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The Case Studies

This document is a collection of the case studies used for the research report County
Lines: Breaking the Cycle published by Crest Advisory in September 2022.

These case studies are informed by data shared by two police forces and the home
local authorities of the young people concerned. The data received from police and
local authorities was matched by Crest and supplemented by 37 interviews with police
officers and local authority staff (typically social workers, youth offending team officers,
or exploitation support workers) who had close knowledge of the cases.

Each case study begins with the ‘identifying incident’; that is, the incident linking
each young person to county lines involvement, and the reason for their inclusion in this
piece of research. For most of the young people in the sample, the ‘identifying incident’
is an arrest for possession with intent to supply Class A drugs. For three in the sample,
the ‘identifying incident’ is intelligence or disclosure on their involvement in county lines.

Fig 1. ‘Identifying Incident’ for each young person across the sample

Each case study then travels backwards in time, exploring the context and pre-existing
vulnerabilities relevant to each incident. This approach was taken to replicate how a
police officer making an arrest might initially process information on a young person -
first considering the situation at the point of arrest, before receiving intelligence on the
young person’s exploitation risk or prior arrests.

All names used in the case studies are pseudonyms, and locations and other
identifying details have been removed. Please note that the police forces referenced in
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the case studies are not necessarily our partner forces as other police forces were
involved in the incident response in several cases.

The necessity of protecting the identities of the 13 children and young people within our
sample means we are unable to acknowledge individual police officers or practitioners
within local authorities who participated in the research, but we offer our sincere thanks
to each of them for their contribution.

Trigger Warning: The following content contains details of drug and alcohol abuse,
familial and extra-familial sexual abuse, domestic violence and extra-familial violence
which some will find upsetting.
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Case Study: Tom

The incident

In autumn 2020, at the age of 16, Tom was stopped by a British Transport Police officer
at a train station. It was evening and Tom was travelling alone. He had attempted to
pass through the barriers without a ticket, drawing the attention of the officer. When
asked about his reason for travelling, Tom was not able to give a coherent or detailed
answer, escalating the police officer’s suspicions that something was wrong. A name
check on the police national computer (PNC) revealed that Tom had a flag for
concealing items on his person, and was in breach of a curfew. On this basis, Tom was
detained for a search of his person.

Tom was visibly nervous when handcuffed by the officers, and complied with the
search.

“You could actually see his hands were shaking in the handcuffs where he was
obviously getting himself that that worked up, and that nervous. So I thought at
that time, I thought yeah, we're definitely onto something here. That behaviour,
that natural behaviour when the adrenaline’s just going through them. They, you
know, you can't stop that. You can't hide that, it’s very easy to see” - BTP
officer, county lines taskforce

Tom had a burner phone in his possession, and officers noticed a large bag of white
rocks concealed in his waistband which they did not remove at the time due to his age.
The officers arrested Tom for possession with intent to supply Class A drugs, and took
him to the police station where a strip search was authorised. The drugs on Tom’s
person were found to be crack cocaine and heroin. At the station, Tom gave a no
comment interview; however police were alert to the likelihood that Tom was a victim of
exploitation.

“Obviously because of his age, 16 years old, taking that amount of drugs [...]
there's strong suspicion that he's been exploited to do so [...]. They very rarely
will talk to police about it because they're fearful that they're going to be getting
themselves into more trouble with the person who's exploiting them. Or
sometimes they don't feel like they have been exploited and they actually just
see it as ‘Oh yeah, I'm a drug dealer’” - BTP officer, county lines taskforce



While Tom was in custody, a Section 18 search was authorised at his home address,
and a significant quantity of drugs was recovered. Police were aware that the seizure of
thousands of pounds worth of drugs from Tom was likely to put him in significant debt
or at risk of violence. As a result, the priority was safeguarding Tom. The police made
contact with the out of hours social care team in Tom’s home area, and Tom’s social
worker travelled to the station to speak to Tom the next morning.

Tom’s social worker remembers that he appeared subdued and vulnerable in custody.
However, Tom opened up for the first time that he was involved in dealing drugs for a
county line. The social worker mentioned the concerns about Tom’s safety, reflecting to
Tom that he had lost a significant amount of drugs. However, Tom was adamant that
there was no risk to him, as the adult man who ran the line did not know who he was or
where he lived. Tom insisted that he was not being exploited and it was his choice to
deal drugs. When the social worker asked Tom what the positives of this lifestyle were,
he said it was easy money but recognised, and was upset by, the impact that his
involvement had on his family.

Escalation of involvement

“I remember thinking from talking to him, literally that this has gone from 0 to
100. And I feel that this is such a harsh reality check for him’ - Social Worker

Tom’s suspected involvement in county lines was recent. He had gone missing a few
weeks prior and returned home with a cut on his lip, which he said was an accident.
His social worker was not convinced by Tom’s account, and together they discussed
the implications of his lifestyle, the risk of victimisation or custody, as well as his career
aspirations. Tom made a commitment to attend the gym with his exploitation worker to
work towards his goal of becoming a personal trainer. However, a few days later Tom
was stopped by police after he was seen to exchange something with a woman in the
early hours of the morning in a location known for dealing. A search found £200 in cash
and drugs on Tom’s person and he was arrested, however the incident was later
NFA’d. A few days later, Tom came home with two black eyes. His social worker felt at
the time that someone was pulling strings outside the home, and sensed that Tom was
being manipulated. However, Tom was quiet and careful about what information he
shared.

“Once he’s come home with a busted lip, once he’s come home with two black
eyes. It's clear that it wasn't all plain sailing. Which is why I didn't believe that it
was just him thinking he can make some easy money. I definitely think there's
more pressure.” - Social Worker



“The approach to him was very much almost as if to say, you know, it doesn't
really matter, if you want to tell us all the details. You know, we kind of know
what this looks like. And we're here to help you.” - Social Worker

Early indications of exploitation

Tom was not known to social care until he first went missing in summer 2020, just four
months prior to his arrest by British Transport Police. Tom returned home by himself,
and in the return home interview said he had been at a friend’s house. At this stage,
there was no indication of exploitation. However, a week later, Tom was stopped by a
plain clothes police officer in a park known for dealing, and found with six wraps of a
white substance. As a result of this first arrest, Tom completed work with the Youth
Offending Team in the community, and a child and family assessment resulted in no
further role for Children’s Services.

A couple of months later, Tom went missing for a few days and was found out of the
area by police. He refused to speak to police upon his return, and was evasive and
non-committal in his answers to the return home interview. Tom’s school had previously
raised concerns about his association with the young people who were with him at the
location he was found by police.

As a result of this missing episode, Tom was placed on a Child in Need plan due to
concerns around child criminal exploitation and county lines involvement. The local
authority made an NRM referral for Tom at this time. Tom’s parents were proactive in
reporting him missing, and cooperating with social care to support his return and
engagement in services. It was suspected that someone in Tom’s peer network got
involved in dealing and then involved him. Tom had been friends with this group for a
long time and practitioners recognised that they couldn’t simply break up the group.

Tom and his friends were referred to a specialist service that pairs mentors with lived
experience of gang involvement with young people at risk of exploitation. The specialist
exploitation team encouraged Tom to get involved in positive activities and return to
college, but Tom was reluctant to engage. Tom also received support from a drug and
alcohol service, but was similarly uninterested in working with practitioners.

Immediate and longer term outcomes

Following Tom’s arrest by British Transport Police in autumn 2020, a multi-agency
strategy meeting was held with police, social workers and other relevant agencies. For



safety planning, it was decided that Tom would go to stay with his aunt out of the area
while he awaited his court date. Tom’s parents visited him every week while he stayed
at his aunt’s house, and Tom appeared to understand the reason behind his placement
there.

The police ran analysis on Tom’s phone but did not find any evidence of exploitation,
and Tom answered no comment in subsequent Modern Day Slavery interviews. While
officers felt it was likely that Tom was a victim of exploitation, there was not sufficient
evidence to demonstrate this conclusively. Consequently, Tom’s case was treated as a
Class A PWITS offence. The police did not make an NRM referral at this stage and their
involvement in Tom’s case ended.

“If in an interview he says ‘I'm being exploited, I've been forced to run drugs
from A to Z’, then an NRM goes in straight away because he’s made an
admission that he's being exploited. But for him to say ‘no comment’ in an
interview, and just to have evidence of drug dealing at that time, we can't 100%
say he's being exploited” - BTP officer, county lines taskforce

Tom’s social worker followed up on the outcome of the NRM referral made the previous
month, but no outcome was handed down ahead of the court date. Subsequently, a
conclusive grounds decision was granted in Tom’s case. At court, Tom showed
remorse and a desire to re-engage in education. He was handed a 12 month youth
rehabilitation order by the judge.

“The judge spoke to Tom directly. And [Tom] spoke really well. He was saying he
was sorry, he was remorseful. He wanted to just start getting back into college”
- Social Worker

Tom worked closely with his social worker and the youth justice team on the conditions
of his order. He went back to college, got a job with a family member and had no
further missing episodes. After five months, the Order was ended and Tom was closed
to social care as there were no further concerns and no ongoing risk of exploitation.
Tom’s social worker felt that he had genuinely moved away from dealing, and reflected
that he did not have any significant push factors that made him vulnerable to
exploitation. The BTP officer who arrested Tom reflected that the lenient response he
received was appropriate, providing Tom with the opportunity and support to change
his path.



“It was just literally just, he's an only child spending lots of time with friends. One
of them gets dragged into it [...]. I think sort of the boredom of lockdown as well”
- Social Worker

“Some people find that frustrating, but to me, he's a child. He wasn't a horrible
person by any stretch of the imagination at all. He was calm and compliant with
us at all times. And you know, maybe he just got involved with the wrong crowd.
And this might be the one and only time, and they're given a small slap on the
wrist, and just see where it goes from there.” - BTP officer, county lines taskforce

Case Study: Stuart

The incident

In summer 2019 at the age of 16, Stuart was arrested for minor wounding without
intent following an argument with a girl known to him. Stuart had headbutted the girl in
the street outside his friend’s house. The incident was never explicitly connected to
county lines, but all parties involved were suspected of county lines activity at the time.

Stuart was well known to the police before this date. He had completed a series of
referral orders with the local youth justice team for robbery and assault offences.
Although Stuart had no prior drug-related offending, practitioners were aware of
Stuart’s connections to local gangs in town and his dealing activity. A month before the
incident, Stuart had been referred to the County Lines Panel; a forum which brought
together police intelligence but excluded local authority professionals. Stuart’s social
workers expressed frustration that they were not informed of the outcome of this panel
meeting.

“It seemed more like an intelligence sharing exercise for the police to be honest.
And so it didn't really help. But the MACE now is much better, because you're
actually invited to go to it. And you are involved in the process” - Youth Justice
Service

While social workers were aware that Stuart was dealing drugs, the precise nature of
his involvement in county lines was unclear. It appeared to practitioners that Stuart
became involved in gangs as a result of his peer network. However, the line of
exploitation was not clear. In many ways, Stuart did not fit the typical profile for a
county lines runner - he was not going missing frequently, or turning up with injuries or



expensive clothes. Practitioners reflected that boredom played a big part in Stuart’s
involvement with gangs and dealing.

“Not having anything productive to do during the day was a big thing for him. [...]
I do think it was just boredom. I really do.” - Social Worker

“He was involved in a lifestyle where he had a purpose. And he was actually,
well, you could say good at it, because he'd never got caught. Despite plenty of
red flags. You know, it was kind of fulfilling a need” - Youth Justice Service

Professionals working with Stuart at this time described him as charming, smart and
resourceful. They suggested that Stuart enjoyed a sense of power and status that
came with this lifestyle, and would not have considered himself as a victim of
exploitation.

“He has always been like, I don't need anybody's help. I’ll sort them out myself if
there is a problem, say somebody threatened him” - Social Worker

Engagement with services

Stuart had been on a full care order since 2017 and was receiving support from several
different practitioners at any one time across education, social care and youth justice.
These practitioners have differing recollections of Stuart’s engagement - while some
found him to be open, others found him difficult to engage.

“If [...] he wanted to let people in, then somebody would be able to engage him.
But yeah, it's this barrier, this maybe conviction at the time that he doesn't need
anybody's support. He won't allow anybody into his world. That he wants to
sort it out himself [...] but that sort of stopped him from anybody making any
progress.” - Social Worker

“He was good to engage with, he’d turn up to most of his meetings [...] when I
went to see him at home he’d sit down and talk to me [...] If there were incidents
[...] any concerns, he talked to you about it, and he decided if he was gonna tell
you stuff or not. It was always very much on his terms, which is fine, [...] Well, I
enjoyed working with him” - Social Worker

Practitioners recognised that interventions were best delivered via the strongest
relationship. Building trust with Stuart as a foundation to interventionary work was key,



as well as open and honest communication about how and why information would be
shared.

