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Disrupting child exploitation  
A proposal for legislative change  
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Taking firm action against child sexual and criminal exploitation has been a commitment of successive 
governments and is a priority for the current Home Secretary, as recently confirmed with the new Tackling 
Sexual Abuse strategy.1  

The focus over the past couple of years has been on building the capacity of the police and the National 
Crime Agency to deal with all forms of child abuse and exploitation and specifically to disrupt county lines 
drug operations through which children are criminally exploited. Whilst the Government has made strides in 
its understanding of trafficking and exploitation through the introduction of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 and 
the creation of the National County Lines Coordination Centre, the scale of children being exploited criminally 
and/or sexually remains stubbornly high and the scale of perpetrators being charged and prosecuted for 
exploitation of children remains disappointingly low.  

In addition, there are shared concerns among professionals that many children are offered interventions too 
late, when they are already trapped in exploitative situations, with little action taken early on against the 
perpetrators when children are being groomed and coerced into relationships that will lead to exploitation. 
This is particularly true for children exploited criminally.  

This briefing explores the scale of child sexual and criminal exploitation and the scale of prosecution for these 
horrible crimes. It examines tools at the disposal of the police to disrupt exploitation and proposes how current 
legislative framework can be strengthened and gaps addressed to protect children and deal with exploiters 
more effectively.  

Children being exploited by individuals or groups for criminal or sexual purposes is a complex issue. Whilst 
there are many examples of police and social care doing all they can to keep children safe, there are still 
many gaps in responses. The underlying causes of children’s vulnerability to exploitation, such as poverty 
and inequality, lack of support services for children in need and their families, undeniably need to be 
addressed to effectively reduce the scale of exploitation. Training and support for professionals working with 
children who are groomed and exploited is also needed, including on how to use the already available tools.   

Yet, child sexual and criminal exploitation requires a coordinated multiagency response, underpinned by 
shared understanding of the issues and approaches to take to deal with them. The legislative framework has 
an important role to play in fostering the shared understanding among staff in police, social care, voluntary 
agencies, CPS and general public of what child criminal and sexual exploitation is and how children are 
coerced into these horrible situations and enabling a joint up response.  

The Children’s Society proposes that:  

1. Legislative changes are needed to recognise coercion and control of children for the purposes 
of exploitation as a separate offence to enable the multiagency and law enforcement response 
to coercion and control of children, before the exploitation is embedded in child’s life. It should 
come with an administrative notice and court order to help agencies act swiftly and consistently built 
evidence for further law enforcement or criminal justice action if early disruption of grooming 
behaviours is unsuccessful and where coercion progresses into exploitation.   

2. Separately we propose that child criminal exploitation should be defined in the law to enable 
shared understanding and response to this type of modern slavery of children.  

  

                                                      
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/tackling-child-sexual-abuse-strategy 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/tackling-child-sexual-abuse-strategy
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Does the current legislative framework protect children from all forms of child 
exploitation? 
 
In order for safeguarding agencies to protect children they must first share a common understanding of risks 
and harms to children, including shared understanding of child exploitation in all of its different forms. 
Exploitation is a complex set of relationships and behaviours. It cannot be thought of as a single event. 
Children may be experiencing criminal and sexual exploitation at the same time, or separately, over a short 
or, more often, over a long period of time.  It has a challenging set of drivers and a diverse range of models. 
Its effects on the lives and life chances of victims are significant. There is no single definition of child 
exploitation in legislation or guidance. Instead, it is defined separately as child sexual and child criminal 
exploitation.  
 
Child sexual exploitation (CSE) 
Child sexual exploitation is a form of child sexual abuse. For safeguarding purposes the statutory guidance 
Working together to safeguard children says ‘Child sexual exploitation occurs where an individual or group 
takes advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under 
the age of 18 into sexual activity (a) in exchange for something the victim needs or wants, and/or (b) for the 
financial advantage or increased status of the perpetrator or facilitator. The victim may have been sexually 
exploited even if the sexual activity appears consensual. Child sexual exploitation does not always involve 
physical contact; it can also occur through the use of technology. 
  
For criminal law purposes child sexual exploitation is defined narrowly by S47 of the Sexual Offences Act 
2003 (SOA2003) as ‘paying for sexual services of a child under 18’ and more broadly in the Modern Slavery 
Act 2015 (MSA2015). MSA 2015 defines the sexual exploitation as something done to or in respect of the 
person which involves the commission of an offence section 1(1)(a) of the Protection of Children Act 1978 
(indecent photographs of children), or Part 1 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003, which covers a range of sexual 
offences against adults and children.  
 
Child criminal exploitation (CCE) 
For safeguarding purposes the statutory guidance Working together to safeguard children defines child 
criminal exploitation in the following way:  ‘As set out in the Serious Violence Strategy, published by the Home 
Office, where an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce, control, manipulate 
or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18 into any criminal activity (a) in exchange for something 
the victim needs or wants, and/or (b) for the financial or other advantage of the perpetrator or facilitator and/or 
(c) through violence or the threat of violence. The victim may have been criminally exploited even if the activity 
appears consensual. Child criminal exploitation does not always involve physical contact; it can also occur 
through the use of technology.’ 
 
There is no definition of child criminal exploitation for criminal law purposes. Instead, individuals who are 
exploiting children criminally, for example through the County Lines model of criminal exploitation, may be 
prosecuted under MSA2015 for slavery, servitude and forced and compulsory labour offences and trafficking 
for the purposes of exploitation offence, in these cases exploitation means Slavery, servitude and forced or 
compulsory labour, Sexual exploitation, Removal of organs etc, Securing services etc by force, threats or 
deception and Securing services etc from children and vulnerable persons.  

Differences in the definitions of child criminal and child sexual exploitation for safeguarding purposes, which 
govern the response of social care and safeguarding agencies, and the definition of CCE and CSE for law 
enforcement purposes, which governs the response of the police and criminal justice agencies, inevitably 
create a range of interpretations and a plethora of responses to child victims of CSE and CCE as well as 
disruption actions against the perpetrators.  

