategy on child criminal
exploitation, backed up with changes to relevant statutory guidance,
to ensure that professionals working with children are clear about how
to safeguard children who are at risk or are criminally exploited.

Statutory agencies should have access to appropriate resources to
identify and support victims of child criminal exploitation.


The Department for Education and Ministry for Housing, Communities
and Local Government must urgently address the shortfall in
children’s social care funding, which is set to reach
£3.1billion by 2024/25. Reinvestment in children’s services should
be focused on supporting local authorities to reinstatement of early
help and early intervention services, including youth services.



Eligibility for support as a child victim of human trafficking or modern
slavery must be universal. The Home Office should commit to making
independent child trafficking advocates (ICTAs) available to all
children who require them, including children with effective parental
responsibility. The support should be long-term and cover transition
to adulthood to ensure that children are not revictimised as they reach
adulthood.

The introduction of new local safeguarding partnerships should be
seen as an opportunity to ensure multi-agency arrangements are
structured in a way to identify and respond to child criminal
exploitation.


New local safeguarding partnerships should undertake an
assessment of how many children are at risk of child criminal
exploitation in their areas and produce local strategies to address the
issues. The strategies should outline early help and early intervention
support available to children identified as at risk, as well as prevention
activities.

Data collection and recording around child criminal exploitation should
be improved to ensure more accurate understanding of scale and
prevalence, and the effectiveness of interventions.

 Local authorities and police should collect data on the number of
children identified at risk of criminal exploitation and referred to the
National Referral Mechanism. Markers for child criminal exploitation
should be introduced on the systems used by police and children’s
services to ensure consistent identification of children who may be at
risk. This includes the introduction of a marker on the Missing Persons
Database which is currently being developed.

About The Children’s Society
Right now in this country there are children who feel scared, unloved and like they
simply don’t matter. They’re not seen, they’re not understood, and they aren’t
getting the help they need. In fact, we know that a million children and young people
in England are living with seven or more serious problems in their lives. Without the
right help, this can be overwhelming and a lonely place to be.
This has to change. No child should feel alone.
We want to stop exploitation to keep children and young people safe from harm our direct practice, looks to change the systems that are failing young people.
Below are some of The Children’s Society’s projects that work to tackle child criminal
exploitation.

Disrupting Exploitation Programme
With funding from the National Lottery Community Fund The Children’s Society has
developed and established the three-year Disrupting Exploitation Programme. The
programme is running in Greater Manchester, London and the Birmingham. We
work one-to-one with child victims of exploitation and on changing systems and
contexts that put children at risk of exploitation. The programme is built on
partnership working and youth participation that will guide and shape the delivery of
our work.
Each region has a multi-disciplinary response team, including caseworkers, insight
and engagement officers and a therapist in our London service. This programme
builds on our expertise in building trusting long-term relationships with young people
and delivering national and local policy and systems change to affect the lives of
millions of young people across the country.
The service is for children and young people who are at risk of exploitation, with a
focus on child criminal exploitation, including county lines. We also encourage the
partners and professionals in the services to raise issues and have the freedom to
approach new ideas and themes to help create system change.
The programme is working on systems change in custody to make the point of arrest
a moment to better safeguard victims of exploitation, is working to disrupt exclusions
and investigate more the link between school exclusions and exploitation from the
perspective of young people and produced resources to support high-quality multiagency referrals to the National Referral Mechanism to support children being
recognised as a victim of trafficking. We have reached over 6,000 people – both
professionals and young people through our systems change work.
To find out more please visit https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-wedo/helping-children/disrupting-exploitation-programme

The Stride project
The Stride Project is for boys and young men who are at risk of, or are being
trafficked for criminal exploitation. The project works with 11-18 year olds providing
one to one support, group work and training for professionals.
The Stride Project promotes an approach to working with boys and young men so
that they are supported in terms of safeguarding, and not just seen through the lens
of the criminal justice system.
Stride practitioners provide intensive therapeutic one to one support for boys and
young men to ensure they are given the most appropriate support to enhance their
mental health and wellbeing. The cumulative experience of grooming, internal
trafficking and exposure to different forms of exploitation and abuse can have a
significant and traumatic impact on a young person and their mental health. We use
a trauma-informed approach and are committed to empowering young people to
make informed choices and increase the understanding of the exploitation they may
have experienced.
To find out more please visit https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-wedo/helping-children/

Missing from home services
We support children and young people who go, or are at risk of going
missing, from home or care. Young people go missing for a number of reasons:
unhappiness at home or in a placement, abuse, neglect or child sexual exploitation.
We have services in various parts of the country which offer support in different
ways.

Resources on child exploitation
Intelligence Guide

NRM guide and
reconsideration template

Guides for parents

Language guide

Disruption checklist

CCE Toolkit

To find out more about our direct work with children or to download the
resources above please visit https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-wedo/helping- children/disrupting-exploitation-programme

The Children’s Society and our supporters have been there
for vulnerable children and young people for more than
130 years.
We believe that every young person should have the
support they need in order to enjoy a safe, happy
childhood.
That’s why we run services and campaigns to make
children’s lives better and change the systems that
are placing them in danger.
Together with our supporters, we’re improving the lives
of children today and long into the future.
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