“I'm not precious about my role in young people's lives. I just go with whatever
works best for them. I'm happy to be in the background, they know I'm there. If
there is another person that they feel they can open up to. [...] It doesn’t have to
be me, it has to work for them” - Social Worker

“What I learned was, it was much more important to listen to his story. Because
actually, once you build trust, which is the big thing, over time, he would then
share his story with you of what he’d experienced. And then it came much more
from him instead of talking about things that weren't really relevant to him like
going out county” - Youth Justice Service

“I always say it as a bonus if a young person is shouting at you, they're talking.
They don't have to, they could literally just ignore you” - Youth Justice Service

Engagement with Stuart had become more difficult upon his return to his home area
from a residential placement in the west a few months prior to the incident. Stuart had
become very disruptive, getting into fights at school and regularly smoking cannabis.
Practitioners working with Stuart used adaptive methods to promote contact, such as
requiring him to collect his allowance in person from their office. Both Youth Justice and
social care spoke positively about joint-working and information sharing across teams,
assisted in large part by the co-location of youth justice and leaving care teams.

“I think the kind of main approach we used to tackle that was around
multi-agency working, making sure all information was being shared with each
other, especially the police and highlighting any concerns around him being
vulnerable to exploitation.” - Social Worker

“We [Youth Justice Service] sit literally right next to the leaving care in the office
and just physically being next to them [...] I would be in frequent contact, we're
working really closely with them” - Youth Justice Service

Yet despite positive multi-agency working, Stuart became less talkative and more
aggressive, and would miss scheduled meetings with his assigned workers. For
Stuart’s youth justice worker, this change in behaviour was a likely indication of his
involvement in county lines.



“[There was a] battle going on within him, you know, a battle between right and
wrong.” - Youth Justice Service

Taken into care

Stuart had moved back to his home area after being evicted from care placements for
drug use and causing damage. Between the ages of 14 and 16, Stuart had moved
through several care placements, including two initial foster placements. Stuart was
removed from the family home after he made an allegation of physical abuse against his
father and due to concerns around negative peer associations. The move was intended
to disrupt these negative peer networks but had the opposite effect, after Stuart was
placed in an area with a strong gang presence.

“I think they wanted to move him out of the family home to try and help these
behaviours and try and manage it. But actually, he then started smoking
cannabis. He then was making friends with people in the area, and he was
hanging out with those people most of the time.” - Social worker

An initial positive and stable environment in a foster home was derailed by the sudden
death of Stuart’s foster parent. Practitioners described this as a ‘turning point’ for
Stuart, and the placement broke down after he began to steal and cause damage.
Moving between placements may have cemented feelings of distrust or rejection, with
Stuart drawn further into county lines and gang activity as he came to rely on his peers
as a source of stability. While he was in care, Stuart was arrested for a series of
offences including assault, criminal damage and burglary.

“[Stuart has] not settled really anywhere, [...] he's never opened up about how
he feels about things [but] my guess would be family rejection him coming into
care [when] the family couldn't couldn't cope anymore. So that must have been
quite tricky. He likes spending time with his family, he likes spending time with
his siblings, it’s really important to him” - Social Worker

Early Risk Factors

Stuart’s family were well known to police and his father had a history of prolific violent
offending. The family were close, and had a distrust of police and services. Some
professionals found the family difficult to make contact with and suggested that their
engagement with professionals was superficial. Others found Stuart’s family to be a
positive source of support if engaged in the right way.



“If the main caregiver doesn’t trust the people, then why should he trust the
professionals because in their eyes, we’re just interfering and not really trying to
help and support them” - social worker

“We built up a good relationship, me and the leaving care worker and the family,
whereas a lot of other professionals had quite negative views of them as a
family. And we didn't really go along with that. We wanted to spend time with
them, listening to them, talking with them, you know, valuing what they thought.”
- Youth Justice Service

In the year before he was taken into care, Stuart had an extensive history of minor
criminal offending including harassment and shoplifting offences. He had special
educational needs (SEN) and had at least four fixed term exclusions and one
permanent exclusion. Practitioners noted domestic abuse concerns around Stuart’s
parents and Stuart first came to the attention of social care as an infant, after a health
visitor raised concerns that his mother’s partner was violent.

“He has struggled with substance misuse for quite some time. I think that's
something that's quite normal within the family.” - Social Worker

“I think that there was a lack of supervision in the home. And there was historical
domestic abuse between Mum and Dad, nothing substantiated. And he would
go missing quite a lot. [...] So I think I imagine he probably started dipping his
toes in [county lines] when he was at home.” - Social Worker

Present day

Following the incident in summer 2019, when Stuart was arrested for wounding without
intent, his involvement in dealing became clearer. Stuart was arrested for a series of
cannabis possession offences, and one arrest for supply of Class A drugs. More
recently, a tip off from a member of the public led to an arrest for possession with intent
to supply (Class B); evidence seized during this arrest included phones, cash and a
large amount of cannabis. The police understood Stuart’s involvement in dealing as
proactive and informed, there was no perception that he was a victim of exploitation.
There was some indication that Stuart was a ‘big dog’ and had others below him
running drugs. For these reasons an NRM referral was never made for Stuart.

“He's never ever said about defences in terms of like I'm being forced into
criminality, I have to do this. He very much strikes me as someone that is doing



this out of personal choice, because he wants to do it rather than he's being
made to do it.” - Police

“He probably saw it as just a bit of fun growing up, he's got a bit of a buzz for it
[...] they thrive off that status symbol, you know, when you're driving around and
you'd see them they'd always got a group of people around them like the centre
of attention. And I definitely feel it is something that they enjoy doing rather than
being peer pressured into would be my opinion.” - police

Stuart is now over the age of 18, and has less involvement in dealing and county lines.
Practitioners pointed to contextual factors which had a stabilising effect for Stuart, such
as getting a job and a girlfriend. They also noted that Stuart’s relationship with his
parents improved.

“He’s seen the light, I think [...] I think working has been a big thing for him [...]
actually earning his own money, legitimate money. So you're not kind of looking
behind you and worrying about who's coming after you, or anything like that, I
think was a turning point for him.” - Social Worker

“I think for him, it was growing up, it was being back at home. And his parents
could be very strict to the need to be and they're a very tight family unit. And I
think that helps as well. You know, they have they have their flaws, they have
their issues, especially with some of the kids but overall, they're a very loyal
family” - Social Worker

Case Study: Sam

The incident

In winter 2020, police visiting known cuckooed addresses found two young males who
were not from the area. Sam and his friend were aged 15 at the time, but told police
they were over the age of 18 and that they were cousins. Police officers found the
answers the boys gave to questions about why they were there and what they were
doing unsatisfactory. Based on recent intelligence of dealing activity at the address,
both Sam and his friend were detained for a drugs search under Section 23 of the
Misuse of Drugs Act. Police found almost £800 in cash, burner phones and drugs on
Sam’s person, and similar evidence was recovered on his friend’s person.



“You kind of get a feeling that, actually, something's not right here. [...] My first
first thought is, I'm concerned for them. Because, you know, why are they here?
Has someone put them up to coming here? Are they modern day slavery
victims? Is someone making them do what they're doing? And because of their
age, obviously. Yes, we need to arrest them, because we found what we found
on them. But obviously, the flip side of that is we want to safeguard those
people, both of them, and we will make sure that we get them home safe” -
Police Officer

The police officers attending the scene were confident that Sam and his friend were
involved in county lines activity, as they were found out of area in a known dealing
address. Sam and his friend were confident when police first detained them, a police
officer remembers - almost cocky. The pair were arrested for possession with intent to
supply Class A drugs and taken into police custody. En route to custody, the police
asked Sam further questions about how he came to be at the address, and whether
anyone was making him deal drugs, recognising that the incident may be part of a
bigger picture of exploitation. When in police custody, Sam appeared less confident
and was visibly anxious. At this point Sam shared more information with police, but did
not reveal enough to direct police enquiries.

“[Sam] was very cocky up to the point [where] we got halfway to custody, then
he started to break down a little bit, and the wall started to come down and then
he would answer a few questions. [...] He did start opening up a bit and in
custody, he cried. Because obviously he knows that he's in trouble.” - Police
Officer

Police contacted social care in Sam’s local authority to let them know that Sam had
been located. Sam’s family had reported him missing two days prior, and he was
flagged as a high risk missing person. A modern day slavery investigation was opened,
and the MASH made arrangements with social care. The police supported social care
to make an NRM referral at this time, based on their suspicions that Sam was being
exploited. The referral would later receive a positive outcome.

The criminal investigation into the Class A possession offence was dropped due to
evidential difficulties and Sam was never charged; no evidence was found on Sam’s
phone, and forensic evidence on the drugs was inconclusive. However, police added
substance misuse and missing flags to Sam’s PNC record.

A strategy meeting was held following Sam’s arrest, and he was referred to youth
offending and young people’s services. However, Sam declined to engage with either



team, and could not be compelled to as he had not been charged with an offence.
Sam remained open to multi-agency meetings and was supported by specialist
exploitation services for 18 months after the incident. However, practitioners working
with Sam reflected that while he was able to acknowledge the risk of involvement in
county lines, he enjoyed the “thrill” of it and so remained vulnerable to exploitation.

“The guys that were giving him these drugs live nearby him, so he would often
see them and I guess they would be grooming him and coercing him to engage
in the behaviour. But because of his nature of wanting the thrill-seeking
behaviour, [...] the reality of him being swayed was always there.” - Youth
Offending Team

Previous incident

The arrest in winter 2020 was not an isolated incident. Sam had been arrested for
possession with intent to supply Class A drugs two months previously, after he went
missing from home for two days. He was found with roughly 100 wraps of brown and
white power in his coat, and received a youth caution for the offence. Following this
arrest, a strategy meeting was held and Sam was put on a Child in Need plan.

Sam was still on the Child in Need plan when he was found at the cuckooed house,
and had an allocated specialist worker who did direct work with him around the
negative impact of involvement with gangs. Sam had also received support around
peer groups, behaviour at home, substance misuse and mental health, as well as
sexual health and behaviour.

Sam was not known to police prior to these arrests. A few months previously, Sam and
his family had returned from Egypt where they had been living for just over a year. The
move to Egypt when Sam was in Year 8 had disrupted the process of arranging his
Education Health Care Plan, and practitioners were concerned that Sam’s significant
learning needs remained undiagnosed.

“He has undiagnosed learning difficulties. So it's quite hard to deliver any kind of
intervention to him. Like the kind of needs that he has, it makes it hard for him to
focus, hard for him to understand hypothetical situations. And he's very much a
risk taker.” - Youth Offending Team

A social care assessment undertaken before the family left for Egypt following a missing
episode outlined concerns about Sam’s cannabis and nitrous oxide use but it is not
known what, if any, support Sam received while in Egypt.



A year before the family left for Egypt, social care raised concerns around sexual
exploitation, after Sam exhibited sexualised behaviour when aged 12 years old.
However, the outcome of these enquiries is unknown. Around this time, Sam was on a
Child in Need plan due to concerns about his behaviour. and had a previous missing
episode two years before. The family was first known to social care when Sam was 5
years old and got lost while playing in the street. He was later found with a neighbour.

Recent offending and present day

A few months after the arrest in winter 2020 when Sam was found at the cuckooed
address, he was arrested twice for possession of Class B drugs. However, both arrests
resulted in no further action. Later that year Sam was arrested on two further occasions
for possession of Class B drugs, and received referral orders in both cases; the latter
incident also involved burglary, theft and weapon possession offences. Notably, these
offences did not take place in the area where Sam was located in the cuckooed
address, and there is no intelligence linking these later incidents to county lines.
The Youth Offending Team practitioner delivering work with Sam on his referral order
suggested that Sam wanted to move away from county lines because he recognised
the negative impact that his involvement was having on his mum.

“He decided he wanted to stop because of his mum, not because of the police.
[...] He could understand the risks that he was putting himself in and he realised
he could go to jail and all the rest of it, but it's the impact on his mum which was
definitely the biggest factor.” - Youth Offending Team

Sam is still under the age of 18 and remains in full time education. He is no longer on a
Child in Need plan but is receiving support from substance misuse services and also
receives special education needs and disabilities support. Sam obtained GCSEs and is
living in the family home.

Case Study: Ethan and Toby

The incident: Ethan

In the summer of 2020, Ethan’s care placement reported him missing after he failed to
make curfew and had not made contact with staff. Ethan was aged 15 at the time, and



social care reached out to his parents in an attempt to locate him. However, Ethan’s
parents appeared to be unconcerned about any risk to Ethan, and did not cooperate
with social care’s attempts to locate him. It was suspected that Ethan’s parents might
have knowledge of his whereabouts, but this was never confirmed.

Ethan had gone missing from care placements before, and was often found near home
with friends of family. However, this incident was different; after almost two months,
there had been no sightings of Ethan. While there was no specific intelligence linking
Ethan to county lines, his involvement in county lines was recognised by social care as
a possibility due the the length of the missing episode.

