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Dear School
Thames Valley Police is raising awareness of exploitation and County Lines.

County Lines is a term used to describe organised criminal networks involved in exporting illegal
drugs into one or more areas within the UK, using dedicated mobile phone ‘lines’. It is a criminal
model through which children are exploited. Any child, from any type of social background, can be
at risk and it can start from a very young age. County Lines is of real concern.

A process of grooming is used to entice a child into acts of criminality. This may include promises of
something the child needs or wants, such as money, expensive clothes and shoes, power and status
or a sense of belonging.

Exploited young peopte do not always look or act vulnerable and we are asking that everyone looks
closer for signs, some of which could be the following:

s Truancy

o Anxious, frightened, angry or displaying other behaviours that are out of character

» In possession of more than one phone

= Having unexplained money or belongings, or buying new things

s Taking drugs or abusing alcohol

s Unexplained injuries and refusing to talk about it

« Hanging around with older peaple

e Going missing from home, staying out late or travelling for unexplained reasons

¢ Spending more time on phone and being secretive about who they are calling or texting

If you spot any of the these signs, speak to the child and let them know that'help is available.

if you would like a member of the Neighbourhood Team to come and talk to staff or pupils at your
school, please get in touch.

If you are concerned about a child and think it's an emergency please dial 999, otherwise please
dial 101. If you would rather remain anonymous, you can contact the independent charity
Crimestoppers enline or call 0800 555 111.

More information can be found at childrenssociety.ore.uk/lookcloser
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Modern slavery takes many forms, including child
exploitation, which is a growing problem in the UK’

This guide aims to help parents and carers spot
County Lines exploitation and know how to get help.

Here are nine things you need to know about
County Lines to help keep children safe.

h -} . V = ?
what is county lines”
County Lines describes the mobile phone lines used by criminal gangs to organise

illegal drugs to be moved and sold from one village, town or city to another across the UK.

Children are most often used to move and sell the drugs. They are recruited by gang members who
pose as friends and then trap the young peaple into a tetrifying cycle of viclence, exploitation and abuse.

Children caught up in County Lines are not criminals — they are victims of exploitation at the hands of
organised criminal gangs.

7. county lines is big business

The criminals who run County Lines operations turn over huge amounts of drugs and money. The

organised criminal gang leaders know the law inside out and they adapt their dperations in response to

police activity, moving from location to location to avoid detection. Using children to sell drugs acts like a
“smoke screen — children travelling on public transport can easily go under the radar.

For the children themselves, selling the drugs is easy — there is a constant demand for the commonly sold
drugs: heroin, cocaine and ecstasy, as well as skunk and other forms of cannabis. There is an element of
status and kudos that goes along with selling drugs, not to mention a-lot of cash — up to £6k per day can

be made by a good “runner” or “road man” selling drugs. :

* |n 2020 Government flgures rapeit that 47% of potential victims of modern slavery sald they were explofted as chlidren. hitps://asseis.publishing.service.govauk/
government.'up[0adsfsystem!upIuads/attachment__data.t’fi|53_1'9709951’modern-sIavery-natl0nal-referra[-rnechanIsm—stat‘[stics-end-year—summary-EDZO-hoshﬂsm pdf
Unseen's Modsetn Slavery & Exploitation Helpline also experienced an increased humber of contasts concerning children - 10% of all contacts mada in 2620, up from 7%
in 2019 www.modernslaveryhelpiine.org/uploads/20210407114600907.pdf. ’



5 at risk?

Without support to keep themselves safe, any child, from any type of social background, can be at risk of
County Lines grooming.

Common risk factors include children who have special educational needs, or mental health challenges,
those who are being bullied or have been excluded from school, children in care and those wha need but
have bean denled or have not yet accessed, support.

In addition, children growing up in chaotic family situations including domestic violence, neglect or abuse,
unstable housing and/or substance or alcohol misuse in the home are at higher risk of being targeted by
County Lines gangs. :

While gangs often target vulnerable children, this is not the full picture. Children from all classes and all
backgrounds are at risk. There can be an additional financial incentive for exploiters to récruit middle
class children. Often due to feelings of shame and embarrassment, middle class families will try to settle
the situation themselves.

For example, Unsean is aware of instances where families pay a ransom to release their child from the
gang —only 1o find that the gang doesn't keep its end of the bargain. Instead, the exploitérs intimidate the
family and continue to extort money from the parents in order to keep their child “safe”, while the young
person continues to be forced to transport and sell drugs all over the country.

how are children recruited int
county lines?

Gang members groom children as young as 11, from all socio-economic backgrounds, and in particular
teenage boys — although a growlhg number of girls and young women are being caught up in County
Lines, i0o.