The legislative framework also contributes to how children are seen and treated, whether children are treated 
as victims and safeguarded or whether they are seen as being complicit in their exploitation, ‘making choices’ 
and treated as offenders.  
 
As a result of changes in legislation in 2015, the statute book is clear that children who experience sexual 
exploitation are victims and not ‘child prostitutes’. This change in legislation has driven a change in attitudes 
towards children and ensured safeguarding rather than law enforcement response to them. This is not the 
case yet with children who are exploited criminally.  
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The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel’s report on the review of 21 cases of children coming to harm 
as a result of CCE notes: ‘The safeguarding system is facing organised criminal businesses that are skilled 
at identifying and entrapping children in their activities. Their business model depends on the exploitation of 
children, using coercion, control and manipulation to push them into criminal activity.2 
 

Case Study – Serious Case Review by Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board – Child C May 
20203 

Child C was a vulnerable child, he lived in Nottingham where he was regularly suspended from school and 
eventually home schooled. His family noted he regularly ran away from home. In January 2018 his mother 
said she was threatened by an ‘older youth’ who said Child C had money for them – the incident was reported 
to Nottinghamshire Police but the Police have no record of this. In January Child C was arrested by Police in 
possession of an air gun, knife and cannabis – he later informed YOT that an older boys had given him these. 
YOT team worked with Child C on a programme designed to highlight dangers of carrying weapons, the 
incident was reported to MASH but no further action was taken because of YOT involvement. Child C moved 
to Waltham Forest in April 2018. 

In October 2018, Child C was arrested in Bournemouth in a cuckoo flat. There was significant evidence of 
drug use and sales being made in the flat. Child C was found to be in personal possession of 39 wraps of 
crack cocaine – Child C was arrested for possession of Class A with intent to supply. This was a pivotal 
moment in providing support to Child C. For the first time the authorities in Waltham Forest had been 
presented with completely unequivocal evidence that Child C was being criminally exploited. Three weeks 
after the incident involving Child C., Child M. was also found at the same address in Bournemouth. From that 
point Child C had lots of multi-agency involvement and a further conviction for carrying an offensive weapon 
– he was later murdered in January 2019.  

Child C was clearly let down by multiple agencies involved in his care and the SCR gave clear 
recommendations for how all agencies can improve their response and care of vulnerable children. It is also 
noted within the SCR that agencies didn’t unanimously confirmed until very late into the cycle of exploitation 
that Child C was being criminally exploited. This is owning to a potential lack of understanding by all statutory 
agencies of what child criminal exploitation is. 

Many children who are criminally exploited are seen as offenders, rather than victims of crime. Youth justice 
data shows that in 2019/20 6,874 children were arrested for drug offences, 4,728 had proven drug offences. 
There were 1,402 children who were first time entrants to the youth justice system due to drug offences and 
2,063 due to weapon offences, both issues often associated with criminal exploitation through the county 
lines model. Many of the first time entrants into the justice system are aged 10 to 12 and 13 to 14. Worryingly, 
possession of weapons offences and drug offences have seen the biggest percentage point increase in 
recent years in data on first time entrants into the youth justice system. For many children, this marks the 
beginning of a long journey through the criminal justice system as around 40% of them reoffend. 
 
The lack of a statutory definition of CCE is identified in our research as one of the barriers to effective 
responses to children4, this has also been identified by HMICFRS.5  
 
Despite evidence that a criminal justice led response to criminally exploited children is not providing the 
solution, a lack of shared understanding about what child criminal exploitation is and the guises it can take 
means that questions are not consistently asked at the time of arrest or in the court case of the possible 
coercion of a child into criminal activity, and those who exploit children remain free to target more children 
for exploitation for criminal activity. 
 

                                                      
2https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/870035/Safeguarding_children_at_risk_from_cri
minal_exploitation_review.pdf  
3 Serious Case Review by Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board – This summary of the Serious Case Review does not capture the ‘full 
picture’ of the child’s life nor agency involvement. The extract is to highlight missed opportunities/ good practice in disrupting child exploitation. 
4 https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/counting-lives-report.pdf 
5 https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/wp-content/uploads/both-sides-of-the-coin-police-nca-response-vulnerable-people-county-lines-
drug-offending.pdf  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/870035/Safeguarding_children_at_risk_from_criminal_exploitation_review.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/870035/Safeguarding_children_at_risk_from_criminal_exploitation_review.pdf
https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/filetransfer/2020WalthamForestChildCOverview.pdf?filename=AA58F75CEDE68892A73FB681FE246B8371684F102152F0AA780A14959D3BCE5767137B3B2A935011CBAEC3068664FF681AA6D2524E357BAB96C006752CCD756759AD77BD1E389823A55CFAAE74B2EE64F46C611AD1724BE1AC50776136E3AAAFFECACF78E93274FF3EA03E8B78EB0EE96A33C159DFA13DC877EAD94FBD686924922CA8DF54E6FFDD11179209BD66D61E41252B91778CCB48FA889D7F&DataSetName=LIVEDATA
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/counting-lives-report.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/wp-content/uploads/both-sides-of-the-coin-police-nca-response-vulnerable-people-county-lines-drug-offending.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/wp-content/uploads/both-sides-of-the-coin-police-nca-response-vulnerable-people-county-lines-drug-offending.pdf
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While there are many examples of emerging good practice in response to child criminal exploitation, some 
highlighted in our Counting Lives report6, from our research and practice we know that there is a postcode 
lottery in identification and recognition of child victims of criminal exploitation, driven by different level of 
understanding of the issue in different areas, and differences in how agencies work together to support 
children at ‘reachable’, ‘teachable’ moments such as at the point of school exclusion, arrest or when concerns 
are first raised about child’s behaviour or connections. NRM data discussed further indicates that child 
criminal exploitation is growing and is a distinct type of exploitation, with the additional CCE category 
introduced in NRM data from October 2019.   
 