Seven weeks after he was first reported missing, Ethan made a call to a family member
indicating that he was under threat from a group of drug dealers to whom he owed
money. The phone call escalated Ethan’s case to a high risk missing person. Police
analysis of Ethan’s phone determined his likely location, and identified links to
addresses and individuals known to an ongoing county lines police operation.
Consequently, police did an immediate safety and welfare check at an address known
to the operation where it was suspected Ethan was located.

Ethan was not at the first address visited by police. However, intelligence led to a
further address where police were granted access by two adult occupants. The two
adults, a male and a female, were reluctant to engage with police, but Ethan was found
sitting on the sofa in the living room. At this time, Ethan was wanted for failing to appear
before the magistrates’ court for a previous offence, and this provided police officers
with the power to arrest him. Ethan was non-compliant when addressed by police
officers, and refused to stand. When police detained him he became physically and
verbally aggressive.

“We obviously tried to engage with [Ethan] who was non-compliant both verbally
and what we would describe as passively - i.e. when asked to stand he just
refused to move. So myself and a colleague took hold of him to detain him. At
that point he became - we would term it as violently aggressive. He was pushing
and pulling, shouting and swearing at us, we did get a third colleague to join us
and we had to take [him] to the floor because of his aggression.” - Police Officer

A police search found 40 to 50 wraps of heroin. Consequently Ethan, along with the
two adult occupants, were arrested for possession with intent to supply Class A drugs
and taken into police custody. Ethan was verbally aggressive to custody staff, and had
a verbal altercation with his solicitor during a private consultation. When police
intervened, Ethan raised a chair above his head and had to be restrained by three



officers and removed to a custody cell. Due to the circumstances in which Ethan was
found, and the perceived risk that he may have secreted substances on his person, the
custody sergeant authorised a strip search of Ethan. At this point, Ethan again became
visibly distressed and resisted police officers.

“We tried to speak to him, to calm and reassure him that obviously the process
[strip search] needed to take place. But at the point where we informed him he
would be searched, he again violently resisted and he was restrained whilst the
search took place.” - Police Officer

Despite giving a no comment interview to police, Ethan was calmer at this stage. The
police officer who conducted the interview reflected that Ethan had possibly started to
realise that the police were there to help him.

“I think he’d realised that we were there to help as much as investigate the drug
offence. We were there to try and make sure that he was okay. And we did ask
him whether or not he was under duress, albeit he didn't confirm it. I think he
then realised that we were there to try and assist him as best we could.” - Police
Officer

Due to the circumstances of Ethan’s arrest, the police force’s Child Exploitation and
Modern Day Slavery Team took over the case. Ethan didn’t have any county lines or
missing flags at the time of his arrest, and these flags were added to his record at this
point. Police determined that Ethan was likely a victim of exploitation and no further
action was taken by police in relation to this offence.

“There was a background, and there was a pattern had formed prior to our
involvement, which will give you the indication that this person is potentially at
risk of significant harm, and that they are a victim of trafficking” - Police Officer

The police exploitation team continued to gather evidence to support the modern day
slavery investigation. Further analysis of Ethan’s phone showed that, during the period
in which he had been missing, he had made regular trips to locations associated with a
known county line, and had been in direct contact with the owner of the line who had
directed him to meet up with a contact who would transport him to and from the
dealing area. This intelligence was passed to the police force who had primacy of the
investigation, as they policed the area where Ethan went missing from. Ethan shared
very little information with police officers about his involvement in county lines, likely due
to fear of reprisals.



“My personal feeling is he knew exactly what happened to him; that he
understood the consequences of providing information and the potential risks to
him if he did that. [...] He was guarded due to the fear of reprisal.” - Police Officer

Ethan was returned to local authority care and was placed in emergency
accommodation for the night, after his previous care placement indicated that they
were not equipped to keep Ethan safe. Following this, a deprivation of liberty order was
granted by the court and Ethan was placed in secure accomodation.

The incident: Toby

While he was in the secure placement, Ethan shared more information about his
involvement in county lines, and indicated that his drug debt had passed to his friend -
Toby.

Toby was not in local authority care, and lived in the family home. He wasn’t known to
police, and officers hadn’t realised that he had been involved in county lines activity
when they arrested Ethan. When police visited the family home following Ethan’s
disclosure, Toby’s mum explained to officers that Toby had been missing for a couple of
days and no one knew where he was. Toby’s mum was extremely concerned about his
whereabouts, and was able to voice and evidence her concerns that Toby had been
involved in dealing activity for the past few months. However, it was felt that she didn’t
fully understand the mechanisms of exploitation or the risk of harm to Toby at this point.

“Mum had asked the neighbours if they could point their CCTV towards their
property because she was concerned about people standing outside or
shouting abuse at the property. [...] Mum was the one who was saying, I really
need support for my son and also my other children as well.” - Duty and
Assessment Team Manager

Just over a week after Ethan was arrested, Toby was located out of area and returned
home. There was no further police response in relation to this missing episode, as no
drugs or other evidence was found with Toby and he was considered safe in the family
home. The police referred the case to social care, who visited Toby shortly after.

Toby was guarded when social workers first visited him at home - he kept his head
down and gave ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers to questions. However, on a second visit a few
days later, Toby shared that Ethan had a drug debt after the pair were attacked and the
drugs that Ethan was carrying were stolen. The social worker reflected that arranging
for drugs to be stolen from runners is a common tactic used by gangs to trap young



people in debt. Toby added that, after Ethan was moved to secure accommodation,
the drug debt had passed to him.

“I just don't think he realised the situation he was in to be honest with you, I
think, you know, he was very closed off with speaking to us but you know, you
do find that sometimes just teenage boys that they don't really want to
acknowledge you when you first go out and meet them, because they don't
know you, and they're not really going to share information straightaway..” -
Social Worker

“He genuinely seemed like he was in control of the situation. And, you know, he
didn't understand that he was being groomed [...] And when I had them
discussions with him, he found that really difficult to acknowledge, because he
didn't, he didn't understand any of that - [he’d say] I can walk away, but I was
like, I don't think you can. [...] So there were difficult conversations with this
young person” - Social Worker

Toby’s mum was concerned that he would leave the family home again. Although Toby
appeared to be engaging with social care, his mum sensed something was wrong. That
weekend, Toby went missing again. After 24 hours, Toby called his mum and police
were able to locate and arrest him.

Social care were able to share their concerns around Toby’s exploitation with the
exploitation team within the arresting police force, at which point Toby was de-arrested.
The investigation into Toby’s exploitation was passed to the home police force, along
with intelligence on an adult male whose drug addiction and significant debt had been
leveraged by the county lines gang to force him to transport Toby to and from dealing
locations.

When Toby’s social worker next visited him, she found that Toby was more open to
engaging with social care than he had been previously, and indicated that he wanted to
get away from county lines dealing. However, Toby indicated that he would only
cooperate with police if they were able to secure safe accommodation for him and his
family. Having been intercepted by police, Toby was now back in debt to the county
lines gang and therefore at significant risk of harm.

“He was still quite guarded. You could see that he was frightened. That was the
first time as well, that, you know, we did acknowledge that it is very serious,
what he’s involved in. [...] He said that he was feeling okay but he's not willing to
be involved in the drug trafficking after what's happened. He had expressed that



he's not willing to speak about anything in detail unless him and his family are
safe and moved away.” - Social Worker

Toby’s mum indicated to social care that the home police force had previously
suggested that they would be able to relocate the family to a safe house. However, the
force denied that this had been offered, and said it was not something they were able
to assist with. Toby had a lot of siblings and consequently the family was difficult to
rehouse; however, relocation was urgent as people had visited the family home to tell
Toby that he would be sent to run drugs in the next few days. Social care struggled to
find a suitable placement for the family, and felt frustration at the lack of support from
police.

“[The] police, especially, were identifying and raising concerns, but then weren’t
offering any additional support or resource. They might say something different,
but at the time, it just didn't feel like that.” - Duty and Assessment Manager

“For that family, they felt like they didn't have a voice. And certainly throughout
the intervention, we felt like we didn't have a voice even though we were in such
a powerful position as a local authority. It just felt sometimes like we were we
were banging heads against walls” - Duty and Assessment Manager

Eventually emergency accommodation was secured for Toby and his family. Social care
requested intelligence from the receiving local authority, local police force, and the
home police force regarding the exploitation risk in the proposed placement area. In the
days before the family was moved, and for a few weeks after, the priority for social care
was building a relationship with the family rather than delivering targeted interventionary
work. Contextual safeguarding was minimal, with only social workers and family
support workers able to deliver support around exploitation. After the case was
transferred to the receiving local authority, a new social worker was allocated who
would deliver interventions with Toby.

“For us it was important to build a relationship with this family because us going
in saying, you know, these are the signs, indicators, whatever, we weren't going
to get anywhere, we needed to build a relationship with this young person.” -
Duty and Assessment Manager

Toby gave a statement to police about his involvement once the family were relocated.
He told his social worker that he felt safe in the new accommodation, but there was
some resentment from siblings who didn’t understand why they had been moved and
had left behind friends and possessions.



Early indications and vulnerabilities

Both Ethan and Toby had significant vulnerabilities that made them susceptible to
exploitation and involvement in county lines. Toby’s family was well known to social
care and early help services due to domestic abuse perpetrated against Toby’s mum by
his dad, and her difficulty implementing boundaries.

“I think that the older children mirrored a lot of what they've witnessed from dad
towards mum, they would rebel a lot, and you know, not respect her.” - Social
Worker

Toby had a lot of siblings and his mum was unemployed; Toby’s social worker felt that
a desire to make a little extra money may have been a driver for Toby’s involvement.

“In his words, what he said to me, you know, it was just selling a little bit of
cannabis on the side to just make that little bit of extra money. So he could have
the things that he wanted, because, you know, he certainly didn't have very
much” - Social Worker

Ethan similarly had a difficult upbringing, and was placed into care at the age of 12 due
to a long history of neglect. Ethan was moved across more than 10 different care
placements prior to his arrest in the summer of 2020, due to his behaviour, frequent
missing episodes and the suitability of placements to meet his needs. These
placements flagged concerns around Ethan’s ability to regulate his emotions, and his
use of cannabis; referrals to services such as CAMHS had limited impact as Ethan was
reluctant to engage. Although Ethan was in education at this time, frequent changes in
placement had a significant disruptive effect on his attendance. Reviewing the case,
police officers suspected that Ethan got involved in county lines because the alternative
provision school he attended was in an area close to where the county line ran from,
and the gang operating the line targeted vulnerable children at the school.

While no further action was taken against Ethan and Toby in relation to drugs offences
in 2020, and an NRM referral was made for both children, it was understood that Ethan
first involved Toby in county lines activity.

“[Toby was] just a scared kid who probably got in with the wrong friend who's
involved in something that he didn't really need to be involved with.” - Police
Officer



However, there were some significant blind spots regarding Toby’s early involvement
with dealing. It was only in 2020, when police involved social care in response to Toby’s
missing episode, that social care found out he had previously been stopped for
possession or drugs. For an unknown reason, a Vulnerable Person Assessment was
not completed for Toby on that occasion, and so his case was not screened by social
care - as was practice at the time. Similarly, it was discovered that Toby had previously
been reported missing for a number of days, but the police had not notified social care
at the time. This represented a deviation from protocol, and meant that strategy
meetings to locate and safeguard Toby did not take place.

Present day

Following the emergency placement, and after a series of unsuitable housing
arrangements, Toby and his family were accommodated in a suitable property. A year
after the initial move out of area, Toby was arrested on three separate occasions in the
space of three weeks, for damaging property, theft, battery, common assault and
possession with intent to supply Class A drugs. No further action was taken in relation
to any of these offences, but Toby did receive a youth caution for threatening behaviour.
Toby is now over the age of 18 but is still living in the family home. He is not known to
be receiving service support.

Ethan remained in secure accommodation for six months. While the secure placements
are designed as a safeguarding measure rather than a punitive response, the doors are
locked and residents are unable to leave unless they have an agreed mobility plan or
have a medical or legal appointment. The view was taken that Ethan would not have
been safe in any other environment, and required a period of intense support with a key
worker to understand the risks associated with county lines and exploitation. However,
it was felt Ethan’s engagement with interventionary work was superficial. A health
screening at this time noted that Ethan had difficulty sleeping, and he was prescribed
medication to help him sleep.

After six months, the secure placement had offered all the direct work they could with
Ethan around exploitation, and he was moved to a community placement. However,
Ethan went missing again for six days, and a decision was made to place him in a
different secure placement under a new deprivation of liberty order. While county lines
activity was a clear concern in relation to this missing episode, no drugs were found on
Ethan and it was believed instead he had travelled to visit friends and family.



“I think our view at the time was that, if we don't take some quite significant
action, really, the likelihood is that we were going to find ourselves in a situation
where he was being exploited again.” - Social Care, team manager

After nine months, the order was lifted and Ethan was again moved to a community
placement and currently lives in this accommodation. He still goes missing from the
placement, but the episodes are less frequent and he more regularly keeps in touch
with placement staff. Ethan hasn’t been arrested in relation to the supply of drugs since
the incident in Summer 2020.

