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Abstract:
The term ‘county lines’ was coined in the United Kingdom to describe the transportation and distribution of drugs from large cities into non-urban areas and has been closely associated with violence and the coercion and exploitation of vulnerable people. While exploitation is recognised as a key feature of county lines policing and policy discourse, definitions have largely focused on the cross-border transportation of drugs across urban-rural supply routes. Research from the first national study of county lines indicates that exploitation occurs within, and between local areas, rather than solely through urban-to-rural supply routes. This study employs a qualitative approach, including interview data from 44 UK police forces alongside in-depth qualitative fieldwork, to reveal how the diffuse nature of exploitation challenges the geographic focus implied by the term ‘county lines’. Widespread exploitation in drug markets raises questions about the utility of the ‘county lines’ label and calls for greater attention on the harms of criminal exploitation rather than the movement of drugs.
This article utilises Public Health Criminology (PHC) as a conceptual and interpretive lens to examine how the police and safeguarding practitioners understand relationships between socioeconomic vulnerabilities, inequalities, reduced access to services and criminal exploitation occur in urban, rural and coastal contexts. The findings suggest that funding distribution models limit the capacity of smaller and non-urban police forces to identify and safeguard victims.
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Introduction: 
The county lines methodology has become a key feature of the UK drugs markets and a prominent concern for national and local policing strategies. Similar concerns have emerged across Europe, where recent EU analyses highlight rising drug-market-related violence and significant social harms linked to increasingly adaptable criminal networks (EU Drugs Agency & Europol 2024). County lines networks were initially presented as an expansion of urban drug supply chains into non-urban areas, often utilising exploitation and coercion to recruit young and vulnerable workers into the network, as well as the use of cuckooed properties as local drug distribution hubs (Coomber and Moyle 2018; National County Lines Coordination Centre 2019; Bainbridge & Loughery 2025; Koch 2026b). 
Recently, the National County Lines Coordination Centre found that county lines are becoming more localised, with fewer lines crossing the borders of police force areas. This suggests that children may increasingly be recruited and exploited closer to locations of drug distribution (National County Lines Coordination Centre 2024). Despite this, exploitation within county lines continues to be framed around cross-boundary movement and urban-to-rural supply structures. This residual understanding of county lines methodologies can obscure forms of localised child criminal exploitation that operate within, as well as between, local areas. Policing accounts describe localised drug market exploitation as an emerging phenomenon, however, it is important to recognise exploitation may have simply remained under the radar of law enforcement. Increased awareness and evolving definitions, alongside changing drug market dynamics, mean that what is often described as ‘new’ local exploitation may also reflect a growing institutional recognition of historically overlooked harms (Coomber and Moyle 2018, Devany and Kammersgaard 2025, Harding 2020, Lupton et al 2002). Drawing upon data from the first UK-wide qualitative study on county lines policing and safeguarding processes, this article examines how criminal exploitation networks operate across the UK and how policing and safeguarding responses are shaped by local contexts, organisational constraints and socioeconomic conditions. 
The methodological approach to the study of county lines provides an original empirical and conceptual contribution to debates on county lines and criminal exploitation. Findings show that exploitation operates within, as well as between, local areas, challenging the geographically anchored conceptualisation of ‘county lines’. Whilst the movement of vulnerable young people and illicit drugs remains an operational focus of policing county lines, movement alone does not capture the breadth of harms associated with exploitation in drug markets. This article argues that exploitation is a more durable form of harm as it can occur within urban-to-rural supply networks, as well as within local drug markets. Hence, the central contribution of the article is to show that localised drug markets produce comparable harms to those traditionally associated with county lines, whilst also posing significant challenges to smaller, often rural police forces with reduced safeguarding capacity and investigative resources.
This article adopts a Public Health Criminology (PHC) framework to analyse and respond to the problem. PHC integrates public health principles with criminological insight, focusing on prevention, social determinants of crime, and multi-agency collaboration to address structural harms (Fraser et al. 2026, Scottish Violence Reduction Unit 2020, Welsh et al. 2015, WHO 2019). Viewing county lines through a PHC lens reframes criminal exploitation as a primarily public health concern and focuses attention upon factors which make young people increasingly susceptible to exploitation (CDC 2024, Hughes et al. 2017). Thus, this emphasises the importance of prevention, early intervention and addressing socioeconomic inequalities which intensify vulnerabilities, while also focusing on the uneven operational capacity of police forces and partner agencies.
This article places county lines within the broader context of drug market evolution in the UK before detailing the methodology of the study and the typology of police forces based on urban-rural geographies and the number of officers. It follows by presenting findings on the increasingly localised nature of county lines-related exploitation, limited policing capacities around safeguarding and conducting investigations before discussing the implications for policy and practice through the lens of Public Health Criminology.
Drug Markets, Exploitation and Policing
From Traditional Drug Distribution Models to ‘County lines’
Traditionally, in the UK, the supply of drugs such as heroin and crack cocaine had been local with broader distribution going from major cities to smaller cities where local suppliers would then control supply in-situ (Coomber & Moyle 2018). However, this traditional model began to be disrupted from just before and around 2010 when a number of push and pull factors coalesced (Spicer et al 2020; Windle et al 2020) to produce a new supply model where sellers from hub cities travelled to new locales and sold directly.  Although market saturation has been listed as a primary push factor  (Windle et al. 2020; Robinson et al., 2019) there is an absence of evidence to show that it has resulted in such specific transitions historically in the UK or internationally. As such, the development of county lines in the UK appears to have been shaped by several overlapping factors. These included the movement of ‘gang’ members and others with links to drug supply into different towns and cities; policing activity that placed pressure on city markets while disrupting established local controls elsewhere; and the development of mobile phone technology, which enabled easier communication with both buyers and suppliers. Latterly, the model was also sustained by the imitation of a relatively simple and replicable practice, where city suppliers outside traditional supply routes could send their own members into other areas to sell drugs and expand the business (Spicer et al. 2020, Windle et al. 2020). This marked the development of  county lines networks, as criminal groups began establishing “commuting” models in which urban-based gang members temporarily embedded themselves in distant locations, often taking advantage of short-term rentals or vulnerable local residents’ homes (Coomber and Moyle 2018). 
Over time, many of these operations became more established as gangs and loose agglomerations of organised crime groups created semi-permanent operations once they acquired greater insight into their distribution localities (Harding 2020). This evolution reflects operational adaptability and a better understanding of local vulnerabilities that gangs exploit through tactics such as “cuckooing,” coercively taking over the homes of vulnerable individuals as bases for their operations (Coomber and Moyle 2018, Harding 2020). Spicer et al. (2020) identify ‘local’ models of cuckooing that utilise existing relationships between customers and dealers, showing how forms of exploitation within drug markets can adapt to become more localised. As the drug distribution operations mature, adapt and develop the gangs often utilise violence (and the threats thereof) to consolidate control over local drug markets to harmonise rural and urban drug economies (O’Hagan and Edmundson 2021).