Safeguarding agencies cannot protect children from all forms of harm if there are not universally agreed 
definitions of different types of harm that children are experiencing.  
 

Recommendation 1 
 
The Children’s Society is advocating for the introduction of a single statutory definition of 
child criminal exploitation in primary legislation that would be used across law enforcement 
and safeguarding agencies to aid identification and response to children under the age of 18 
who are used and exploited by criminal networks or individuals to undertake acts that 
constitute criminal offence. The aim of a definition should be to reflect that children can be 
exploited for any criminal offence, including in county lines drug dealing or shoplifting or for 
financial fraud purposes. 
 
 

Are perpetrators of child exploitation prosecuted effectively under the current 
framework?  
 

Whilst there is a lack of statutory definition of criminal exploitation, overall the legislative framework is very 
clear that any crimes against children, including crimes of modern slavery and exploitation are abhorrent and 
will result in law enforcement actions against the perpetrators. Yet comparing the scale of child sexual and 
criminal exploitation to the scale of prosecutions of individuals perpetrating these heinous crimes against 
children indicate that not many child exploitation offences result in effective action against the perpetrators.  

Scale of child exploitation  
The true scale of child exploitation is not known, many children who are being exploited or groomed fall 
through the cracks of statutory support and therefore are not identified in official statistics.  
 
Children in Need statistics, collected by children’s social services, is a helpful starting point to understand the 
number of children at risk of exploitation or being exploited. CiN figures highlight that many assessments of 
needs of children referred to social services due to concerns about harm they may be experiencing are due 
to factors strongly associated with child criminal or sexual exploitation. 
 

CiN Factors7 2019 2020 

Child sexual exploitation 18,720  18,700  

Gangs 10,960  14,700  

Going missing 15,740  18,200  

Trafficking 2,490  3,010  

 
Another set of useful numbers is provided by the National Referral Mechanism stats (NRM). NRM is the 
statutory framework for identifying victims of modern slavery and human trafficking to ensure they receive 
necessary protection.  

                                                      
6 https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/counting-lives  
7 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/fast-track/0247c828-2398-4d34-8b98-08d884b70554  

https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/counting-lives
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/fast-track/0247c828-2398-4d34-8b98-08d884b70554
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From 1 October 2019 to 31 September 2020 a total of 5,115 children were referred to NRM, of them 2,550 
due to concerns of criminal exploitation, 477 due to sexual exploitation, 191 due to a combination of sexual 
and criminal exploitation. Majority of child referrals to NRM where there is a combination of different types of 
exploitation include either criminal or sexual exploitation or both in combination with other types such as 
labour, domestic servitude etc.8 , Whilst the NRM is now over ten years old and the numbers above may 
appear high, The Children’s Society still find statutory agencies around the country are not aware of the 
system as many professionals are not adequately trained or supported to identify signs of exploitation, 
understand the statutory guidance on modern slavery and refer into the NRM and appropriate support 
services.  

The Modern Slavery Police Transformation Unit reports that criminal exploitation was the primary type of 
slavery in 370 police operations in April 2019, an increase of 1956% from April 2017 where there were only 
18 operations9. An increase in the number of operations where child victims were identified was reported 
alongside that increase. County lines activity and child criminal exploitation is affecting communities the 
length and breadth of the country, and as previously states the true scale of how many children are affected 
has still to be established. 

Police recorded crime data provides another useful reference point for the scale of crime committed against 
children. Unfortunately, the data is reported on the number of certain offences recorded by police and not on 
the number of victims affected or their ages. Yet, where specific offences are only relevant to child victims, 
like ‘abuse of children through sexual exploitation’ or sexual grooming it helps with understanding the scale.  
 
Police recorded crime data from 1 April 2019 to 31 March 2020 show that 1005 offences of abuse of children 
for sexual exploitation were recorded. This number needs to be considered in conjunction with the scale of 
other sexual offences against children.  
 
The recently publish Child Sexual Abuse strategy states: ‘Over 83,000 child sexual abuse offences (including 
obscene publications) were recorded by police in the year ending March 2020, an increase of approximately 
267% since 2013.  Due to the way this data is collected, and different sexual offences defined, these figures 
do not capture certain sexual offences committed against 16 and 17-year-olds, such as rape, as well as 
sexual assault committed against children over the age of 13’.10 Our analysis below of the data on police 
recorded sexual offences from 1 April 2019 to 31 March 2020 shows that these two categories of sexual 
offences make the biggest groups of sexual offences reported to police. Therefore indicating that the true 
scale of recorded sexual offences against children is much higher.   
 
All sexual offences11  162.955 

Abuse of children through sexual exploitation  1,005 

Sexual grooming  6,296 

Rape of female child under 16 7,262 

Rape of a female child under 13 5,118 

Rape of a male child under 13 2,293 

Rape of a male child under 16 996 

Sexual activity involving a child under 13 9,558 

Sexual activity involving a child under 16 14,842 

Sexual assault on a female child under 13 9,690 

Sexual assault on a male child under 13 3,783 

Sexual assault on a female aged 13 and over  39,110 

Sexual assault on  a male aged 13 and over 6,253 

Trafficking for sexual exploitation  0 

Rape of a female aged 16 and over  39,090 

Rape of a male aged 16 and over 2,662 

Abuse of position of trust of a sexual nature 339 

                                                      
8 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-referral-mechanism-statistics  
9 https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/counting-lives-report.pdf  
10 As reported in the Tackling child sexual abuse strategy.   
11 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-recorded-crime-open-data-tables 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-referral-mechanism-statistics
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/counting-lives-report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-recorded-crime-open-data-tables
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Unnatural sexual offences 43 

Sexual activity etc with a person with a mental disorder 270 

Rape of a Male - Multiple Undefined Offenders 191 

Rape of a Female - Multiple Undefined Offenders 1,244 

Causing sexual activity without consent 877 

Incest or familial sexual offences 907 

Exposure and voyeurism 10,777 

Other miscellaneous sexual offences 349 

 
ONS reported that in a year ending March 2020 number of crimes flagged by police forces in England and 
Wales (excluding GMP) as child sexual abuse was 61,837 and (as a subset) child sexual exploitation was 
12, 56912, a number higher than those recorded as in the table above.  
 