Case Study: Michael

The incident

In Spring 2019, Michael was found out of his home area by a local police patrol who
had been alerted to his location following a missing report. Michael was aged 16 at the
time and had been missing from home for over a week. The police officer who located
Michael noted that he appeared to be fit and well, albeit a little nervous about contact
with the police. Michael was found to be in possession of £300 in cash, and had
cocaine and heroin on his person. Consequently, he was arrested by officers for
possession with intent to supply Class A drugs, and was taken to the local police
station.

Due to the circumstances of the arrest, including the drugs and cash evidence, his
missing person status and his discovery in an area to which he had no known ties but
was well known for dealing, Michael’s possible involvement in county lines was on the
police radar and safeguarding measures were considered.

“Even though it might sound harsh to arrest somebody, albeit he’s committed a
criminal offence, actually on top of that [...] we can then already start to consider
safeguarding.” - Police Officer

Michael was released under investigation and returned home by St Giles. As it was out
of office hours, the Emergency Duty Team within social care were put on notice that
Michael was returning home, so that they would be able to respond promptly if there
were any concerns. An exploitation support worker was allocated to Michael’s case,



and went to visit Michael shortly after the incident with his social worker to understand
what had led to his arrest and to establish a plan for support and intervention.

During this visit, Michael shared that he had approached his friends because he wanted
to earn some money. His friends had put him in touch with two adults who arranged for
him to be driven to a dealing base out of the area where he stayed in a BnB funded by
these adults. Michael disclosed that, while he was away, he was robbed by four people
who he believed were drug dealers. Michael found out the address of the people who
had robbed him, went to their location and attacked them. Michael’s exploitation
worker reflected that robbing drug runners is a tactic used by county lines gangs to trap
the runner in debt, and this may have been the situation in Michael’s case.

Michael told the exploitation support worker and social worker that he wasn’t sure
whether he would go back out again to sell drugs, adding that he was earning £700 a
week. The exploitation worker noted that Michael demonstrated evident anger and
resentment towards his parents, and seemed to be testing them by suggesting he
might continue to deal drugs. It was clear to the exploitation worker at this time that
Michael was struggling and likely scared. She sensed that Michael was asking for help,
even though this ask was not explicit.

“I think he had some concern for his own safety at that time. And I think that a
lot of what he said was, you know, ‘I'm not sure if I'm gonna go back out and do
it again’, I think that he had lots of other things going on for him. And I think
essentially, by saying that, that was his way of asking for help without asking for
help’ - Exploitation Support Worker

“I kind of got the sense that he was quite angry. But he seemed to be very
much, in quite a bit of emotional pain, like it seemed to me that he wasn't quite
sure as to really what was going to happen to him next. [...] He was, he was
almost trying to like punish his parents by saying that, if you see what I mean,
[...] And there, it seemed to me that this was only kind of the tip of the iceberg.
And there were lots of other things going on for him at the same time.” -
Exploitation Support Worker

Three days after the arrest, Michael’s social worker made an NRM referral for him and
the offence was ultimately NFA’d the following year.

A couple of months after the arrest, a Child Protection Conference was held in relation
to this incident and attended by Michael and his parents. It would have been unusual



for Michael to attend this conference, and his Exploitation Worker felt this demonstrated
Michael’s desire to change his situation, even if he didn’t say this explicitly.

“This child might not have been saying that he wants you to help and he wants
things to be better. But I think his actions were showing that he wants you to
help and he wants things to be better.” - Exploitation Support Worker

Over the following month, Michael seemed to engage with the support offered. He was
involved with CAMHS, local youth and community support services, and was attending
college. There had been no further missing episodes at this point, and Michael was not
in contact with the adults who had arranged his travel out of the area. Consequently, a
month after the conference, the Child Protection Plan was stepped down to a Child in
Need Plan.

Early warning signs

When Michael first went missing in Spring 2019, a strategy meeting was held prior to
his arrest. However, the missing episode was initially referred from social care to the
Early Help Hub, a move which may have delayed an escalation of the issue to the
exploitation team within social care.

A month prior to the missing episode, Michael’s college made a referral following
concerns from Michael’s parents that his behaviour had deteriorated. It was noted that
Michael had a short attention span at school and struggled to understand tasks. He
had been diagnosed with mild ADHD, Oppositional Defiant Disorder, a speech and
language disorder and had hearing, vision and sleep difficulties. At home, Michael was
displaying violent behaviour and putting his siblings at risk.

“A lot of times there's frustration from young people, how they communicate
with their parents and that can push them out to the community, and then
there's misreading of cues from friends. And that can lead to conflict.” - YOT
Worker

Michael’s Exploitation Worker reflected that Michael’s multiple diagnoses, which are
often present for young people who are exploited, may have masked more fundamental
and unresolved developmental trauma.

“Children are constantly labelled as, you know, not engaging or disruptive in
school. And then, you know, hindsight is amazing. When you look back when



something significant or serious has happened to that child you realise that that
child had, you know, a massive learning issue” - Exploitation Support Worker

“That's why I think that a lot of these children have the same diagnosis. But I
think that if you go back further, you would probably notice that a lot of them
had the same trauma. You know, like DV, significant family members in and out
of prison, you know, deaths of parents, those types of things. I think you'll see
there the common themes” - Exploitation Support Worker

In Autumn 2018, a few months prior to the college referral, Michael was attacked along
with a friend. A referral was made to MASH as a result of this incident, however the
case was passed on to the Early Help Hub as it did not meet the threshold for social
care involvement. It was noted that, with hindsight, this incident may have been related
to Michael’s involvement in dealing. However, at the time, this connection was not
made.

“It might present as, you know, just a little issue of some kids punched each
other in the street, but it might be a little bit more sinister than that. But unless
the child's willing to kind of share that information and disclose that, or you have
any evidence to suggest that at that time, it's very difficult, I suppose, to say, if
there should have been more work done in that in that moment” - Exploitation
Support Worker

While social care had not been involved with Michael or his family in a significant way
prior to the missing episode and his arrest in Spring 2019, Michael had made an
allegation of physical abuse against his dad a few years earlier. Michael disclosed to
police that his dad kicked and hit him when he refused to go to school, and social care
were aware that Michael’s relationship with his dad was not easy. There was an
indication of domestic abuse taking place between Michael’s parents, which
practitioners thought was likely to have affected Michael also.

Present day

Despite the positive progress Michael had made up to Summer 2019 when his Child
Protection Plan was deescalated, later that year he went missing again and was found
two weeks later in the same area as previously. Michael’s Exploitation Social Worker
was notified as county lines involvement was considered likely.

In Spring the following year, Michael was placed on a Referral Order following an arrest
for possession of a bladed weapon. Michael’s YOT worker was aware of his previous



drugs arrest and county lines involvement, and this was discussed in panel meetings
for the Order. During this period, Michael was arrested for a further weapons
possession offence which was later dropped, and had regular missing episodes. On
the occasions that Michael agreed to do a return home interview, he said he had
stayed at a friend’s house, and there was no specific evidence to suggest he had been
dealing drugs.

A strategy meeting held in Summer of that year was attended by Michael and his
mother, and interventions were planned to strengthen the relationship between Michael
and his parents. Michael’s YOT worker had weekly check-in meetings with Michael and
his family, as well as other professionals involved in his case.

A month later, Michael made the decision to move a significant distance from the family
home and stay in an area where he had extended family and could find work. Michael’s
Order was taken over by the local YOT team in the area, however the delivery of work
on the YOT plan was curtailed by the lack of services and interventions in the area.
While Michael had no further arrests recorded, there was some indication that he may
still have been involved in dealing drugs after he was seen to exchange something in his
place of work, and his placement broke down as a consequence.

Case Study: Liam

The Incident

In 2019, armed police executing a Section 23 Misuse of Drugs Act search warrant at a
known cuckooed address found Liam, along with a friend, attempting to flee the
property. Liam was aged 15 and his friend was aged 16 at this time - both were a long
way from their respective homes. Police officers found heroin and crack cocaine at the
address, along with drug paraphernalia, and Liam was found to have £400 in cash on
his person. Consequently, both Liam and his friend were arrested on suspicion of being
concerned in the supply of Class A drugs.

Due to the age of the boys, the location of the arrest and the distance they were found
from their home area, there were obvious concerns around county lines exploitation.
Liam had no prior offending history, which was another red flag for police officers
handling the case. Liam was de-arrested and an NRM referral was made; a positive
conclusive grounds decision was handed down, meaning there was a clear indication



that Liam had been exploited in this case. There was intelligence at this time that Liam
may have been involved with a specific named county line, and this information was
passed by the arresting police force to the originating force to support a Home Office
pilot in place to disrupt county lines activity.

“You're looking at this child who had never been involved with the police service
before. And you've got indicators that he's involved in organised criminality. So
that, coupled with the fact that we think he's been moved, [...] we quickly turn
him into a victim rather than the offender based on his background information,
and the fact that he's so far away from home.” - Police Officer (MACE)

Information on Liam was shared with the multi-agency exploitation team (MACE group)
via the Protecting Vulnerable Persons (PVP) system. The multi-agency team brought
together colleagues from social care, policing, health and education to coordinate a
safeguarding response. Police working within this team to investigate the criminal
exploitation that had taken place set up working protocols with the police force who
were leading the drugs investigation, and were able to meet regularly and share
evidence.

Liam was not previously known to social care. However, the incident triggered child
protection proceedings, and Liam was placed on a Child Protection Plan a couple of
months after the incident, following a strategy discussion and child protection
conference. Police and social care made joint visits to Liam at his family home, initially
to understand the circumstances leading up to his arrest, and with a view to working
with him longer term to reduce the risk of further exploitation.

Police officers on the exploitation team found Liam difficult to engage, and he would not
share information on how he became involved in the county line or how he ended up so
far from home. After a few weeks of regular visits, contact with police officers tapered
off due to continued disengagement.

“We can do our best to try to get them into education, try to get them into
hobbies, anything else to distract them from what they're doing. But it's difficult
when somebody or young person especially is making money or receiving some
kind of benefit from what they're doing to offer them an alternative that they think
is better”  - Police Officer (MACE)

However, Liam’s allocated exploitation support worker, who delivered tailored
interventions to help Liam understand the signs of exploitation and develop strategies
to remove himself from situations where he may be at risk, remembers Liam’s



engagement differently. While Liam was reluctant to acknowledge himself as a victim of
exploitation, and would deny his involvement in specific incidents flagged by police, he
did engage to some degree and developed a better awareness of exploitation risks.

“He was always very polite and pleasant, and he engaged really well. And
particularly around kind of like the direct work that I was doing - so I was working
on raising his kind of understanding and awareness of exploitation, because
quite often, young people don't necessarily understand that that situation was
exploitation. And so I did a lot of work with him around recognising that and
trying to develop positive things around his area so that he doesn't kind of end
up in a similar situation.” - Exploitation Support Worker

“Young people don't always want to accept that they're vulnerable, or they're
the victim, - particularly with young males. So I think in some respects he did
acknowledge it. But then also, I think there was a part of him that kind of still
believed it was his choice. He wanted to make money. So it was his decision.”-
Exploitation Support Worker

Both police and the allocated exploitation support worker noted that Liam’s mum was
supportive and initially keen to engage with interventions. She was aware that Liam
used cannabis, and was worried about his involvement with county lines. Liam
appeared well cared for, and had a stable home environment. However, Liam’s
exploitation support worker felt that his mum’s engagement with police and social care
may have been disguised compliance, as she was a social worker herself and
understood how the system worked.

Liam was not in education at the time of the incident. He had been attending a Pupil
Referral Unit (PRU) for a year prior, but had received several fixed term exclusions
during his time there and had repeated incidents of poor behaviour and attendance. A
one-to-one tuition arrangement in a local library had been set up after Liam left the
PRU, but Liam was reluctant to engage. Shortly after, the pandemic and subsequent
national lockdown meant that educational arrangements were suspended. Liam’s
exploitation support worker reflected that not being in education was likely to have
been a significant factor in Liam’s exploitation and involvement in county lines activity,
as he had a lot of unstructured spare time; more support to prevent him from
withdrawing from education may have been an important protective factor in Liam’s
case.

From county lines to local dealing



In the months following the incident, police began to receive intelligence that Liam was
involved in local dealing. As Liam was reluctant to engage in interventions, or share
information with police around the incident, the police adopted a tactical approach to
engage Liam through criminal justice mechanisms in order to safeguard him more
effectively and progress the investigation into his exploitation.

“Rather than looking to criminalise him as an offender, it was very much a tactic
to disrupt and engage with services”  - Police Officer (MACE)

“Although we used arrests and stop and search to disrupt, we were very much
treating him as a victim. And that is reflected with the outcomes of those arrests.
And I think ultimately, what he ended up with was a referral to the YOT team,
rather than any criminal sanction, despite the fact that we had found him with
drugs on a number of occasions.” - Police Officer (MACE)

The intelligence gathered from these stop and search incidents revealed Liam’s
involvement in local dealing, primarily of cannabis and ketamine, rather than county
lines activity. Police did not consider Liam to be a victim of exploitation in relation to this
dealing as his associates at this time were his peers, and there were no adults of
concern involved on the periphery. Indeed, Liam was not subsequently found in
possession of Class A drugs, only Class B drugs and often in smaller quantities. In
relation to this local dealing, there were no clear vulnerabilities that police officers were
indicative of exploitation. Consequently, no subsequent NRM referrals were made for
Liam.