A recent policy strategy document released by the National County Lines Coordination Centre (NCLCC) claims ‘the business model… has changed, becoming more localised’ (National County Lines Coordination Centre 2024, p. 8). As the NCLCC notes that the localisation of county lines has resulted in fewer instances of violence in major cities, but ‘it is likely that county lines gangs will target local children more,’ thus, pressures on comparatively poorly resourced police forces are increasing (National County Lines Coordination Centre 2024, p. 20). 
Police resourcing inequities combined with socio-economic challenges form a set of compounding issues for more deprived areas of the UK. A fundamental feature of the UK government’s County Lines Programme is the exporter/importer funding system which directs investment into force areas identified as ‘exporters’. These are typically large urban centres such as the Metropolitan Police, West Midlands, Greater Manchester and Merseyside (Home Office 2024). It is important to note that these funding streams are distributed through the Home Office County Lines Programme, which funds police operations, the National County Lines Coordination Centre (NCLCC), and specialist safeguarding units. Fundamentally, funding is not equally distributed across all police forces.
The funding and resourcing of policing in the UK also focuses on urban locations as they receive greater levels of funding, which in turn, enables them to develop greater expertise in shutting down drug networks and safeguarding vulnerable populations (Gallent et al. 2024). The comparative advantages afforded to urban areas have been sharpened by policies of austerity, which have disproportionately impacted smaller and non-urban forces. Critiquing the dynamics of resource allocations is key to determining why the policing responses to criminal exploitation vary so widely across force areas (Atkinson-Sheppard 2025). The resource limitations experienced by police, particularly smaller police forces, intersect with socioeconomic conditions to shape vulnerabilities in rural and semi-rural areas.
As the county lines model developed, drug markets in unfamiliar locations became increasingly professionalised, posing significant challenges to non-metropolitan police forces with fewer resources to identify and combat county lines operations. In the absence of appropriate police training, expertise and resources, studies show that smaller non-urban police forces have been unable to fully adapt to complex and novel drug distribution models (Spicer 2021). 
Research also notes how rural poverty in England has increased due to austerity, welfare reforms and cuts to local authority budgets (Vera-Toscano et al. 2024). Furthermore, Shucksmith et al. (2023) argue that poverty is often framed as largely urban issue, contributing to rural poverty being overlooked. However, research conducted on poverty has remained urban-centric, leaving evidence gaps around the impact of austerity, Brexit, and covid-19 lockdowns on more rural areas (Atkinson-Sheppard 2025, Brown and Shucksmith 2024, Gallent et al. 2024). County lines groups may capitalise on these socioeconomic vulnerabilities — not only in urban centres, but also in rural and semi-rural communities (Harding 2023, Brown and Shucksmith 2024).
Policing and policy responses to county lines have increasingly recognised young people, user-dealers and cuckooed individuals as victims of exploitation as well as suspects. This was supported by the Modern Slavery Act 2015 and the National Referral Mechanism which provide the scope to identify individuals as potential victims of trafficking or exploitation. However, their outcomes are often inconsistent, beset by delays, and the coexistence of safeguarding and prosecution pathways result in a lack of uniformity (Gadd and Broad 2024; Koch et al 2024).
The Organisational Structure and Exploitative Practices of County Lines
The rise of the county lines methodology indicates an increasingly professionalised drug distribution model. A central pillar of this model is the exploitation of vulnerable individuals as traffickers and dealers, and the use of their homes through “cuckooing”. Also, county lines merged into other areas of criminality, namely, the transportation of weapons and sexual abuse (Coomber and Moyle 2018). Robinson et al (2019) showed a variety of means of exploitative recruitment into these networks, including (but not limited to) debt bondage (enforced debt, usually through demanding of payment of drug debts), intimidation and physical threats to operatives and their loved ones. However, research also shows that not all involvement is entirely coerced; some young people are initially drawn in by perceived agency, the promise of income, status or consumer lifestyles, before becoming subject to control and exploitation (Windle et al. 2020). This sits alongside evidence that some young people exercise a degree of agency in becoming involved, while others fall into the category of ‘alpha victims’, whose apparent autonomy masks deep vulnerability.
In a policing context, this poses significant challenges to enforcement and safeguarding as individuals involved in county lines may exhibit signs of offending behaviour and victimisation. This is particularly evident in cases described by police as involving ‘alpha victims’. These are young people who on the surface appear to be active, sometimes violent or entrepreneurial offenders, yet are themselves subject to grooming, debt, control or lack of alternatives. 
Harding (2020) details how these networks have adopted quasi-corporate structures to allow the ‘higher ups’ to distance themselves from the act of drug supply. The space between those who manage county lines operations and street level operatives allows senior figures to remain hidden from law enforcement. In contrast to more traditional models of drug distribution, county lines are notably different due to their utilisation of remote management and communications through mobile phones and the use of transient, often vulnerable, young people to carry out local distribution. These management structures ensure that the most visible and risky activities are commonly undertaken by vulnerable individuals. Moreover, the hierarchical and streamlined operations are highly efficient, adaptable and profitable for those in control. As the gangs move into new localities the competition for market share drives up levels of violence as their operations are consolidated (Harding 2023).
Mobile phones are key to the development and spread of county lines across the UK. So called ‘deal lines’ (dedicated mobile phone lines) allow senior figures in the county lines network to remotely coordinate supply, communicate with customers, and manage workforce compliance whilst maintaining anonymity (Spicer 2019). The larger police forces in the UK typically have specialist teams with the capability to decrypt the phones and download evidence of drug sales and signs of exploitation (Barbin et al. 2025). 
To date, research on county lines has been concentrated on responses to networks located in urban areas, where links between poverty, criminalisation and victimhood are well established (Coomber and Moyle 2018, Harding 2023). In contrast, rural, semi-rural and small-town contexts have received far less attention, despite evidence that they can present similar structural risk factors (Shucksmith  et al. 2023). It is important to note that county lines activity in such areas does not always involve permanent or ‘resident’ dealers; in some deeply rural places, drug supply may still require travel to nearby urban centres or be serviced through periodic visits, temporary ‘pop-up’ markets or monthly runs rather than continuous local presence.
Fawell et al. (2024, p. 286) argue, “the lack of investigation of the impact that rural resident locations can have on county lines victimisation warrants further research.” By foregrounding the perspectives of practitioners working in contrasting policing environments, the paper offers new empirical insight into the diversification of the UK drug market and the implications for enforcement, safeguarding, and multi-agency practice. Coomber et al. (2019) argue that drug-market policing can be largely symbolic, particularly where time-limited ‘crackdowns’ generate visible enforcement outcomes while failing to disrupt higher-level actors and the wider conditions that sustain drug-market activity. In the context of county lines, they appear to disrupt the networks but do not address the exploitation, coercion and local conditions that sustain drug markets.