Police recorded crimes from 1 April 2019 to 31 March 2020 show 8,309 modern slavery offences, some of 
which were likely committed against children.  
 
Scale of prosecutions against perpetrators child exploitation 
It is not possible to make the direct connection between the numbers above indicating the scale of child 
abuse and exploitation and the scale of the law enforcement against perpetrators of these crimes. Yet attrition 
rates for sexual and criminal abuse and exploitation remain high.  
 
A recent response to a Written Parliamentary Question13 on how many charges there have been for child 
sexual exploitation offences through the Sexual Offences Act 2003 (under Sections 10 (causing or inciting a 
child to engage in sexual activity), 14 (arranging or facilitating commission of a child sex offence and 47-50 
(child exploitation related offences) 14 is as follows: 

 Sexual 
Offences 
Act 2003 - 
10 

Sexual 
Offences 
Act 2003 - 
14 

Sexual 
Offences 
Act 2003 - 
47 

Sexual 
Offences 
Act 2003 - 
48 

Sexual 
Offences 
Act 2003 - 
49 

Sexual 
Offences 
Act 2003 -  
50 

2015-16 1556 163 79 277 11 11 

2016-17 2020 190 38 263 15 67 

2017-18 1978 184 57 191 7 28 

2018-19 1240 100 48 160 7 7 

2019-20 977 277 33 72 0 4 

  Source: CPS Management Information System 
 
Despite the suspected high number of children exploited and/or targeted for child criminal exploitation the 
number of charges and prosecutions remains very low as well. A recent response to a Written Parliamentary 
Question15 on the number of Modern Slavery Act offences flagged as child abuse is as follows: 

 Modern Slavery Act 2015 - 1 Modern Slavery Act - 2  

2015-16 0 1 

2016-17 0 21 

2017-18 0 26 

2018-19 3 5 

2019-20 0 30 

   Source: CPS Management Information System 

The charges reported above are crimes related to child sexual and criminal exploitation. We know that some 
cases where children are exploited over a period of time, it may be difficult to obtain evidence of what was 
happening and instead charges against perpetrators are made for separate counts of rape or sexual assault. 

                                                      
12https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/datasets/crimeinenglandandwalesotherrelatedtables  
13 WPQ 126890 
14 Section 10 makes it an offence for a person aged 18 or over intentionally to cause or incite a child aged under 16 to engage in sexual activity. 
Section 14 makes it an offence for a person intentionally to arrange or facilitate any action which will involve an offence under any of sections 9 - 13 
being committed against a child. Section 47 – 50 provides a number of child exploitation offences including paying for the sexual services of a child 
and controlling a child in relation to sexual exploitation. 
15 WPQ 109379 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/datasets/crimeinenglandandwalesotherrelatedtables
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But even when these prosecutions are taken into account the numbers remain low. The Tackling Child Sexual 
Abuse strategy reports ‘that 5,116 charges for child sex offences (excluding indecent images of children) and 
3,135 charges for obscene publications offences (a proxy for indecent images of children) in the year ending 
March 2020. The total number of prosecutions and convictions for all child sexual abuse offences have fallen 
from a high in 2016. In the year ending December 2019, around 3,700 defendants were prosecuted for 
contact child sex offences and of those, around 2,700 were convicted. Conviction rates are higher for indecent 
images of children offences than contact offences: In the same period, around 2,700 defendants were 
prosecuted for indecent images of children offences and, of those, nearly 2,500 were convicted’ 

In some cases exploiters are put behind bars but for offences other than sexual offences or modern slavery 
offences. They may be prosecuted for drug or firearms offences as it is difficult to build evidence for court 
cases focused on sexual or criminal exploitation. While this helps with disrupting exploitation for a period of 
time they do not have to register as sex offenders or abide by any sexual harm prevention orders or modern 
slavery and trafficking prevention orders on release and may continue target children for further exploitation. 
Unfortunately, there is no data on the number of cases that result in alternative prosecutions but anecdotal 
evidence from our practice and media reporting on recent county lines cases indicate that this is happening. 

Case Study – County Lines Operation by Lancashire Police 202016 

Zain Khan 21, and his brother Junaid 20, of Burnley, Lancashire, forced 12 children as young as 14 to push 
drugs on the streets often just after they had finished school and were still in their uniforms. The pair both of 
Burnley, Lancashire, were each jailed for 11 and a half years after admitting conspiracy to supply heroin 
and crack cocaine. Seven other members of their gang were locked away for a total of 37 years.   
A spokesperson for Lancashire police said: 'What makes this case particularly abhorrent is that the gang 
not only knew they were using children to pedal their drugs, but they recruited them because of their age 
and vulnerability and the fact they were easy to exploit. 

 

Case Study – 19 people charged for county lines operation17  
A criminal network that organised the transportation of drugs from Merseyside into Powys has been 
sentenced to more than 100 years of imprisonment at Swansea Crown Court. 
Substantial quantities of heroin and crack cocaine estimated to have a potential street value of over £1.1 
million were brought from Liverpool to properties in Llandrindod Wells and Newtown where the drugs would 
then be dealt to users. The gang used cars and the rail network to vary how the drugs were brought in to 
Powys, sometimes hiding the packages internally.  When a new shipment was arriving, they would “bulk text” 
drug users in the Powys area informing them what drugs were available to purchase. None were prosecuted 
for Modern Slavery Offences or offences against children. 

 

Case Study – County Lines Drug Gang Convicted18 
Eighteen members of a gang who ran a county lines drugs operation stretching from north Wales and 
Merseyside as far as Anglesey, Cornwall and Scotland have been sentenced for drug offences. The 
Merseyside-based operation facilitated the supply and distribution of heroin and cocaine mainly in the 
Deeside area, using their Liverpool and Manchester connections. Drugs valued in excess of £2 million were 
sold over a twenty-month period. The case built by the CPS used ANPR and mobile phone data along with 
covert surveillance to piece together evidence showing the scope and sophistication of the criminal 
enterprise. None of the 18 members of the gang were prosecuted for offences under the Modern Slavery Act 
or any offences against children.  