“It's around that changing picture as well, because you get top end criminality
Class A drug use at the outset, in a different area of the country. And then you
drop off to much more localised, what I would term lower level offending, so
possession of cannabis, some low level personal drug use. That, to me, does
not have the indicators of exploitation. [...] It’s what lots of his peers will be
doing.” - Police Officer (MACE)

“It’s really tricky. I think there's no, the surrounding circumstances or information
or intelligence that we can see, that would suggest that there's anybody
controlling what he does.” - Police Officer (MACE)

This direction of travel is relatively unusual according to police, and it was not clear
what prompted the shift in Liam’s involvement in county lines to local dealing. While the
interventionary work delivered by the exploitation workers within social care may have
had some impact, Liam’s lack of engagement likely meant the effect was limited.



However, Liam’s exploitation support worker suggested that the traumatising effect of
the raid by armed police may have prompted Liam to withdraw from county lines
activity.

“I think a large factor was fear. [...] When the police raided the house, it was
armed police. They obviously all had their helmets on. It was quite a scary
situation for a teenage boy to be in and I think, maybe he genuinely thought he
was just going to make a little bit of quick money and then he'd be home. I think
he felt pressure to not rely on his parents for finances, and so he thought he
could be a little bit more self-sufficient. But I think being in the house when it was
raided and been arrested, I think that scared him quite a lot” - Exploitation
Support Worker

Six months after he was placed on a Child Protection Plan, Liam was closed to the
exploitation team. The exploitation support worker had delivered all the direct work set,
and subsequent drugs arrests were not linked to exploitation, but to local dealing.
Almost 12 months later, a referral to social care was refused by Liam’s family who told
professionals that his risk of exploitation was low, and they could manage his behaviour
without support. Since this time, there has been further intelligence that Liam is
involved in dealing and Liam remains on the radar of police.

Case Study: Joshua

The incident

During a scheduled one-to-one session with his exploitation support worker, Joshua
disclosed that he was involved in county lines dealing. He was aged 15 at the time, and
the exploitation worker had taken Joshua to get some food. She remembers that
Joshua was particularly talkative and engaged, and had opened up about his difficulties
at home and his ambitions to get qualifications. Joshua was candid about his
involvement in dealing drugs. He described how he used to go to a trap house where
there was a rota on the wall. He would sign up for a shift and sit in the house while
people bought drugs - he said you were allowed to smoke the drugs while you were in
the house. Joshua emphasised that he didn’t do that anymore; now, he said, he only
sold drugs for himself and had other people selling for him.

The exploitation support worker treated this disclosure with some scepticism, and felt it
was likely that Joshua was twisting the narrative so he didn’t appear to be a victim. She



suspected that people were exploiting Joshua, but he was reluctant to reveal any
names. At this time, people were coming to the family home to demand money for
Joshua’s drug debt, something the exploitation support worker felt would not have
happened had Joshua been selling for himself. Indeed, Joshua shared that a friend had
recently been beaten up and was in a bad way, and admitted that he was always
looking over his shoulder.

“While you're listening to this, you know, at the back of your mind, you’re still
feeling that there are much older people that are, you know, exploiting this
young person, and he's turning it around so that he's doing this himself. You’re
feeling that he's probably protecting other people, because of fear for himself,
and you know, if you mention somebody's name you get yourself in a whole lot
of trouble.” - Exploitation Support Worker

“And then he said to me, it's only a matter of time before they come for him” -
Exploitation Support Worker

This disclosure came a couple of months after the exploitation support worker was
allocated to Joshua’s case. Joshua was first referred to the exploitation team after his
parents rang social care over concerns of substance misuse, and dealers coming into
the family home and making threats. At the point of referral, there were no specific
concerns about county lines activity, although practitioners did consider county lines a
possibility, given the drug debt Joshua was in.

When the allocated exploitation worker initially visited the family home alongside the
social worker, Joshua wasn’t there. However, Joshua’s mum was present, and shared
her concerns around people coming in and out of the property. She felt she had no
control over Joshua and was struggling to manage his behaviour. The family home had
been targeted several times, once with a firearm, and she felt Joshua’s siblings were at
risk of harm. Joshua’s family were not receptive to the suggestion that he was being
exploited, and insisted that he was choosing this lifestyle. The exploitation support
worker found this attitude challenging, and it was an ‘uphill battle’ to convey how
exploitation can affect a person and their behaviour.

The family home was not a stable environment, and violent incidents were not
uncommon. There was a history of domestic abuse between Joshua’s parents, and his
biological dad and older brothers were involved in criminality. There was an indication
that Joshua was violent towards his parents, and would demand money from his mum
with repercussions if she didn’t hand it over. Joshua’s family didn’t always report his
missing episodes - there was an acceptance that ‘this is what he does’. Practitioners



working with Joshua noted that he felt like the odd one out in the family, and did not
get the emotional support he needed. Joshua had very low self-esteem, and would
seek validation in associations outside the home, often with older adult males who
showed interest in him.

“Older boys would ask him to go and break into places, but I think it was that
kind of, you know, feeling that he had use, you know, feeling a sense of
belonging, and acceptance from older boys and that gave him obviously, from a
home where [there was] domestic violence, you know, all of that, and the chaos
that was within the home” - Exploitation Support Worker

“When he was going home [...] it was nothing but aggravation, shouting, you
know, all the rest of it, because of the fears that the family had - which were then
pushing him out of the house, you know, into more risk. Yeah, that was always a
concern.” - Exploitation Support Worker

Police response

The police were alerted to Joshua’s disclosure of involvement in county lines by social
care, and visited him to assess the situation. At this time, social care was considering
options to place Joshua with his biological dad on a Section 20 voluntary care
arrangement as a result of his disclosure and his mum’s inability to cope with his
behaviour. A police officer assigned to the case did not feel that the social care
response was adequate, as Joshua’s dad had a history of selling Class A drugs and
would not have been a suitable placement. To create barriers to this placement, the
police exercised police protection powers to keep Joshua on police premises and
compel social care to reassess the proposed move. If a police officer believes a child is
at risk of significant harm, police protection powers enable them to take the child into
protective custody for a maximum of 72 hours. Notably, the working relationship
between police officers in this force and social care has improved significantly and it is
unlikely that a similar measure would be taken now.

“We did that because I felt it was the only way to immediately safeguard
[Joshua], I didn't think the opportunities being considered by children's social
services were appropriate to the level of potential risk. But I also did it because I
feared him becoming a high risk missing person, because at that point, he
wanted to walk from the building.” - Police Officer

However, the police officer who exercised these powers recognised that this was not
the ideal way to engage Joshua, and likely damaged the relationship between Joshua



and the police. After police used these powers, Joshua was not open to engaging with
police and did not expand on his disclosure. The police had no prior intelligence linking
Joshua to county lines activity, and the police investigation into Joshua’s involvement in
county lines and exploitation did not find sufficient evidence to substantiate Joshua’s
disclosure. Previous missing episodes and domestic incidents were found not to be
linked to county lines, and there were no named suspects or lines of enquiry for police
to investigate. The lack of police intelligence raised the possibility that Joshua’s
disclosure may have been a diversionary tactic, or a cry for help due to difficulties at
home. However police made the decision to take Joshua’s disclosure at face value,
given the significant and transparent nature of the information he had shared with social
care. Joshua was also turning up with new and expensive clothes, and on one
occasion had a black eye after he was beaten up by an associate, and refused medical
treatment. At this time, the police made an NRM referral for Joshua, based on his
disclosure and likely exploitation.

Although Joshua was known to police prior to his disclosure, his offending was low
level and infrequent. Joshua’s first contact with police was four years prior to his
disclosure. At the age of 11, he was used by a group of adults to scope an address for
an aggravated burglary. Although the language of exploitation wasn’t used at the time,
police reflected that this incident was certainly exploitative and an early indication of the
harmful associations Joshua had with adults in the area.

Move into care

Social care ultimately made the decision to place Joshua in a residential placement,
rather than with his biological dad. This placement was in a rural area, but Joshua’s
mum called him regularly and his social worker continued to visit him. The social worker
believed that Joshua felt safe at this placement; she remembers that during one visit
Joshua was keen to show her his artwork, which he was proud of. However, the social
worker felt that some of the information Joshua’s mum shared with him about gang
activity back home was inappropriate, and prevented Joshua from fully moving away
from that lifestyle. The social worker thought it likely that Joshua still associated with
older males, and remained vulnerable to exploitation.

“I felt that if someone was to offer him anything, he would have taken an
opportunity to, like I said, to fit in, and it might have been, whether it was drug
running, selling drugs, doing illegal acts [...] I felt like he was split between loyalty
to family, but also loyalty to himself as to where he wanted to be and where he
fit in the future. And he seemed to think that making a quick buck was his
answer to removing himself from that kind of lifestyle. It was like he accepted



that that was going to be his lifestyle. And that that was how his life had to be
because that's how his family was.” - Social Worker

“He did talk, and his mum has mentioned that he had adult friends. Adults aren't
friends, [...] it wasn't healthy. So it took quite some time to do the work with him
around that and helping him to see that they didn't really have his best interests
at heart.” - Social Worker

Despite his move out of area, the police took the step of accepting Joshua onto their
MACE, as it was considered that any county lines activity would take place in his home
area. This meant that police had a continued working relationship with the allocated
exploitation support worker and social worker who typically move with the child they
support. Police attempted to develop a rapport with Joshua to support their
investigation into his exploitation, however Joshua did not disclose anything further
regarding his involvement in county lines activity and police were not able to progress
the investigation.

Eventually, the exploitation team within social care completed all their sessions with
Joshua and there was no indication of ongoing exploitation. Joshua was moved to a
placement closer to his home area and was no longer discussed at MACE meetings.
However, while at this placement, Joshua was seen by staff to exchange something
with adults known to police for drug dealing. Police conducted a search of Joshua’s
bedroom and found MDMA tablets, and Joshua was arrested for possession with intent
to supply Class A drugs. While police suspected that Joshua’s involvement in dealing
was an unfortunate result of his placement in close proximity to a bail hostel, social care
suspected that Joshua’s association with the older males could be an indication of
continued exploitation. Consequently, social care made an NRM referral for Joshua in
this case.

Delays to the outcome for PWITS arrest incident were a significant source of anxiety for
Joshua, as he was unsure what would happen to him. However, the case was
ultimately dropped due to insufficient evidence.

“That was always at the back of his mind. I feel like that prevented him from
moving forward. And that he felt like he was that he wasn't important or that he
wasn't valued and that nobody cared” - Social Worker

Throughout this period, Joshua developed a close relationship with his social worker,
reflecting the personal approach she took to delivering interventions and direct work.
Due to the strength of this relationship, Joshua would call the social worker if he



needed help, or to check in when he had gone missing, even after she was no longer
allocated to his case.

“One size doesn't fit all. [...] He was worth investing in, he needed to see a
different way in a different type of lifestyle that he could achieve.[...] with a young
person like this, you have to build up that relationship. There were no time
constraints on it, it needed to be tailored and like a wraparound support just for
that particular young man. ” - Social Worker

However, Joshua was less trusting of police. Joshua’s social worker reflected that the
police and social care can have different competing priorities in complex cases of
exploitation.

“I always felt he was a victim. However, he always felt he was mistreated by the
police because prior to him coming into care, the police were aware of him in
the local area, from where he resided. So he had a bad name. And I felt that that
reflected upon the whole of the police Criminal Investigation upon him. I do feel
that we all have different agendas. And the police have one for criminalisation
and prosecution, whereas we were looking at it holistically, trying to put that
support in place and making sure that that child was safe. “ - Social Worker

Joshua’s time in care was beneficial to his relationship with his family. While Joshua did
have further missing episodes, these did not result in arrests. However, Joshua
remained a person of interest in relation to dealing activity in his home area.

“He obviously knew we needed to move away in order to gain a good
relationship back with his family, because he understood the risks that he was
bringing to the family home.” - Exploitation Support Worker

Currently, Joshua is in employment and receives support. Joshua has been involved in
some low level criminal activity, including shoplifting and public order offences, and
there is nothing to suggest he is involved in county lines.



Case Study: John

The incident

In 2020, at the age of 15, John was arrested for possession with intent to supply a
Class A substance. Two mobile phones and £70 cash were found in his possession.
The arrest was made outside of an address where another person had been found in
possession of drugs. John was taken into custody but later released under
investigation. The decision was made not to charge John following this arrest.