Reframing ‘County Lines’ through Public Health Criminology
Public Health Criminology (PHC) is an interdisciplinary approach which utilises the underlying doctrines of public health alongside criminology to study social harms and crime. This article utilises this approach to interpret county lines and the associated issues of exploitation in relation to structural inequalities, increasing levels of poverty and uneven institutional capacity. In doing so, it moves away from the dominant lens of criminal justice and advocates for greater scrutiny of structural determinants, the development of trauma-informed practices, and increased recognition of exploitation rather than solely downstream enforcement. 
This framing of county lines builds upon established links between public health, crime and drug policy. Stevens (2011) demonstrates that drug policy cannot solely be understood as a criminal justice tool but should be integrated into the fields of political economy and public health. Furthermore, Spicer (2024) developed a framework on ‘cuckooing’ which detailed how exploitation in drug markets may be shaped and sustained through the interaction of housing policy, drug policy and social exclusion. This article builds upon existing contributions by using Public Health Criminology as an interpretive framework for understanding criminal exploitation as a form of drug market-related harm shaped by uneven policing and safeguarding capacity. PHC also underscores the importance of how problems are presented and asserts that the way an issue is presented shapes the policies formed to alleviate it (Macassa and McGrath 2024). While exploitation is at the core of policy concerns around county lines, the definitions of the phenomenon coalesce around the presence of exporting and importing areas, dedicated mobile phone or ‘deal’ lines, and the transportation of drugs (National County Lines Coordination Centre 2019; 2024). These elements of county lines are important, but they may obscure exploitation where it occurs and foregrounds the need for criminal justice responses to drug markets. Utilising a PHC approach to county lines can enable a shift in framing from county lines being a model of drug distribution to a matter where exploitation is given greater recognition and analytical attention.
The benefit of utilising a PHC approach to the study of county lines is that it links the exploitation associated with drug-markets to upstream factors which may exacerbate vulnerabilities and highlights the need to focus on prevention. However, PHC is not at odds with contemporary structures of criminal justice or safeguarding agency, as many criminal justice processes incorporate elements of safeguarding, including the National Referral Mechanism. Instead, the contribution of PHC is to raise the question of whether safeguarding apparatuses and processes are adequately resourced to intervene before exploitation reaches a point of crisis, and to focus attention upon prevention, harm-reduction and institutional capacity.
In this article, PHC is used as an interpretive framework for examining how practitioners and safeguarding professionals understand the relationships between exploitation, prevention, socioeconomic vulnerability, place-based inequality and institutional capacity. Rather than attributing causality to structural factors and the withdrawal of some public services, PHC highlights the role of structural factors, agency and coercion. However, if PHC is applied uncritically, it can risk presenting exploitation simply as an outcome of structural factors. Such a reading would understate how exploitative drug markets are actively organised through coercion, control, debt, violence, profit and constrained agency. We therefore use PHC not to replace criminal justice explanations with structural determinism, but to examine how harm is produced through the interaction of market practices, place-based inequality and uneven safeguarding capacity. In the context of this research, we use the term “criminal exploitation” to refer to the coercion, control or manipulation of individuals into participating in drug supply for the benefit of others.
Methodology – An Exploratory Qualitative Approach to Understanding County Lines Policing and Safeguarding
The wider project sought to answer the research question: how are vulnerable people involved in county lines understood and responded to by police and partner agencies? This article draws on the policing and professional data to examine how localised criminal exploitation within county lines and local drug markets is understood and responded to across different force areas.
Phase One of the study consisted of semi-structured interviews with Senior Police Officers from 44 of the 45 territorial police forces and other key partners, focusing on structural, procedural, and safeguarding challenges. Freedom of Information (FOI) requests were sent to 44 Police Forces, with a 91% response rate. The combination of the semi-structured interviews and the FOIs provided deep narrative data on the strategies around enforcement and safeguarding, as well as standardised data on safeguarding procedures and multi-agency partnerships. The interviews constituted the primary qualitative dataset, while FOI responses were used as contextual material.
Phase Two involved ‘rapid appraisals’ where the research team visited three anonymised police force areas to interview police officers, safeguarding professionals, commissioned services, drug service workers and other partner agency representatives, alongside observational fieldwork such as police ride-alongs. Across the three rapid appraisal sites, 17 people with lived experience (PWLE) participated, recruited through local support services, including directly exploited individuals and family members. The research team were supported by a charity (Revolving Doors) which facilitated an ‘experts by experience’ group who provided valued assistance on the research design, data collection, and analysis to ensure sensitivity and alignment with their lived realities. Further, after generating the key themes of the data, a co-analysis workshop helped validate findings and recommendations.
Table 1
	Participant/data category
	Phase
	Number