The Government needs to examine why the number of prosecutions remain so low for crimes involving sexual 
abuse against children, including CSE and for modern slavery offences. Evidential difficulty resulting from 
victims not being able to support investigation and participate in court case is one of the key issues. Many 
cases rely on the child’s disclosure and child giving evidence in courts, making them to relive trauma and 
having to prove that their stories are true. In cases of child abuse and exploitation children as young as 13 
need to deal sometimes with the defendants claiming that they ‘reasonably’ believed that they child was over 
the age of 16 or in case of child victims aged 16 and 17 that they did not consent to sexual activity if they 
were aged 16 and 17 at the time of offences. Across the spectrum of criminal and sexual offences looked at 

                                                      
16  Reported in https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8773525/Drugs-lord-21-jailed-11-years-forcing-child-slaves-peddle-2M-crack-cocaine.html 
17 https://www.cps.gov.uk/cymruwales/news/nineteen-people-imprisoned-county-lines-drugs-conspiracy December 2019 
18 https://www.cps.gov.uk/cymruwales/news/nationwide-organised-crime-gang-sentenced - Jan 2020 

https://www.cps.gov.uk/cymruwales/news/nineteen-people-imprisoned-county-lines-drugs-conspiracy
https://www.cps.gov.uk/cymruwales/news/nationwide-organised-crime-gang-sentenced
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by courts children also have to live with a fear of repercussion from their exploiters, their family or friends in 
community.   

That in balance of power, coercion and control that exploiters apply to trap children in exploitative situations 
that is recognised in safeguarding definitions of child criminal and sexual exploitation is not stipulated in 
criminal low in the context of criminal and sexual exploitation.  

It is also important to note that law enforcement actions against the perpetrators of child criminal and sexual 
exploitation are mostly focussed at the point when crimes against children have been committed rather than 
at earlier stages when the perpetrator is first starting to exert control over a child as part of a grooming 
process.  

Does the current legislative framework disrupt all forms of child exploitation 
early enough in its cycle? 
 
It’s clear, despite not knowing the full scale of child criminal and sexual exploitation, disrupting and 
prosecuting perpetrators for these crimes is extremely challenging. There is a need for an offence that would 
allow police action against the perpetrator when they groom or target children for exploitation, on the evidence 
that comes from multiagency safeguarding structures and/or parents and carers who are close to a child.  
 
There are known patterns of behaviour that lead to a child being exploited. They include but are not limited 
to: a child being given drugs or alcohol not just to ensure control at the time sexual offence is committed but 
over the time to ensure dependency, lower inhibitions etc., threats of violence, debt bondage. It often starts 
with the perpetrator grooming a child with promises of something material, a relationship, status, threats 
against a child or someone close to them, manipulation of a child’s feelings or a child’s understanding of what 
is permitted or ‘normal’, to ensure that the child complies with demands of the perpetrator, isolating a child 
from their family and friendship network.  
 
Coercive and controlling behaviour is already recognised as an offence in the context of domestic abuse in 
intimate and family relationships under Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act 2015. The Domestic Abuse Bill 
currently going through parliament also lists coercive and controlling behaviour as a form of domestic abuse 
alongside physical abuse, economic abuse, and emotional abuse. The statutory guidance on coercive and 
controlling behaviour defines controlling behaviour as: a range of acts designed to make a person subordinate 
and/or dependent by isolating them from sources of support, exploiting their resources and capacities for 
personal gain, depriving them of the means needed for independence, resistance and escape and regulating 
their everyday behaviour; and Coercive behaviour as an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, humiliation 
and intimidation or other abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten their victim. Whilst that provision may 
apply to children, particularly those aged 16 and 17 as they are covered by the statutory definition of domestic 
abuse, coercion and control of children occurs outside intimate and family behaviours and spans a range of 
behaviours that are not covered by legislation or not covered consistently in relation to children of all ages.  

The lack of recognition of behaviours that are coercive and controlling in relation to a child in the context of 
exploitation has implications for both child protection response and for criminal justice response. In child 
protection the response it often means that agencies feel powerless to intervene early unless the child 
discloses abuse or there is evidence of trafficking, online grooming or where a child goes missing and is 
harboured by an individual – all provided for in relevant legislation. Available tools do not apply consistently 
to children of different ages with children aged 16 and 17, for example not being covered by the provisions 
in Child Abduction Warning Notices (CAWN) or for the purposes of the online grooming offence. Other 
available tools such as Sexual Risk Orders or Modern Slavery and Trafficking Risk Orders require higher 
level evidence of proof, have lengthy process before they are put in place which can result in a child remaining 
in exploitative situation for longer or allows grooming to escalate into abuse. The plethora of orders available 
also makes it difficult to navigate the already complicated legal systems for professionals on the ground who 
form part of multiagency response to children. Having one clear definition of coercion and control of children 
and disruption tools that go with it can enable the shared approach and understanding of issues.   
 
Below are examples of actions and behaviour that perpetrators of child criminal and sexual exploitation often 
deploy before and during exploitation to entice children into or to control children during the period of time 
when exploitation happens. Parents and professionals are often able to spot the signs of such behaviours 
towards the child but undertaking actions against perpetrators by police forces and statutory agencies is not 
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happening consistently or at all and, evidence that can be used against the perpetrator of abuse if grooming 
escalates into exploitation, is not recorded.  