Between the ages of 12 and 15, John was arrested by police on approximately 20
occasions, three of which involved possession of a Class B substance. Almost half of
those arrests were related to criminal damage, while the rest varied from assault to
robbery and burglary. Across the same time period, John was the victim of four
assaults, one instince of modern day slavery and two threats of violence. He also
witnessed one incident of rape and one violent assault.

John’s criminal involvement began around the same time as his missing episodes - his
first recorded missing episode precedes his first recorded arrest by only 6 days.
Between the ages of 12 and 15, John went missing over 90 times. The missing
episodes varied in length, generally escalating in the lead up to his arrest for possession
with intent to supply Class A drugs in 2020, by which point some episodes exceeded 9
days in length.

“He finally made contact with his mum via text…He said, “Mum, I miss you. I
really want to be there but I can’t at the moment. I’ll explain all this one day.” It
was a really heartfelt message.[...] This is how deep he is now, at this stage.”
Social worker

This retrospective account from John’s social worker suggests that, by the end of
2019, he was heavily involved in county lines. However, at the time the local authority
was unsure about the extent of his involvement. John did not make any disclosures,
but his peers (who were also known to social care) implied that John was involved in
county lines activity. In early 2019, John had gone missing for a week and was found
over 200 miles from home. When police checked his social media, they found reference
to ‘plugging’, the insertion of drugs. This prompted concern that John was possibly
being exploited and he was consequently allocated a specialist exploitation worker.



Initially, the specialist exploitation worker provided John with emotional and practical
support. For example, she would regularly pick him up in various local locations, as well
as locations further afield. On the car journeys home, she worked to build their
relationship and eventually develop his understanding of grooming. She also regularly
supported John in court.

Prior to specialist exploitation worker

By the time John was allocated a specialist exploitation worker, he had been involved
with Children’s Social Care for more than 12 years. John first became known to
children’s social care in 2004, when he was less than a year old. Then, near his 6th
birthday, John became a looked after child following concerns around neglect, his
mother’s drug use and exposure to domestic abuse. His father was a heroin addict and
was not involved in raising him. Two years later, John was subject to a full care order.
John remained in one foster placement for seven years and, once this broke down,
moved through more than ten care placements in just two years - most of which were
out of the area he had previously lived with his mother.

“He was taken from his mum, out the home, at six. Those six years were
traumatic for him. He had lots of nightmares. Then he was placed with a foster
carer for about 6 or 7 years. I think they had a farm. It was probably quite
affluent [compared to where he lived previously]. Then that placement broke
down and he was placed in a children’s home. That’s where it started to unravel
for him.” Specialist Exploitation Worker

In Spring 2019, John was placed in a series of short term holiday lets and unregistered
care placements. Local authority workers were clear that not all placements were
suitable for John. For example, he had been given Playmobil and Lego in a foster
placement aged 15. In the same placement, the foster father exhibited controlling
behaviour towards the foster mother. John’s social worker explained that his placement
in unsuitable accommodation - particularly the unregistered care settings - was
because the local authority was under “under a hell of a lot of pressure” and had no
other option.

We were left in the same situation where we had a lot of unregulated
placements. There was a lot of talk [around] what are we going to do [with
John]. You get to a point where there was nowhere for this young person. We’d
almost tried everything. [Social worker]



John’s care placements broke down at the same time that concerns were raised
regarding the friends he spent time with. At this point, missing episodes began more
frequently, his disruptive behaviour escalated and all placement carers felt they were
unable to keep him safe.

He had been placed in various foster placements, which broke down…It was
around the time that he started mixing with other people that were negative
influences on him. He started using cannabis….[There were] concerns around
who he’s hanging around with, him being at risk of exploitation mainly in relation
to criminality and drug dealing. [Social worker]

In a bid to break ties with his peers, the local authority elected to move John out of his
home area. However, John often returned to previous areas and maintained negative
relationships. On other occasions he forged new, but similarly negative, peer
relationships.

Other vulnerabilities

John’s peer group was cited as a driver of his involvement in county lines. He met them
through a placement in a children’s home while he was out of area. John considered
these people to be his friends but social care considered the friendships to be
exploitative. John’s social worker felt that his peers saw him as a prime target to
participate in criminal, disruptive or violent acts. Despite a lack of formal education,
John’s social worker noted that he was intelligent and, therefore, useful to those
exploiting him - which meant they kept him around.

John is a very stereotypical child in care. [He has] that sort of beacon, light
flashing on his head, saying, ‘I am a child in care, please come and exploit me.’
[Social worker]

John’s social worker and specialist exploitation worker explained that John was
constantly looking for friends. They felt that he was trying to establish a sense of
belonging and identity via these friendships, which made him vulnerable to exploitation.
Both suggested that an absence of identity stemmed from trauma experienced while he
was in the care of his mum, as well as being moved across the country every few
months.

He was very confused really about his identity, and he'd be drawn to people he
would want to be friends with. [He] wanted to belong. He’s always the odd one
out…He wants someone to say, ‘I’ve got your back’. No one ever did. That’s a



really sad thing. [...] He has been in one area, and another area, and another
area. He doesn’t seem to have that. He has nothing. He just desperately wanted
to be in a situation where you’re with your mates, no-one’s going to tell on you.
Everyone turns on him. He gets blamed for things I think that he probably hasn’t
done. He will be the fall guy. It hurts him.

Rising through the ranks?

Despite being the ‘fall guy’, John’s involvement in county lines escalated. His social
worker felt that the lifestyle became glamourised and John wanted to maintain the
sense of status he had developed. As John’s life became dominated by county lines,
he was normalised to extremes of risk and violence. John’s social worker reflected that
he wouldn’t have accepted ‘good’ friends because they would have seemed boring to
him.

John appeared to be moving up the county line. He was given responsibility over the
deal line and was involved in incidents in which other young people were purposefully
humiliated.

He thinks that he’s learning this trade. Now he’s thought of as a vicious
perpetrator and now he’s that one who’s exploiting. Sometimes it’s like he’s
proud. He’s survived this world. He knows it. And the younger ones, he will slap
them [...]. .I’ve been in many a [strategy meeting] where I’ve sat with loads of
people who don’t know him and they see him as a vicious, dangerous [person]. I
don’t always see that. I can imagine he could be. But in his world, that’s what
happens. You either survive or you take a beating. - Specialist Exploitation
worker

Despite signs John may have progressed within the county line dealing structure, he
continued to experience trauma and exploitation himself. John’s social worker
explained that when he was dealing out of the area, he would come back having not
showered for three or four days. John never had any money or new clothes, which
suggests he was not profiting.

However much he was involved, however high he moved up the ranks, I don’t
think he’s ever been respected. [Social worker]



Local authority response

At this time, there was no MACE in operation in the area. There was a ‘top 10 missing
persons’ meeting each month which involved representatives from multiple agencies,
including police, social care and health care. These meetings were helpful in flagging
the concern around John, but were typically attended by senior representatives who
did not have detailed knowledge of the cases under discussion.

“You don’t really know this kid. All you're doing is reading out what’s on a bit of
paper. [...] There’s a sense with me is that, are they just going through a process
to document it to say, well, we’ve discussed this” - Social Worker

John’s specialist exploitation worker also flagged that John refused to engage with
most local authority services. She explained that crisis points could not be used as
teachable moments because local authority staff did not have an existing relationship
with John. The specialist exploitation worker was able to build trust with John by giving
him the space he needed and working with him when he was ready to engage. She
was sure that rather than giving John specific interventions, he needed strong
relationships. This perspective was shared by John’s social worker, who commented
that John needed a strong, consistent role model in his life.

“It’s more about that relationship. It’s not about specific interventions…He only
had a good relationship with me. It’s really hard because I’m not a trauma
specialist. I’m not a counsellor. I’m not a mental health worker. But I had to try
and find ways to listen. Not to make things worse.” - Social Worker

Post-incident

Throughout 2021, John’s specialist exploitation worker described a decline in John’s
mental health. She was concerned John would kill himself. At this point, the specialist
exploitation worker also believed that the pressure of John’s county lines involvement
was increasingly becoming difficult to manage.

“The other day I picked him up. It’s really sad because he said to me, “if I die, will
you come to my funeral? And will you support my mum and be there for my
mum?” And I was like “Oh, well, who’s going to kill you?” And he said, “well, it
can happen any time. I can be jumped any time.” And it’s really sad. I don’t
know how he copes. He was using Xanax…then he’d take tablets. Then he’d
freak out.” - Specialist Exploitation Worker



In Spring 2021, John was stabbed. His social worker believed the attack was the result
of a ‘drug deal gone wrong’. Later that summer, John witnessed his friend get stabbed
in the stomach. On that day, he asked his specialist exploitation worker to come and
pick him up. When she did, he described holding his friend’s stomach together until the
ambulance arrived. She explained that he seemed to be in a state of shock.

One of his mates was stabbed quite seriously in front of him. [...] John held his
stomach together until the ambulance came. I suppose the first time you see
someone’s guts hanging out, I suppose it’s horrible. But, again, it’s normalised
[to John]. How many other people have been stabbed or has he seen stabbed?
- Social Worker

At the beginning of 2022, John was arrested as the perpetrator of a stabbing. While
John’s social worker suspected that he was told to do it, he recognised that not
everyone would have had it in them to carry the attack out.

Case Study: Daniel, Max and Harry

The incident

In summer 2018, police identified a group of Class A users at an address, which they
believed was a trap house. A police operation identified three young people suspected
to be involved in county lines activity. The police who identified the young people
worked with colleagues in the police force area where the young people normally lived
to build an evidence base, which they continuously shared with the CPS to ensure they
built a case with sufficient evidence. The forces worked together to plan the arrest and
provide ‘boots on the ground’.

The police force from the area where the boys typically lived shared that all three were
well known to the police prior to their involvement in county lines. Daniel had been
arrested several times prior to this operation, the first at age 13. Harry had similarly
been arrested on several occasions, beginning when he was 14. Max had only been
arrested once before, also aged 14. One police officer explained that for each young
person, there was a clear escalation in their offending, from instances of criminal
damage and theft onto assaults, robberies and firearms discharges. By the age of 15,
both Daniel and Harry had been involved in firearm offences as either victims or
perpetrators.



They’ve not just come out of nowhere and been involved in this county line…All
[their] names were known to us previously…[For] none of them, was [it] a shock
that they were involved…They will, no doubt, have been targeted due to their
age and connections with the urban street gang that operates in the area.
[Police officer]

Daniel, Harry and Max were all associated with the same urban street gang and had
been prior to any of their links to county lines. This was thought to stem from familial
connections - all had uncles, aunts or parents who were either involved in the gang or
in a relationship a key nominal. The gang was thought to be prolific, having been active
for decades, with hundreds of people connected to it. The police officer involved in this
case referred to them both as an ‘urban street gang’ and ‘organised crime group’,
suggesting their capabilities exceeded that of a traditional gang.

None of the three young people were identified as principal members of the county line.
However, the police officers were unsure of who groomed the young people.

“They have to work their way up through the group, committing offences to build
that backing, to earn the respect of that group. None of the three names that
we’ve got were actual principal members. They were people that were being
transported over and running the line. The principal members, we know, were
not heavily involved in the day to day running of the drugs line”. [Police officer]

This operation led to two adults being charged with arranging to facilitate travel of
another person with a view to exploit them. A further 17 people were charged with the
supply of Class A drugs.

The incident: Max

In Autumn 2018, police officers received intel regarding a missing person aged 14.
They identified him at the trap house and immediately pursued a house search. Max
was found in possession of crack cocaine, heroin, £500 cash and a ‘graft phone’ and
charged with possession with intent to supply Class A. He was also charged with a
previous criminal damage offence. During the arrest, Max attempted to flee. Otherwise,
he presented passively.

Two adults who were significantly older than Max were also identified at the address
and arrested as part of this search. They explained that a drug supplier from Max’s
town had asked them if Max could stay at their address. This led the police to suspect
that Max had been criminally exploited by those operating the county line and trafficked



to the area to deal drugs. Police officers at the scene commented that the adults
appeared ‘very directive’ towards Max. Despite this, they felt there were no clear signs
of coercion or evidence he had been threatened.

Max gave a ‘no comment’ interview in custody and refused to engage with police
officers. Police submitted an NRM referral while he was in custody and then bailed him,
with conditions which required him to remain in his home area. The charge was shortly
dropped following a positive conclusive grounds decision on the NRM referral, which
prompted the CPS to treat Max as a victim. The arresting officer made clear that they
did not take this decision lightly - they were concerned that Max would have been seen
to be informing the police, which could have led to harm in the future.

“The indication was that he was definitely being groomed by the group. At the
time, he was classed as a very vulnerable, troubled child.” [Police officer]

Shortly before incident

Prior to the missing episode which led to his arrest, Max had only been recorded as
missing on one occasion - for 7 days. In response, the local authority held an
emergency strategy meeting, where he was placed on a Child Protection Plan. At the
time he was living with his mum but their relationship broke down as a result of his
behaviour. His social worker reflects that he became increasingly violent and angry
during the period he was exploited. Max was violent towards his mother, further
fracturing their relationship. Around this time, Max moved in with an older family
member as part of an informal care arrangement and became a Child in Need.