	Police/key person interviews across UK police forces
	Phase One
	50 interviewees

	Police and professional interviews across rapid appraisal sites
	Phase Two
	41 interviewees

	People with lived experience
	Phase Two
	17 interviewees

	Key national stakeholders
	Additional
	9 interviewees

	Total interviews
	
	117 interviewees




Data were inductively analysed to identify the primary and sub-themes, utilising the thematic approach recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis involved familiarisation with interview transcripts, followed by the generation of initial codes relating to policing practice, safeguarding, exploitation, local drug markets, vulnerability, partnership working and resource constraints. These codes were then reviewed and grouped into broader themes and sub-themes through an iterative process of comparison across police force areas, professional roles and local contexts. Emerging themes were refined through team discussions and, where relevant, through comparison with insights from the experts by experience group and co-analysis workshop. The analysis was inductive in the sense that initial codes and themes were developed through close engagement with the data, rather than being generated from a pre-existing PHC coding framework. PHC was introduced at a later interpretive stage to make sense of emergent themes concerning vulnerability, place, prevention, safeguarding, resource distribution and institutional capacity. In this way, PHC informed the conceptual interpretation of the findings, rather than determining the initial coding process. Ethical approval for the research was granted by the University of York (SPSW/S/22/11). Interviewees with lived experience of county lines each received a £30 cash honorarium, and support measures were in place for discussing traumatic topics.
To present the variations in the size and structure of police forces, this study developed a typology to categorise forces by the size and population composition. Each police force was categorised as small (<2,000 officers), medium (2,000–4,000 officers), or large (>4,000 officers). Furthermore, a rural-urban typology was created and applied using Local Authority District (LAD) characteristics within each force area. Police force areas were defined as ‘urban’ if over 75% of LADs were urban, ‘rural’ if over 60% were rural, and mixed for all other combinations. These classifications follow the Office for National Statistics (ONS) Rural–Urban Category for LADs, which designates areas based on population density and settlement size. This dual classification enabled analysis of how force capacity and geographic context shape approaches to county lines policing (see Tables 2 and 3).
This typology is useful to understand how areas respond to county lines, but it has limitations. Police forces are large and socioeconomically diverse; hence, this typology hides significant local-level variations within areas. Also, the LAD-level classifications (rural/urban) are similarly broad as to blur differences between remote rural, coastal, small-town and urban places. Coastal areas were treated as a cross-cutting place characteristic rather than a formal typology category because they may fall within rural, urban or mixed force areas and can combine seasonal economies, deprivation, transport connectivity, housing precarity and variable service capacity.
Table 2
	Dimension
	Category
	Criteria