Online Grooming 
The research highlights that grooming for CCE does not necessarily involve physical contact, but rather can 
occur through online ‘remote mothering and online collateral’ on smart phones and social media as well as 
through popular culture, eg. music “Remote mothering” is explained as ‘the ability to monitor where someone 
is, what they are doing, and who they are with at all times via locations tags, GPS tracking, pictures and video 
calling’ and ‘online collateral” as  use of ‘incriminating images, videos, screen shots of messages, and voice 
notes to ensure compliance, especially among subordinate gang members and girls. 1920  

Children under the age of 18 are often contacted through online gaming platforms or social media platforms 
by perpetrators. During the first and second wave of the Covid 19 pandemic The Children’s Society’s 
practitioners reported a notable increase in CCE perpetrators grooming children through social media sites 
and gaming sites.  

In the context of CCE, young people are often contacted by individuals or in a group context with ‘promotional 
material’ about lifestyles they could lead and advantages of ‘working’ within a gang. Children are then asked 
to do ‘jobs’ in exchange for money or status with this new group. 

Example from – ‘Going Viral’ and ‘Going Country’ research  

The research found evidence that older gang members were grooming younger boys for participation in 
instrumental gang activities, initiating contact then outsourcing tasks and errands via social media that got 
progressively more difficult or risky. During their focus groups, for example, young people showed WhatsApp 
instant message that invited recipients to ‘call if you want to make some money,’ connected to an image of a 
pile of cash. Calling the number listed ‘links you up with someone who will help you start shotting (selling 
drugs)’, explained one boy (Male, 13, Group 12). Obviously, the gang already knew the recipient(s) because 
they had his or her telephone number, but in light of the ‘quasi-celebrity’ status gang members occupied in 
the community, the excitement young people felt in receiving an invite such as this was palpable. The 
researchers found similar messages and memes on Twitter and even a profile picture on YouTube that 
doubled as an advertisement for making ‘quick and easy money’ from drug dealing. Gangs monitor online 
spaces much like physical territory, for instance, ensuring taunts or acts of disrespect are responded to 
without losing face. 

 

Current legislative provisions around online grooming Gaps 

 Current legislation recognises grooming of children under 16 for 
offences under the Sexual Offences Act 2003 (S14 and 16 of SOA 
2003 about arranging to meet a child for sexual purposes)  

 section 76 of the Serious Crime Act 2015 recognises coercive and  
controlling behaviour in intimate or family relationships (online 
behaviour is not specifically mentioned but evidence from messages 
and online behaviour has been used in some court cases) 

 section 67 of the Serious Crime Act 2015 recognises sexual 
communication with a child under the age of 16 as an offence  

 Children aged 16 and 17 
not covered by the 
legislation above 

 No specific provisions 
recognising online 
grooming for criminal 
exploitation  

 

 

Supply of substances over time to coerce children into exploitation  
It is well known that children are often supplied alcohol and substances over a period of time to coerce 
children into exploitation and to exert control over them. There were 14,485 young people in contact with 
alcohol and drug services between April 2018 and March 2019.21 Overall, 4% of the young people who 
entered treatment reported child sexual exploitation. Of those who reported CSE, 10% of girls were under 14 

                                                      
19 Turner, A., Belcher, L., Pona, I. 2019. Counting lives. Responding to children who are criminally exploited. London: The Children’s Society 
20 Storrod, M. & Densley, J. 2017. ‘Going viral’ and ‘Going country’: The expressive and instrumental activities of street gangs on social media. 
Journal of Youth Studies 20: 677–696. 
21 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/substance-misuse-treatment-for-young-people-statistics-2018-to-2019/young-peoples-substance-misuse-treatment-statistics-2018-

to-2019-report#sexual-exploitation 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/substance-misuse-treatment-for-young-people-statistics-2018-to-2019/young-peoples-substance-misuse-treatment-statistics-2018-to-2019-report#sexual-exploitation
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/substance-misuse-treatment-for-young-people-statistics-2018-to-2019/young-peoples-substance-misuse-treatment-statistics-2018-to-2019-report#sexual-exploitation
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years old compared with 13% of boys. These numbers only represent the tip of the iceberg as many children 
who are using substances and who are exploited are not receiving help from specialist services and will not 
be captured by official statistics.  

These substances are often promoted as part of ‘being’ an adult and used to lower the child’s inhibition over 
time. This often makes children feel ‘indebted’ to their abuser and leads them to believe that they need to 
‘repay’ their abuser with some ‘favours’ of a sexual or criminal nature. Substances are often used to exert 
emotional control over a child as well.  

The Children’s Society work with children across England that are supplied with substances and exploited. 
Some of the examples shared previously in our briefings:  

 A young person targeted by older drug dealers from early teens 12 to start delivering and selling drugs 
for them, because her parents were using drugs 

 A young person in unregulated accommodation given drugs and alcohol by older residents in the 
same accommodation initially to ‘party together’ and over time when she became dependent on 
substances was being trafficked to houses to be exploited by others in exchange for substances. 

 A young person in supported accommodation was encouraged to take drugs and to get involved in 
shoplifting in order to fund her drug habit 

These examples are also documented in court cases and Serious Case Reviews.  

 Case Study – Oxford grooming gang convicted 

Members of a grooming gang who sexually abused girls in Oxford in the late 1990s and early 2000s jailed. 
Naim Khan, 41, Raheem Ahmed, 42, and Mohammed Nazir, 44, targeted teenagers in Oxford, offering 
them drugs and alcohol, and demanding they perform sexual acts in return. 

They exploited one of their victims over a number of years, taking her to parks, car parks and houses in 
Oxford where she was abused by the defendants and other men, sometimes in exchange for money. The 
CPS were quoted saying: “Working with Thames Valley Police, we built a strong case to prove this was 
sexual exploitation, where the victims had their freedom to make choices taken away, and were in no 
position to give consent to the sexual activity that took place.” 