He was so settled. He was very pleasant, very polite. He was very polite and
pleasant [...]. You could see that they had a really good relationship and that she
would always be supportive of him. I wasn’t expecting to [work with] someone
who was so settled. I thought he might still need a lot of support. But it wasn’t
like that. And he came to his meetings, as well…He’d speak up and with
professionals, he was really good.

At the time, Max’s care record included flags around gang issues, substance misuse,
trafficking, missing, child criminal exploitation, peer on peer violence or exploitation,
peer group and friendship issues, concerns about behaviour at home, substance
misuse and sexual health or behaviour.



Local authority response to incident

Following Max’s arrest, the local authority referred him to the early help and exploitation
teams. He was also relocated a significant distance from home in a bid to keep him
safe and break his ties to those exploiting him. It is unclear how long he was there for. A
police officer involved in this operation believed he was placed in a Children’s Home
but, throughout, remained in touch with the urban street gang he had ties to. By 2020,
he was back in the care of the original local authority.

If you’ve been brought up and you’ve been told that this is the way you behave,
for then some external agency to come in and say, ‘right, you’re not doing that
any more, you’re coming and doing this.’ If all you’ve known is [that] your family
are involved in this criminality, it’s very difficult to remove yourself from that
because they are your life and your family. [Police officer]

Max was allocated a St. Giles Trust exploitation worker. His social worker reflects that
he had a great relationship with both and engaged in both services well. They had tried
to offer him counselling regarding an injury he sustained whilst being exploited and
involved with a gang but he refused to speak about it.

Around the time of arrest, Max stopped attending formal education. By 2020, Max was
in contact with a local authority education support worker. He demonstrated an interest
in a motor vehicles apprenticeship. It is unclear whether he pursued this. Later that
same year, aged 17, his involvement with children’s social care ended. His social
worker reported that Max was very pleased for this relationship to end as he felt it had
not benefited him to any extent. His grandmother echoed this, sharing frustration
around the number of social workers he had been allocated in a short space of time.

While his social work involvement continued until the winter of 2020, his social worker
commented that by the time it came to a close, exploitation concerns and criminal
involvement “weren’t on the table”. One month later, Max was the victim of an attack
involving a bladed weapon. Over the next year and a half, Max was arrested three
times. The offences included drug supply, wounding with intent to do grievous bodily
harm, battery and destroying or damaging a property.

At the time of our research, Max was thought to be living by himself. A police officer
involved in this operation reflected:



He is now significantly older - 18 years old - and he’s not distanced himself from
the group at all. He’s still heavily connected with the group in question. [...] There
is recent intelligence that would indicate that he’s now involved in county lines.

The incident: Daniel

In 2019, two weeks after his 18th birthday, police executed a warrant at Daniel’s family
home. Daniel was arrested for possession of heroin and was found to be in possession
of a machete. His mother was also arrested after heroin was found hidden in her
possessions. There was no intel to suggest that Daniel’s mother was involved with the
county line, which led police to believe his mother was simply trying to frustrate their
search. Drugs were also found in a vehicle outside the home but were not thought to
be Daniel’s.

I have no doubt that when he was arrested, [the drugs were] removed from him
and hidden on her person so that it wouldn’t be searched as part of our
investigation and not found. A lot of the family members will be aware of the
criminal activity but will be more than happy for it to go ahead because of the
money that comes with it. [Police officer]

Daniel presented as “very verbally aggressive” and “very anti-police” during the arrest
and later in court. Police officers on the scene describe Daniel as ingrained in
criminality, citing his refusal to accept support after previous offences as evidence of
this. They also noted that Daniel was seen discharging a firearm. In contrast, police
officers describe Daniel’s mother as cooperative and supportive of the police in
custody, even expressing a desire for him to be prosecuted if he had done something
wrong.

Police officers felt that in light of the volume and severity of his previous offending -
particularly the firearms discharge - Daniel should be tried as an offender rather than a
victim. They acknowledge that he was an exploitation concern, referencing a previous
positive conclusive grounds NRM decision, but believed that did not outweigh the risk
he posed to the community. The judge presiding over the remand decision drew a
similar conclusion, reflecting that although Daniel was young, he posed risk to the
public and should be remanded in custody. Daniel received a 13 month custodial
sentence and, in early 2022, Daniel remained in custody serving this sentence.



Pre-arrest

Daniel was first identified as involved in this county line in 2018. This was during the
licence period for his second custodial sentence, which had been issued following a
possession with intent to supply crack cocaine and cannabis charge. His first custodial
sentence was issued in 2015, following a conviction for a serious acquisitive crime
offence. Daniel was given the maximum possible sentence for this offence. A similar
offence committed a handful of weeks prior, for which he received a non-custodial
sentence, was thought to be an aggravating factor in the sentencing decision. A
previous arrest for an assault involving actual bodily harm was also thought to be an
aggravating factor. Daniel’s youth justice worker explained that he did not view these
offences as “particularly gang-related”. Looking back, he does acknowledge that by this
point, Daniel was heavily involved with gang activities and questioned whether that
affected his offending behaviour at the time.

While Daniel was serving his first custodial sentence, his youth justice worker arranged
for him to be assessed for any learning needs. It transpired that Daniel had significant
communication needs. Subsequently allocated workers changed their approach to
better accommodate Daniel, including providing extra processing time and repeating
rather than rephrasing sentences. When Daniel was released one year later, his youth
justice worker communicated Daniel’s speech and language needs to all other agencies
involved in delivering work with him to ensure they adapted their model of working.

The youth justice worker explained that behavioural concerns while in custody meant
that Daniel was not released early.

They were dealing with a very angry young man. He could have been released
two months earlier than he was if he wasn’t still quite aggressive and violent
whilst he was locked up. There was more than anger issues, there was making
weapons, making threats, attacking people - staff and other residents in the
secure children’s home. [Youth Justice worker]

Daniel was planning to return to his mother’s home when he was released. However,
just one day before his release, the local authority began care proceedings and were
granted an interim care order. They were concerned that if he moved back to his
mother’s address, he would be at risk of gang involvement. His youth justice worker
expressed frustration at this decision.

“All the time, we had been talking to social care about our concerns and they
had not accepted any child protection referrals made. They’ve not got involved.



It was really only after he went to custody that they were even listening. And they
weren’t even listening [then] because he was out of sight, out of mind”

Daniel was placed with a family member in a different area for a short time and then
with another relative for several months. He returned to his mother’s home in early
2017. A police officer involved in this case offered an alternative reflection of this
decision: that it was made because Daniel “tended to kick off with violent offences” and
“was quite a troubled young lad”.

Daniel completed a post custodial intensive programme upon release, under which he
was closely monitored. While he was difficult to engage, Daniel did enough to complete
the programme. From as young as 14 years old, Daniel would refuse to talk about
exploitation or the specifics of his gang involvement. His youth justice worker reflected
that he did have a ‘fascination’ with the gangster lifestyle and making money out of it.
He would, however, talk about his own drug use, the lifestyle associated with dealing
drugs, relationships, music and his career ambitions.

In 2017, Daniel was the victim of a targeted attack. Daniel reported the next day that he
thought someone was after him and that he was likely to die. There was a second
incident where Daniel was chased through town and his car was then stolen. Both
incidents were believed to be gang-related, with his youth justice worker commenting
that his mum shared information about who might be responsible with the police.

Despite being a month from completing his sentence with no further arrests or
breaching his licence conditions, Daniel was then arrested for possession with intent to
supply Class A and Class B drugs. He was issued a further custodial sentence as a
result at the beginning of 2018, but was released several months later on licence.

His youth justice worker explained that when Daniel was released, he received
extensive support from his team. Daniel received support learning around exploitation,
narrative therapy from a health worker and substance misuse support for cannabis. He
also worked with a mentor who attempted to involve him in a local football team and
did temporary work placements with a family friend. Simultaneously, the youth justice
worker engaged police around his gang affiliation and drug dealing to update the
intelligence picture. Towards the end of 2018, Daniel was more willing to acknowledge
his gang involvement.

A few months after completing this sentence, Daniel was arrested in the incident for
which he is included in the research. His youth justice worker thought that, by this
point, Daniel was choosing to be involved rather than being involved as a result of



exploitation. He was not aware of any external pressure applied on Daniel which might
have been a factor in his involvement.

[I don’t think he was exploited] by that point. I think early on, I did have that
feeling about him. But I think later on, he was choosing that. I’d definitely had the
conversations with him - whether he was engaged with them or not - that there
are other things you can do. But he had, by then, pretty much chosen that he
was going to carry on doing them.

The youth justice worker did, however, reflect that Daniel’s family were likely to have
been more involved than he realised at the time. He clarified that there was nothing
explicitly linking Daniel’s mum to gang activity and that the police could not tell them
much detail around her possible previous involvement.

I think there’s probably more family involvement in the drug supply operation
than has been discovered or proved. I think his mother’s partner probably had -
and this is just what I think, there’s no evidence to support it at all - a significant
role in what was going on. And I think there were some strong family and area
loyalties that he felt were push factors.

The youth justice worker reflected that, by the time Daniel came to their service he was
“psychologically damaged in some ways” - citing his high tolerance for, and
inappropriate boundaries around, violence as a concern. He felt some of this may have
stemmed from witnessing familial domestic violence but that this violence had not been
confirmed. Despite this, the youth justice worker did feel that he had managed to
develop a strong relationship with Daniel. He also reflected that involving a younger
worker - who, like Daniel, was Black - was helpful in engaging Daniel where he was
unable to.

On some good days, [I] could engage him, [especially] because I knew him for a
long time and I’d seen him in some tricky situations. We had a relationship that
had built up over time. I definitely had good conversations with him over the pool
table. [But] he could be aggressive, he could be difficult from time to time. He
could play little games like, give you inappropriate answers.

The incident: Harry

In 2019 - one year after he first became a person of interest in this case and a month
before his 16th birthday - Harry was arrested at home for the supply of controlled Class
A drugs. It is not known if there was anyone else present at the arrest or whether any



evidence was seized at the scene. At the time of arrest, Harry’s police file included flags
for drugs, ADHD and weapon concerns. A safe and well check was conducted in
custody, where a small cut on his head sustained during the arrest was noted.

The police did not submit an NRM referral post-arrest. However, an NRM referral was
later submitted by the local authority in relation to this arrest but had a negative
conclusive grounds outcome. Harry was considered a significant risk to the community
and remanded in custody the day after his arrest.

Harry’s youth justice worker explained that there was a suggestion from the police that
he was exploiting others to sell drugs on his behalf. Harry pleaded guilty in court and
received a 30 months custodial sentence at a young offenders institute.

Due to his age and now probably hierarchical standing within the group, he will
be less deemed as a victim and more treated as a suspect.

Previous offending

Harry had a history of serious offending prior to this arrest.

It appears that his [offending] is criminal damage, theft, possession of offensive
weapon, public order and then he’s developed on to assaults, robberies and
then within a couple of years, moved on to a firearms discharge and a public
order offence. There’s obviously an increase in his offending there.

Harry first worked with the youth offending team towards the end of 2017 on a referral
order for taking a vehicle without consent. Within six months of this referral, Harry was
the suspect in a violent weapon attack involving another young person. He was found
guilty and placed on bail. Simultaneously, police shared intelligence with the local
authority that Harry was involved in violent incidents with rival gangs.

The gang issue was always there…It was common knowledge that there was a
gang issue and he was the leader of a particular gang in the local area or
number two in the pecking order…He was seen as being one of the big wigs in
the gang. [YJS worker]

Notably, this quote contradicts the arresting officer’s perception (included above), that
neither Harry, Daniel or Max were “principal” gang members. They spoke at length
about his gang involvement and concerns around weapons possessions. However, at
this stage, there were no concerns around Harry being involved in a county line.



The first time Harry’s youth justice worker was concerned about his potential
involvement in county lines was after he shared a trip he’d taken to the seaside with
friends.

He was very much into fashion. He was very, what I define as, quite a trendy
young person. So for him to be going to a place that was a bit downtrodden. I
didn’t see the attraction for a 17/18 year old male to be going there. A younger
child, yes, with a family. But no somebody who was a teenager….He went with
his mates. That was when I felt uncomfortable. Why was he going there?

In 2018, Harry was placed on a child protection plan because the local authority felt the
risk to his safety was high. They were clear that this was not a reflection of his mother’s
ability to care for him. However, there is evidence to suggest that Harry’s family were
involved, or at least complicit, in his offending. Harry’s social worker and youth justice
worker both believed that his mother was at least aware of his criminality.

Mum worked part time as a dinner lady but the house was always immaculate -
all new furniture, all the new gadgets, beautifully decorated. I always thought, ‘Is
she benefiting from this as well? Is she playing dumb?’...It was really difficult [to
know] because the family would be like, ‘Oh we’re going [...] for the weekend’.
We [didn’t] suspect that they were involved [but] when this [arrest] happened, I
was thinking, was it a family day out and the family didn’t even know?