	Force Size
	Small
	< 2,000 officers

	
	Medium
	2000–4,000 officers

	
	Large
	> 4,000 officers

	Rural–Urban Composition
	Urban
	≥ 75% of Local Authority Districts (LADs) classified as urban

	
	Rural
	≥ 60% of LADs classified as rural

	
	Mixed
	All other LAD distributions not meeting the Urban or Rural thresholds

	Overall Typology
	Dual Classification
	Combination of Size + Rural–Urban Type



Table 3
	Force size / geography
	Urban
	Rural
	Mixed
	Total

	Small
	6
	6
	16
	28

	Medium
	3
	1
	8
	12

	Large
	3
	0
	0
	3

	Total
	12
	7
	24
	43



Police Scotland and the Police Service of Northern Ireland are not included within this typology as the classifications are built upon Office of National Statistics categories for England and Wales. Therefore, the typology only applied to the 43 territorial forces of England and Wales.
The data provide insights from professionals working across policing and safeguarding. However, their narratives should be understood as perceptions and reflections on their work, rather than as evidence of causal linkages.
Findings 
The Police, partner agencies and NGOs understood the changing nature of criminal exploitation and its relationship to local drug markets. They show how geographic context, organisational capacity and structural disadvantage shape both the operation of county lines and the ability of agencies to respond.
Local Exploitation and the Adaptation of Drug Markets
Although young people have been involved in drug markets for many years, they were not defined as ‘county lines’ or deemed to be a form of criminal exploitation until recently. The advent of the ‘county lines’ and ‘CCE’ terminology has assisted the police in recognising and understanding harm. Nonetheless, it appears that locally based and subtle forms of exploitation that do not adhere to the well-established model of county lines are less understood. 
County lines has traditionally been used to characterise the transportation of drugs alongside the movement of exploited individuals from urban settings to coastal and rural areas. However, interviewees described a different reality, one in which exploitation, rather than geographical movement was the most significant factor. Put simply, coercion, debt bondage and asserting control over vulnerable people through mobile phone communications are not exclusive to urban drug operatives. 
Drug markets demonstrate remarkable adaptability (Baika and Campana 2020). In relation to county lines, adaptability appears to occur in the replication of exploitation across different geographies. The National County Lines Coordination Centre (NCLCC) recognises this shift and highlights the challenges smaller police forces face, noting a pressing need to “understand fully what this more localised model means for how children, in particular, are exploited, and work to prevent that happening” (NCLCC 2024, p. 8).
A Detective Sergeant from a small-rural force in England described the difficulty in distinguishing between external county lines gangs and local drug networks: “We do have many localised drugs lines... the further afield the drugs line is, the more likely that it is to involve exploitation of vulnerable people, but what we see with the localised drugs lines is that local people are still exploited.”  Both external and local operations use similar exploitative tactics, suggesting that the geographic model is shifting to an increasingly methodological model of exploitation. Similarly, a Detective Chief Inspector from a medium-rural police force noted: “We have local drug distribution networks and local drug dealers who aren't necessarily working for Merseyside nominals or Manchester nominals, so in the context of county lines our priority is less about who they are linked to and more about where harm and exploitation are visible.” A Detective Sergeant overseeing child safeguarding in a very rural area added, “It’s happening locally, but exactly the same methodology... but it’s local.” Numerous smaller (and non-urban) police forces spoke of observing county lines without the lines – referring to locally embedded organised crime gangs which have adopted exploitative practices without cross-boundary movement.
A Detective Chief Inspector in a small-rural police force believed that the recruitment and exploitation of vulnerable young people in non-urban areas is not new. They reflected that, “Our dealers have had [the same methods] for a long, long time... it’s still the exact same methodology.”  This statement also suggests that exploitation may indeed be far more ingrained and historical than previously thought, even if the scale, prominence, and recognition of these practices have varied over time.
In some areas, county lines gangs appear to utilise a hybrid model of urban style drug operations alongside local exploitation. Inevitably, this blurs the existing distinction between ‘imported’ county lines and ‘local’ drug activity. For example, in a large-mixed Police Force, a Detective Chief Inspector described how ostensibly local networks maintain ties to urban centres: “Some of those lines that look like they're quite local have actually got some links back to elsewhere... they just operate more on a local… base because that’s where they happen to live now.” This demonstrates how exploitation can simultaneously be locally embedded and connected to wider supply chains. Research by Harding (2020) argued that as county lines operations mature, they often strengthen their position in satellite or small towns while maintaining supply routes from urban centres.
[bookmark: _Hlk213092145]Child criminal exploitation occurring in small towns and semi-rural areas presents a very significant challenge for police officers as they typically do not have the commensurate level of training and experience in such issues as their urban counterparts. A Police Constable (small-urban Police Force) in a northern English town affected by county lines highlights a critical issue around awareness and recognition: “Are there lines operating locally? Yes, of course there are. There's probably a lot more lines locally than there is coming in from outside... We know that there's a lot of children being exploited much more subtly than that. I'm not sure officers are really up to speed around those types of exploitation in general.” In the same town a psychologist working alongside law enforcement described the subtlety of local networks: “Occasionally you’ll hear about young people tripping off to Manchester or jumping on a train to London... But not an awful lot of that. It seems to just be happening here.” 
One hypothesis is that recruiting vulnerable populations in non-urban areas may be a deliberate strategy to evade the police. A senior police officer in a medium-mixed Police force in England described changes in recent years: “It tends to be that the exporting area sends people down and then [local] children might be used within our area, because they show up less, because missing reports was always a big flag.” 
 A similar trend has been observed in a medium-mixed Police Force where a Detective Superintendent reported “We still get [drug lines] coming in from London... but actually, we have a lot of internal lines now, so lines that are created and are active solely within the (our) area.” These narratives attest that police across the UK encounter a dual dynamic of traditional export-style operations and locally embedded exploitation. 
Reflecting on the increasingly localised picture of child criminal exploitation a Detective Chief Inspector in a medium-mixed police force area commented that it questioned the meaning of ‘county lines’: “(is) county lines the most useful term? I don't know... if it’s a drugs line and it’s operating within, I guess, the methodology of a county line and there’s the risk there, I don’t think we should be caught out on the geography.” This narrative presents a wider view from participants that the term is too closely aligned with the movement of drugs rather than the exploitation which underpins the phenomenon. 
These accounts show that the operational visibility of exploitation is shaped by whether harm appears in a form that is legible within existing county lines frameworks. Where exploitation involves cross-boundary movement, missing episodes or links to recognised urban exporters, it is more readily understood as county lines. Where similar practices occur within local drug markets, however, they may be less visible or more difficult to categorise. This finding advances the article’s central argument by showing that localised exploitation does not sit outside the county lines problem; rather, it exposes the limits of defining drug-market exploitation primarily through movement and geography.
Resource Constraints and the Impact on Policing Effectiveness
Policing responses to exploitation in county lines are not only shaped by the complexity of drug markets, but also by resourcing issues which can hamper their ability to identify, and safeguard exploited children and young people. Interviewees spoke of how austerity, service withdrawal and growing social need have left the police as default responders to vulnerability (see Crawford 2024, Patriarca 2024). Interestingly, this issue was felt most amongst smaller rural and less well-resourced police forces where they experienced significant mismatches between capacity and demand. Whilst government investment in the police has led to an increase in the number of police officers, these newly recruited officers inevitably lack experience, and, in some cases, the training required to delineate the complexities of CCE and offending. (Williams and Sondhi, 2022). 
A crime analyst in a medium-rural Police Force on the coast of England explained: “We know what we need to do, but our ability to deliver it is going to be very much put under pressure by tightening the strings to the public purse and the pressure on people in these already difficult locations, which are the recruiting grounds for county lines, and the receiving market. We’re going to have more demand but less ability to service that demand and use the good practice that we know we want to. so, there’s just going to be dissonance… between everything that we want and what we’re able to achieve.”  Furthermore, a detective sergeant in a small-mixed Police Force highlighted how resource constraints limit their ability to respond effectively at critical moments during investigations: “We can’t deal with all county lines. At some point when you reach saturation point, that overspill is going to have to be dealt with by less experienced teams… that investigation, as soon as it’s dealt with on that day, then gets put to the back of the queue…”  
Smaller police forces are often hampered in comparison to their urban peers due to limited expertise and specialised units (like Child Exploitation Teams) which are usually concentrated in larger towns, leaving small towns and rural areas at a major disadvantage when attempting to address complex cases of criminal exploitation. An Intelligence Manager from a small-rural force explained: “We’re not a very well-funded force… so we really have to look at our spending and make sure it’s in the right places… We don’t have lots of spare officers to be able to say, ‘Oh, we’ll make a team up in this area.’” 