 

Extracts from – Serious Case Review East Sussex – Child M22 

Child M died of a drug overdose at the age of 17, it was reported within the SCR that the young person was 
supplied with drugs by an older male from the age of 13 and sexual exploitation was suspected. From the 
report it was stated: ‘The parents state that a number of professionals from the local substance misuse service 
who worked with Child M described they had contact with several young people who knew and referred to 
the same drug suppliers. The parents realised in hindsight that in Child M’s case and others there is a risk 
that other exploitative behaviour may attach itself to the supply of drugs to vulnerable young people. The 
SCR does not have the mandate or the resources to investigate this issue further and it might be that this is 
well known and that the police and other agencies have strategies in place to address it. However, it ought 
to be a concern and possibly the subject of further research and requires a more concerted multi-agency 
harm reduction strategy. 

The law in relation to sexual offences reflects assumptions about the growing maturity of adolescents. Any 
sexual activity with young children is by definition abusive and illegal because of the age and assumed 
immaturity of the child. Definitions of sexual offences are closely related to the age of the victim. Sexual 
activity between an adult and a child, even if an older adolescent, such as Child M will only lead to a criminal 
prosecution, even when there are suspicions of exploitation or lack of consent, if there is a complaint and a 
willingness on the part of the child to provide evidence to support the prosecution. Whatever the individual 
factors driving Child M’s substance misuse, it was facilitated by the apparent ready availability of drugs in the 
community in which she grew up which her family and professionals involved were not able to combat. Child 

                                                      
22https://www.esscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/SCR-Child-M-Overview-Report-FINAL-November-2016.pdf - This summary of the Serious Case Review does not capture the ‘full 

picture’ of the child’s life nor agency involvement. The extract is to highlight missed opportunities/ good practice in disrupting child exploitation. 

https://www.esscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/SCR-Child-M-Overview-Report-FINAL-November-2016.pdf
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M met Mr C at about the age of 13 and he is believed to have supplied her with drugs from that point. Her 
attachment to him and to drugs overlapped and mutually reinforced one another.’ 

Current legislative provisions around drugs and alcohol Gaps 

 Supply of drugs is illegal. Possession - s.5(1) of the Misuse 
of Drugs Act 1971 Possession with intent to supply - s.5(3) 
of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 are the main offences 
dealing with this. There is an aggravating factor of supplying 
to under 18, but this is applied once the person was found 
guilty of the offence, hence when the offence was 
committed.  

 Selling of alcohol to under 18 is banned under the Licencing 
Act. 16 and 17 year olds are allowed to have an alcoholic 
drink bought for them by an adult as part of a meal in pubs 
and restraint but there is no legislation addressing the issue 
of supply of alcohol to a child outside the age brackets and 
the context above.  

 There have been cases of prosecutions for death caused by 
drug overdose.  

 In cases of sexual offences it is recognised that consent 
cannot be given if the victim was heavily under the influence 
of substances at the time the offence happened.  

 A Sexual Risk Order (as amended in SOA 2003) may be 
made in respect of any individual who has: Done an act of a 
sexual nature, and As a result of which, there is reasonable 
cause to believe that it is necessary to make an order to 
protect the public from harm. ‘Act of sexual nature’ is not 
defined in legislation but the guidance on the S2 of SOA 
2003 identifies that giving drugs and alcohol in some context 
may be seen as such an act.  

 Not clear in terms of application in 
CCE grooming and coercion 

 No provision around supply of 
alcohol to children outside 
licenced vendors 

 High evidential level of proof in 
case of SROs  

 

 

Targeting young people with learning disabilities  
The Children’s Society have seen a worrying link between children with learning disabilities and their risk of 
being exploited.  Some examples from direct work shared in earlier briefings include:  

 A looked after child we work with has learning difficulties known for being taken out of his local area 
and trafficked for criminal exploitation. He goes missing regularly from his placement.  

 A young person had severe learning difficulties. He has an older brother who is heavily involved in 
criminality and the family home was ‘rushed’ by men with knives and guns. The young person was 
trafficked for drug purposes.  

 Another young person has been made to believe he is an autonomous drug dealer with a certain level 
of power and status. However, he is being taken out of borough and trafficked for criminal exploitation. 
Was attacked while out of area.  
 

Current legislative provisions around targeting of young people 
with learning difficulties 

Gaps 

 SOA 2003 has provision for sexual offences against a person 
with mental disorder impeding choice and inducements to person 
with mental disorder in cases the person lacks the capacity to 
choose whether to agree to the touching (whether because he 
lacks sufficient understanding of the nature or reasonably 
foreseeable consequences of what is being done, or for any 
other reason), or (b)he is unable to communicate such a choice 
to A. 

 Modern Slavery Act 2015 in Section 3 includes the meaning of 
exploitation: Securing services etc from children and vulnerable 

 Child Criminal Exploitation is 
not defined in the Modern 
Slavery Act or in statute 
elsewhere 

 Threshold for mental disorder 
is quite high and many 
children we work do not have 
a diagnosed learning difficulty 
due to gaps in identification 
and assessments 
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persons (6) Another person uses or attempts to use the person 
for a purpose within paragraph (a), (b) or (c) of subsection (5), 
having chosen him or her for that purpose on the grounds that— 
(a) he or she is a child, is mentally or physically ill or disabled, or 
has a family relationship with a particular person, and (b) an 
adult, or a person without the illness, disability, or family 
relationship, would be likely to refuse to be used for that purpose. 

 Fluctuating ability to consent 
is not recognised (eg. where 
a person’s capacity to 
consent is impacted in certain 
situations as a result of 
previous trauma) 

 

Using intimidation to exploit children 
Intimidation and threats against children or their families is a known reality of how children are controlled for 
the purposes of exploitation. Professionals interviewed for our Counting Lives report shared the following:  

‘In terms of the coercion and the manipulation, it’s very much a grooming model in terms of 
the level of violence and fear that they’ll perpetrate towards them. It will mean that they 
can't get out. They isolate individuals; they prevent them from accessing appointments, 
accessing education, even from their families. They will threaten the child’s family, they 
then start grooming the younger siblings or there have been threats of rape towards female 
siblings of the children that they’re exploiting.’ Area 3  

 ‘So it might the young person was threatened with a knife or a firearm, or the family are 
threatened or they might brick the windows of the family home. Young people have 
reported adults who are exploiting them might be particularly violent to another adult in 
front of a child so the child knows what that person’s capable of – that’s all part of the fear 
and the control.’ Area 6 

Other examples of intimidation shared by professionals working directly with young people include:  

 Instances of a child being filmed whilst being humiliated, beaten, crying. The child is then trafficked 
for criminal exploitation to ‘help’ the child gain back respect and status.   