The social worker explained that Harry’s dad stopped coming to the attention of police
around the time that he remarried. The social worker suggested that it was not a
coincidence that Harry’s dad also stopped making contact with Harry around the same
time. When Harry was arrested in 2019, a member of his family had already been
convicted for similar offences. The police and local authority workers involved were
clear that Harry was “embedded and entrenched” in criminality - it being “all he’s
known”.

The only way we could have stopped this young person from becoming
ingrained is if he had been removed from his home environment two or three
years before he became number one or two [in the gang]. You wouldn’t have
become so highly ingrained overnight.

Harry was known to children’s social care in 2015, following behavioural issues in the
home. Less than two years later, he came to the attention of children’s social care again



following domestic abuse concerns. It is not clear whether Harry was a suspect or
witness to abuse on that occasion.

Both local authority workers commented that Harry was generally polite. However, his
social worker explained that , after Harry had been arrested, the police had told her she
should not go to his house alone. She explained that she never felt at risk whatsoever.
His youth justice worker echoed this:

He was very different from my usual cohort. He was very polite, affable. In terms
of academic ability - this is what used to frustrate me. If he had been in the right
environment, away from this rubbish, he would have excelled.

Harry’s social worker explained that when she spoke to him, she felt he presented as
older than he actually was. She believed this was because he had been around criminal
activity his whole life. The social worker also explained that there was concern Harry
had been groomed at the age of 14 by an older female - aged 20 - with whom he was
in a relationship. The social worker commented that assessments were done but were
not carried forward due to a lack of evidence and Harry’s reluctance to share
information with services.

It is kind of hard if the young person doesn’t engage. He wouldn’t tell me
anything, no matter how many conversations you have with him. And the police
would do that with him as well and offer safety and protection if he was to give
any information but he wouldn’t.

She explained that when she tried to discuss Harry’s potential exploitation with him, he
would laugh. His youth justice worker shared similar frustrations, explaining that they
offered him the “full remit of the YOT” but he refused every intervention.

We can look back and say he’s been failed by the local authority because he
didn’t do X/Y/Z, but when you can’t get that young person on board, what are
you meant to do? In a lot of reports, it’s always very much ‘oh the LA failed’ but
nobody ever actually mentions the fact that the young person has free will and
refused themselves to partake. And I’m not victim blaming for one minute.

It appeared that services were unable to agree the extent to which Harry was a victim
of exploitation. Despite this, multiple multi-agency meetings were called which focused
on exploitation specifically.



Even if he was groomed and a victim to begin with, I do think with this young
person he had worked his way up, whatever he was involved with. Although you
think that he is a victim, when they are involved in gangs and things like that -
although they may be groomed and exploited and selling drugs, he was also
doing other things, where he was stabbing other people, shooting other people.
And my assessment of him, he had the capacity to know that that’s wrong and
the repercussions of that. So he was a risk to others as well. [...] He liked being
well known or people being fearful of him, knowing his name…He didn’t see
himself as a victim. He did have a certain deamor where he’d feel like he was
untouchable. He had that attitude that he can get away with things. Quite cocky
and confident when you were speaking to him about certain things.

Harry’s local authority workers reflected that the first time he acknowledged feeling
unsafe was after he was remanded in prison, where the threat posed by rival gang
nominals was immediate:

That’s when he was more anxious about being in that enclosed space…We had
to fight for him to be moved to a different prison because someone did try to
attack him. For a period of time, he chose not to go out of his room because he
didn’t feel safe.

Harry’s social worker explained that when she visited Harry while he was in prison, he
shared information which suggested he was still linked into the gang network.

He knew what prisons [the others arrested as part of this operation] were in…He
must have been given that information by other people. He didn’t show any
remorse or anything for it. Completely minimised it. So I was thinking, ‘Gosh
when he’s released, he’s just going to go back into this. And then he’s going to
become an adult’. Getting him to understand that as well: ‘you’re an adult,
they’ve been quite lenient with your sentence given your age. If you reoffend,
what’s that going to look like?

Harry was released in 2022 on strict licence conditions into a hostel. He intended to
return to the family home.



Case Study: Ben

The incident

In Spring 2019, Ben disclosed to his social worker that he had been robbed of a large
sum of money and was being threatened by the person whose money he had lost. Ben
was 16 years old at the time, and would not reveal who the money had belonged to;
however, it was suspected by police that the money was linked to county lines dealing.
Around this time, Ben was severely injured by a group of people, and professionals
working with Ben noted that he appeared scared and withdrawn. When Ben’s parents
took him to A&E, he walked out without being seen by a doctor. Ben would indicate to
practitioners that he was unable to go beyond certain boundaries in town, but wouldn’t
say why. He was drinking alcohol to the point of paralysis, and was found passed out in
the street on multiple occasions.

Escalation of exploitation

Ben’s involvement in county lines activity was clear to practitioners, and the risk of harm
was acute. This wasn’t the first time Ben had been linked to county lines dealing; a few
months prior, a complex strategy meeting was held to address Ben’s risk of exploitation
from gangs after he was found at a location linked to drugs, associating with known
offenders. Ben was going missing from home regularly around this time, but his family
did not always report these episodes.

“I would presume his route into county lines, despite him not being in care at
that point in time [...] he would go missing all the time overnight, he'd leave the
house. His parents wouldn't report him as missing, you know, because mum
would be scared that, you know, if the police picked him up and brought him
back, as soon as they were gone, he would punch her in the face” - Youth
Justice Service

Ben was arrested for a series of offences during this period, including drunk and
disorderly incidents, assaulting A&E staff, personal possession of cannabis and
handling stolen goods. At the time of his disclosure, Ben was working with the Youth
Justice team on a 12 month Detention and Training Order (DTO) after pleading guilty to
a domestic burglary charge. Ben said that he had been forced to burgle the house,
which belonged to a suspected drug dealer, after he and his family were threatened by
a gang because of a debt he had incurred. The gang equipped Ben with a torch, a
balaclava and a screwdriver to use as a weapon if interrupted.



“I think off the top of my head that possibly was the hook for him [...] he then
was theirs.” - Youth Justice Service

A lot of strategy meetings were held for Ben at this time, and the risk of exploitation
was a key concern discussed by practitioners, as well as “chaos in the family home”. A
few months prior to the domestic burglary, the police were called after Ben armed
himself with a knife over concern that people were “out to get him”. In two separate
incidents, a group of people came to Ben’s family home with weapons and an
individual pointed a gun at Ben in a local park. Ben’s social worker was advised not to
visit Ben’s home without a police officer present, and reflected that “it was quite
terrifying for everyone working with him at the time”.

Early exposure to violence

Ben had been known to Youth Justice Services since the age of 13. However, his early
offending had been low level and largely contained within the family home - smashing
windows, or incidents of common assault against his mum and dad. Even at this time,
Ben was using drugs and alcohol excessively, and overdosed at the age of 13. Ben
had also been a witness to an incident in which a 14 year-old fired an air pistol, and
was the victim of multiple offences including assault and harassment. However, there
was no indication of exploitation at this stage.

Instability at home

The family home was a difficult environment for Ben, and not always a safe place. Ben
had disclosed an incident of physical chastisement involving his dad, but had also been
arrested for criminal damage and assault occasioning ABH against his dad.
Practitioners suspected that Ben had witnessed extensive domestic violence and abuse
between his parents, and he had been on a child protection plan for neglect between
the ages of 13 and 15.

Ben’s family had been known to social care for a long time, and an older sibling had
previously been placed into care. Practitioners described a cycle of vulnerability, which
Ben was caught up in.

“It’s very difficult because you come from a family where, you know, your older
children have been open to Children Services, their children have been open to
Children's Services and you're just in that cycle. It's very, very difficult to break.”
- Social Worker



“Witnessing domestic violence between his parents, it was an ongoing issue. [...]
I think there were a lack of boundaries as a child as well, there were no good
boundaries and guidance from parents, which, you know, led to him assaulting
them and or, you know, copying what he'd seen his dad do to his mum” -
Social Worker

An initial assessment by Children’s Services was conducted when Ben was 4 years-old
related to an allegation that his older half-brother had sexually assaulted him. This
trauma impacted Ben’s behaviour at home and interactions with other children at
school. It is not known if Ben ever received any therapeutic support as a result of the
assault.

“It brought a lot of anger in the family home [...] an inability to manage [Ben’s]
behaviour, exhibiting sexualised behaviour with other children at school” - Social
Worker

Ben attended at least six schools prior to the incident in Spring 2019, one of which was
a pupil referral unit (PRU). He received three fixed term exclusions and one permanent
exclusion in this time. Concerns about Ben’s attendance at school had been raised,
however he had no known special educational needs.

Present day

After Ben disclosed that he had lost a large amount of money in Spring 2019, he was
placed on a second child protection plan linked to safety concerns around gangs. Ben
was also referred to a specialist service who support young people who are at risk or
are victims of exploitation and have an allocated social worker. The specialist team
develop a bespoke plan for each young person referred to their service based on the
details of the referral and the risk identified. The work is intended to be distinct from that
delivered by a social worker, and a good rapport between the specialist exploitation
worker and the young person is key as the service is voluntary.

However, Ben didn’t engage with his specialist exploitation worker, and would speak
from under his duvet cover or from behind a closed door.

“[Ben] had a very negative view of social care and police. And this factored into
their level of engagement with myself and the police” - Specialist Exploitation
Worker



“You have to be realistic sometimes, and sometimes young people just don't
want to work with you, they work with enough professionals, and they don't
want to meet another one, they’re sick and tired of it, or they just don't want to
do it. So you have to be practical and think you’re not going to work with me,
you know, that's fine. Is there something else you might want to work with? So
one option might be to just say, Look, you know, here's some resources, this is
some work I was planning to do with them. This is how you could use that.” -
Specialist Exploitation Worker

Referrals made to drug and alcohol addiction services and mental health support also
had limited impact for Ben, as he refused to engage with practitioners. Ben’s social
worker similarly found him difficult to engage, but recognised that Ben would talk more
openly with other professionals such as his probation officer.

“I go to his house sometimes and he’ll be in bed [...]. Sometimes he will let me
just see him through the door. [...] And when we sit together, he will just smile
and laugh and giggle. I think most of the information we got was from his then
probation officer. Because he was seeing his probation officer, I think, once a
week. And you know, sometimes he would, he would talk to the probation
officer, and sometimes to the police. So most of the information we got from
other agencies, not from him telling us what's going on in his life.” - Social
Worker

Despite limited engagement, strong working relationships between agencies and the
routine sharing of information were valuable to understanding and mitigating risk for
Ben. Coordination was important to avoid the duplication of work which could be
fatiguing and potentially re-traumatising.

“One of the things that was important was to speak to other agencies that were
involved to make sure that we weren't all going over the same thing, because
that's not good for a young person” - Specialist Exploitation Worker

An NRM referral for Ben was not made following his disclosure in Spring 2019, but
practitioners reflected that the referral mechanism was not popular at the time. While
practitioners understood that Ben was a victim of exploitation, Ben would not have
recognised himself as such. Ben declined to work with the specialist exploitation team
and eventually was closed to the service due to lack of engagement.

“I think [Ben] had the capacity to understand a bit about what was happening.
But as I said, in the context of being exploited, you know, you could argue that



not all of it was completely understood. In fact, I'd be adamant that it wasn't.” -
Specialist Exploitation Worker

While earlier intervention in Ben’s case would have been beneficial, practitioners noted
that Ben’s involvement in county lines was not apparent until he was already heavily
implicated.

“If they are known to the system before and we are aware of that, but I don't
think with [Ben], it didn't come up until very later that he was linked to county
lines” - Social Worker

“Early intervention is often very effective. But there has to be a matter of risk
identified for that or something identified to then intervene” - Specialist
Exploitation Worker

Ben’s relationship with his parents continued to deteriorate, and they felt that they were
no longer able to manage his behaviour at home. Due to a lack of local suitable
accommodation, Ben was initially placed in supported accomodation away from the
town where his family were based. While at this placement, Ben associated with known
drug users and offenders and was going missing regularly.

“There was a lot of alcohol abuse by him. And a lot of offending that was linked
to the alcohol abuse as in a lot of public order, threatening words. When the
police or ambulance services were called to pick him up, there was a lot of him
being physical with them.” - Youth Justice Service

“Sometimes we try to place them far away from home just to break that
friendship group, but they would try to link up with people wherever they are,
which is like you're moving the problem, you know, or you're moving the child,
but you're not actually moving the problem.” - Social Worker

Ben was later moved to supported accommodation closer to the family home, but
continued to go missing from the placement and associate with known offenders, who
were often older in age. This second placement broke down after Ben went out with a
group and burgled five houses in the area. Ben was picked up by police and given a
custodial sentence - he was almost 18 years old when he was released. Upon release
from custody, Ben was receiving support from the Leaving Care team, and more
recently has been subject to multi-agency public protection arrangements (MAPPA).