Funding around county lines and exploitation is available to smaller police forces, however, officers reported that such funding is typically short-term (around 12 months), extremely competitive and is difficult to translate into long-term strategies to combat county lines and the associated exploitation. One Detective Chief Inspector from a medium-mixed Police Force felt that the funding distribution model is highly competitive and overly bureaucratic: “We rely really heavily on Home Office funding for county lines, which we apply for through the NCLCC. That is basically a bidding system. We have to bid in and beg for what we think we need… I would like the divvying up of national money to be done analytically, not based on the story presented to what they’re going to do with it.” According to interviewees from smaller forces, the outcome of this competitive funding model tends to favour the larger police forces which already benefit from greater administrative and operational capacity, leaving them with limited resources to support their areas which experience higher levels of deprivation. 
The police recruitment drive to address the gaps caused by the austerity years has resulted in a numerically restored but often inexperienced workforce. Regarding this issue and its impacts on county lines and criminal exploitation investigations, a Detective Sergeant from a small-mixed force commented that “A less experienced team… won’t put in the same [effort], because they’re not going to have the knowledge there…” 
Outside of the police, local authorities (who have statutory responsibilities over child safeguarding) also reported being under-resourced and overstretched, affecting their ability to participate in multi-agency responses to exploitation. For example, one Detective Superintendent in a small-rural police force who stated that “the MASH (multi-agency safeguarding hub), at one point, was exclusively police staff… because it’s cheaper to have police staff than police officers.” Although police staff play a crucial role, the absence of trained officers in decision-making roles is a contested issue within policing, with some evidence suggesting it may compromise the quality of safeguarding decisions, while other research indicates that effective multi-agency collaboration can mitigate these challenges (Department for Education 2011). 
Another Detective Superintendent from a small-mixed force highlights the difficulties in ensuring effective multi-agency safeguarding: “We do have police officers [in the MASH], but… quite a few of them are retired officers… They then go in there and carry on policing, but from a decision perspective.” Collaboration with other agencies, a cornerstone of effective safeguarding and intervention, is also hindered by resource limitations in smaller police forces and local authorities. One Police Analyst from a medium-rural force articulated the strain on public services: “The obstacle is the resource, available time, the capacity of the system to do this work… If you’re taking money from one place in the public purse, it’s to give to somebody else. Somebody is going to suffer.” The outcome can be that the crucial role of multi-agency partnerships is commonly reduced to merely crisis management instead of preventing such issues occurring. 
It is important to note that perspectives around resource allocations from police officers must be understood in relation to their positionality. Some research has suggested that Police often frame ‘vulnerability’ to advocate for increased resources while simultaneously pursuing intensified enforcement (Brown et al. 2025). Others argue that the Police already receive significant public resources (Fleetwood and Lea 2020). Debates on police funding tend to focus on the national level rather than the disparities between forces. In the context of county lines, the larger and more urban forces typically have dedicated investigation and safeguarding teams with access to technology (such as phone downloads), whereas smaller forces are lacking in these areas. The resulting imbalance around how criminal exploitation cases are understood, identified and responded to constitutes a ‘centre-periphery’ dynamic where rural and small-town forces carry similar safeguarding responsibilities but with far fewer tools at their disposal.
In summary, the policing participants in this study suggested that years of underfunding and the uneven distribution of expertise result in many police forces being ill-equipped to combat increasingly sophisticated exploitation networks. This ‘Postcode Lottery’ undermines national efforts to disrupt county lines networks and to identify and safeguard victims consistently (Harding 2023). Furthermore, it is clear that any strategies to combat the county lines methodology should  be paired with interventions to address the structural and social vulnerabilities. 
These findings show that localised exploitation is not only a conceptual challenge, but also an institutional one. Smaller and less well-resourced forces may be expected to identify, investigate and safeguard against forms of exploitation that resemble county lines in method, but without the specialist capacity, analytical infrastructure or sustained funding available to larger urban forces. This matters because the recognition of exploitation is shaped not simply by the presence of harm, but by the organisational capacity to detect, name and respond to it. The uneven distribution of policing and safeguarding resources therefore risks producing uneven protection for exploited children and vulnerable adults.
Poverty and Place: Comparing Rural, Coastal, and Urban Contexts of Exploitation
It is worth noting that the driving forces of structural deprivation are not novel but must be considered in the context of historical processes. For example, a senior Police officer in a medium-mixed force stated that many market towns on the periphery of larger cities have “always had high levels of deprivation” with high unemployment and low educational attainment. In many large cities, these factors are well understood in urban areas and make young people vulnerable to exploitation by county lines gangs. 
Participants in the study commonly made comparison between the socioeconomic conditions in rural, semi-rural and coastal areas, and the urban areas more commonly associated with county lines, and influencing factors such as poverty, reduced spending on public services, and limited youth provision. In the view of a police officer, criminal activities are concentrated in deprived housing estates within a northern English town (in a medium-urban Police Force area): “Anywhere there's very, very cheap social housing... That’s where your cannabis farms are.” 
Economic fragility in coastal areas reliant upon seasonal tourism makes them attractive markets for drug gangs in terms of distribution and the recruitment of vulnerable young people. One Crime Analyst in a medium-rural police force explains, “It’s (county lines) an economic model. They will do it if they can get a foot in there.” This expresses how criminal networks may exploit existing economic disparities to establish and expand their operations. Interviewees from other coastal areas suggested that economic desperation constrains young peoples’ agency. A Detective Superintendent in a small-urban police force. referring to young people living on large coastal housing estates, presents a hypothetical contrast: “If you're… on a massive estate... if someone offers you the opportunity to… better yourself... Where's your choices?” 
A junior police officer in a medium-mixed force observes, “The cost-of-living crisis is going to be a massive push-pull factor for families and for exploited people... That goes with all vulnerability.” Another officer captures the experiences of impoverished families: “You’ve got children who literally have nothing... One of the families that I've seen, their sister is knocking on neighbours' doors asking for toilet roll.”  This reinforces the viewpoint that child criminal exploitation in county lines is linked to and shaped by socioeconomic conditions which are not confined to urban areas.
Interviewees attributed the rise of county lines exploitation in rural areas to systemic underinvestment in youth services, leaving young people without safe, affordable activities and increasing their vulnerability to exploitation. As one example, a Detective Inspector in a small-mixed police force noted that: “When I was growing up, there were youth clubs… Those things aren’t available now.” In some areas, the lack of social support intersects with prevailing structural challenges, including youth unemployment and poor educational outcomes in formerly industrial localities and market towns, forming ripe conditions for child criminal exploitation to occur. As one community worker in a deprived rural area in the North of England stated, the challenges associated with developing youth engagement strategies to combat county lines could seem impossible; ‘brilliant… but do you know what? It doesn't f****** matter because some of these people don't have shoes… think of it in those terms’. 
One youth worker from a seaside town in a medium-rural Police force linked cuts to youth provision to exacerbated vulnerabilities: “Youth centres have shut down... Money is a big problem, isn't it, for all of it.” However, a police officer in the same location noted how the erosion of state structures and educational provisions resulted in young people from “low-income housing, deprived areas” being unable to “fit the normal societal structures of school,” which the participant interpreted as a contributing factor in the increased vulnerability of young people to drug-market exploitation..
When the interviewees are asked whether county lines or child criminal exploitation were significant issues in their localities, the overwhelming majority outlined how the issue had evolved on a local level and attributed them to a wider social and economic decline. Furthermore, police officers, youth workers and safeguarding practitioners often began by reflecting on changes over time, often citing reductions in youth services, rising deprivation, and the visibility of young people becoming involved in drug supply. These reflections frequently prompted comparisons between their local towns, coastal areas or villages and the inner-city areas where county lines first emerged. Many interviewees felt that growing up in deprived rural areas with scarce education or employment opportunities is comparable to the urban environments where the county lines methodology first emerged (see Coomber and Moyle 2018). 
Taken together, these accounts do not provide direct causal evidence of why young people become involved in drug markets. Rather, they show how police officers, youth workers and safeguarding professionals interpret local exploitation through the intersecting conditions of poverty, service withdrawal, limited youth provision and place-based inequality. This is analytically important because these professional understandings shape how exploitation is recognised, prioritised and acted upon. The findings therefore support the use of PHC as an interpretive lens, while also requiring caution about the evidential limits of professional accounts when explaining the structural causes of child criminal exploitation. 