A gang member will befriend the young person, buying them gifts like designer trainers, expensive
clothing and food. They will spend a lot of time with them, making them fesl special and give them a high
status within the group. The gang member will take as much time as needad to build trust.
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Once trust is achieved, a common recruitment tactic involves a staged mugging. The victim will be
entrusted with something of value, for example a watch, belonging to the gang member. They will then
be mugged, losing the watch. The gang member will get angry, possibly violent, when they find out their
watch has been “stolen”. They wili then tell the victim they need to pay back the value of the watch, and
give them packages to deliver.

These packages will Usually contain drugs and the child will become trapped in a cycle of forced criminal
exploitation. This often begins by being told to dellver packages, and often extends into selling the drugs
contalned in the packages, travelling across the UK on public iransport at all times of day and night.

hy don’t young
ounty lines?

Children will be rewarded by County Lines gangs' high-status items, like designer clothes, jewellery and
enough cash to give them an increased fesling of status among their peers outside the gang. There is a
lot of money to be made, and this access-to cash can be a strong incentive to stay.

yeople leave

However, behind closed doors, gang members will also use ruthless tactics to keep children trapped and
controlled. Physical and mental abuse of the victim is common along with threats of violence or death to
their family members if they try to leave the gang.

Despite this fact, child victims may hot even realise that they are being expleited. They may believe that
the members of the gang are their friends and thai they are being looked after.

is it only boys who are targeted?

Increasingly young girls are baing groomed as “girlfriends” of gang members, only to suffer sexual
exploitation as their "boyfriend” pimps them out to other gang members as a favour or an element of
coercive control to keep young men hooked in the criminal exploitation.

The web of coetcive control and exploitation is complex, tangled and very difficult to escaps without help.
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1. how to spot the signs

It can be hard sometimes to know if a child is just being a typical teenaget, or whether there is
something to be concerned about. '

The list of signs below gives an indication of what to look out for. No single item on the list
necessarily suggests there is a problem. Yau might not observe every single item either.
Howevet, if you are experiencing two or mere of the items on this list, then you should consider
seeking help. :

More than one phone @ Gang affiliations

Large amounts of cash Lots of travel tickets

Becoming withdrawn
and secretive

New, expensive
belongings

Staying out regularly }\__/{ Challenging,
with “friends” &b, manipulative or
aggressive behaviour

Unexplained absences
at school

=l

RET]
=
&

Regularly going missing
without explanation

Presence of
unexplained items
(knife, dongles, cash)

Sudden change in
appearance and/or
language usage

,fjg- Drug paraphernalia
(baggies, cling film,
scales, baby wipes)
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Try taking an indirect approach fo raise your concerns.

You could say a friend at work was talking about child exploitation/County Lines/gangs and give
a few details — for example you could describe what Gounty Lines is, or talk about the ways
gangs groom children and make it hard for them to walk away. You could ask whether your
child knows about it. Do they think any of their friends or school mates might be involved and
need help?

+  Alternatively, you could choose a quiet time and ask directly.

Ask them if you can talk. Tell them that you care about them and you are wotried that they are
showing slgns of being caught up in some activity that might not be safe. :

Let them know that you can help them, that you understand they might be frightened but that
you are there to help them make different choices if they want to and you will help them, and
the rest of your family, to stay safe, no matter what is going on.

Remember, your child may be being coerced into doing things they feel embarrassed or
uncomfortable about. The control mechanisms used by gangs are sophisticated. So much so
that your child may not think they are being exploited.

They might believe they are being respected and looked out for by gang members. They might
feel pleased to have their own money and associated belongings. They might reject the idea
that people in the gang are not their friends.

If your child reacts with anger or other strong emotions, reiterate that you are there to help
them and they can talk to you if they ever need to. They might be very worried about your
safety if they tell the truth or ask for help. it might take them a whife to decide to tell you what is
happening. So try to stay calm and open and let your chitd know that you are always there,
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OO0 help

you can also report online at
www.modernslaveryhelpline.org

The Helpline is free, confidential, open 24 hours a day
and available in more than 200 languages.

Unseen’s expert call advisors are trained to provide emotional and practical support regarding
Counly Lines exploitation. Calls are also anonymous unless callers want to share their identity.

Please be aware that if calls concern a child under the age of 18 and there is a clear and
significant risk to the them, the Helpline has a legal obligation to refer information about the
young person to the local safeguarding board or to the police, where there is enough identifying
information to do so.

And remember, children caught up in County Lines are not criminals — they are victims of
exploitation at the hands of organised criminal gangs. '

other sources of help:

< In an emergency call 989.

- If you see something suspicious on a train, text British Transport Police
on 61016.

. To connect with other parents who have experience of County Lines,
contact:

» Pace (Parents Against Chitd Exploitation) www.paceuk.info
- St Giles Trust www.stgilestrust.org.uk

unseenuk.org

Unseen UK is a registered charity no 1127620,
and a company limited by guarantee, no 06754171,
Registered office: 7 Hide Market, West Street, St Philips, Bristol BS2 0BH.