Discussion
The findings show how county lines and child criminal exploitation have become increasingly localised, subtle, and embedded within areas experiencing significant structural inequalities. Rather than being a novel phenomenon, our evidence suggests that child criminal exploitation and county lines have become increasingly visible, posing challenges for how harms associated with exploitative drug distribution models are identified, prioritised and responded to. 
The first contribution is conceptual. Localised exploitation exposes the limits of defining drug-market exploitation through a geographic lens. This is not to say that the term ‘county lines’  should be abolished as a label as it has an established presence within the public’s consciousness. Instead, this research builds upon existing critiques which highlight how the term is politically loaded (Koch 2026a; Spicer, 2025) by positioning the county lines issue as one of drug-market related exploitation, rather than the predominant model through which all forms of associated harms are recognised. 
The second contribution pertains to the capacity of the Police, partners and safeguarding agencies. We have shown that smaller police forces are expected to recognise, identify and respond to forms of exploitation that are commonly associated with County Lines, yet they lack the specialist skills, analytical tools and sustained resource capacity afforded to larger (and typically urban) police forces. Addressing this issue is crucial in developing a cohesive and national response to County Lines. If resourcing to combat county lines continues to be organised around the existing structures, smaller police forces will remain constrained in their duty to  protect vulnerable young people and vulnerable adults from drug-market associated exploitation. A new strategy which foregrounds exploitation over the transportation of drugs across police borders would enable a more equitable distribution of resources, expertise and tools in smaller, rural, semi-rural and coastal forces where drug-market exploitation may be locally embedded. These findings also have implications for national county lines strategy and the allocation of policing and safeguarding resources. Where funding and operational attention are organised primarily around exporter–importer relationships, urban source areas and cross-boundary movement, localised exploitation may be less visible in rural, semi-rural and coastal force areas. A more equitable approach would take account of local safeguarding demand, specialist investigative and digital capacity, and the ability of partner agencies to identify and respond to exploitation before it reaches crisis point.

The third contribution is theoretical. Utilising PHC as an interpretive framework shifts attention from post-harm enforcement towards prevention, place-based inequality, safeguarding capacity and the ability of policing and partner agencies to respond before exploitation reaches crisis point. 
Conclusion and Policy Implications
This article has utilised data from the first UK-wide study on county lines to show that exploitation can be subtle and occur within non-urban drug markets. The findings also reveal that exploitation can be local and does not necessarily involve vulnerable individuals travelling across borders. It is important to note that this article does not negate the importance of cross-border movements of exploited young people and drugs. Instead, it calls for the refinement of the term to place a greater emphasis on the central feature of exploitation as these findings indicate that movement alone is insufficient for identifying the full range of harms associated with drug-market exploitation. Such an approach may assist smaller police forces to effectively identify and dismantle local and external exploitative networks. This need is amplified by evidence suggesting that localised exploitation occurs under the radar. 
A PHC-informed approach is useful here as an interpretive lens, not as a claim that the data directly establish the structural causes of exploitation. Its value lies in connecting professional accounts of localised exploitation to prevention, service withdrawal, place-based inequality, safeguarding capacity and the need for more evenly distributed institutional support. Reconceptualising county lines with a greater focus on criminal exploitation may encourage greater consistency in the identification, safeguarding and prevention of harm across different local contexts.
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