 Young people are often forced and intimated into inserting drugs into their anus ‘plugging’, as form of 
sexual humiliation. Again this can be filmed. This practice has been known by safeguarding agencies 
for some time and it still disputed as to whether ‘plugging’ is a sexual offence or not. 
 

Current legislative provisions for using intimidation  Gaps 

 Sharing of sexual images is defined as a crime  Non sexual images of 
intimidation 

 ‘Plugging’ is not seen as a form 
of abuse 

 

Coercion through financial debt 
In our interviews with professionals for Counting Lives report about the experiences they were hearing about 
from young people, one story consistently appeared. When on the periphery of the criminal group, they may 
be asked to carry or hold something of value – as a sign of trust. At this point, the young person will be robbed 
or jumped and unable to pay or give the item back, placing them in debt with the perpetrator. Unbeknown to 
the young person these robberies are often contrived by the criminal groups as a way of debt bondage.  

 Financial debt is also closely associated with drug use of a child or someone close to them.  

 Young people were placed in a hostel being targeted by people who sell them drugs. In some 
instances perpetrators lent them money to buy drugs and then required them to repay their debt 
with interest. Those young people who could not pay were forced into criminal behaviour or street 
begging to repay the debt. 
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Current legislative provisions for coercion through financial 
debt 

Gaps 

 Financial coercion is recognised under the Domestic 
Abuse legislation currently going through Parliament  

 

 The Domestic Abuse 
legislation is limited to 
‘intimate’ and family 
relationships and unable to 
be used in cases of child 
criminal exploitation.  

 

Encouraging a child to go missing 
There is currently no single system to record and share information about children who go missing is in place. 
As a result, vital information that is important to make a risk assessment when a child is reported missing is 
not always available. In addition, children who go missing across borders, between different police forces, 
would not be automatically identified as missing when they come to the attention of the local police. This 
makes building a bigger picture of children who run away or go missing, the harm they experience when 
missing, and the individuals who pose risk to them, tricky. 

Going missing is an indicator of exploitation in many cases.  

Case Study – Serious Case Review by Sheffield Safeguarding Children Board23 - Archie  

We know that much of Archie’s contact with professionals related to his association with older people. In 
January 2017, aged 13, he was in company with three other males. The group stopped another young male 
and engaged him in conversation before threatening him with a knife and stealing his neck chain. In 
February 2017, whilst reported as ‘missing’ from home he was caught by police running from the scene of a 
burglary. He had committed the offence at 6.00am while in the company of a 20-year-old male. When he 
was searched by police he was found with a quantity of cannabis. In May 2017 he was stopped while in the 
company of an 18-year old male and a 17-year-old female. Whilst the police submitted a child referral to 
Children’s Social Care in relation to the 17-year-old girl they did not do so in respect of Archie, who was 
only 14 years old, perhaps an indication of agencies not always recognising the risks of exploitation with 
teenage boys. 

The police twice served ‘abduction notices’ on older associates of Archie, which was good practice. However, 
the officers realised these would be difficult to enforce, given his reluctance to stay away from his older 
associates and his mother’s apparent lack of control over him. The abduction notices needed to be part of a 
wider concerted effort to safeguard him. In summary there were indicators that he was being exploited. His 
involvement became more entrenched, placing him at greater risk of harm.  

Current legislative provisions for deal with individuals 
encouraging children to go missing 

Gaps 

 Child Abduction Warning Notices that are related to S2 of 
the Child Abduction Act 1984 and S49 of the Children 
Act 1989 

 CPS guidance24 recognises the importance of CAWN as 
evidence building tool Children placing themselves at risk 
of harm - Child Abduction Warnings 

 CAWNs cannot be used for 
children aged 16 and 17 who are 
not on full care orders  

 CAWNs are administrative notices 
and non-compliance with CAWNs 
does not normally lead to any 
other action again perpetrator.  

 CAWNs only relate to a child 
going missing  

 

                                                      
23https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/filetransfer/2020SheffieldArchieOverview.pdf?CookieCheck=44210.6937170602&filename=AA58F75CEDE68892A73FB681FE246
B8371684F102152F0AA780A14959D3BCE5767137B3B2A935011CBAEC3068664FF681AA6D2524E357BAB96C006752CCD756759AD77BD1E389823A55CFAAE74B2EE64F46C611AD1724
BE1AC50776136E3AAAFFECACF78E9367DF62CAE368352E03DFE7A2FEB54F9BB3CF94EF5D94AE5716835E2A93A9ECA2B57DF046001AE78535FA79F4857C42E5D2FAB&DataSetName=L
IVEDATA - This summary of the Serious Case Review does not capture the ‘full picture’ of the child’s life nor agency involvement. The extract is to highlight missed 

opportunities/ good practice in disrupting child exploitation.  
24 https://www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/child-abuse-non-sexual-prosecution-guidance  

https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/filetransfer/2020SheffieldArchieOverview.pdf?CookieCheck=44210.6937170602&filename=AA58F75CEDE68892A73FB681FE246B8371684F102152F0AA780A14959D3BCE5767137B3B2A935011CBAEC3068664FF681AA6D2524E357BAB96C006752CCD756759AD77BD1E389823A55CFAAE74B2EE64F46C611AD1724BE1AC50776136E3AAAFFECACF78E9367DF62CAE368352E03DFE7A2FEB54F9BB3CF94EF5D94AE5716835E2A93A9ECA2B57DF046001AE78535FA79F4857C42E5D2FAB&DataSetName=LIVEDATA
https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/filetransfer/2020SheffieldArchieOverview.pdf?CookieCheck=44210.6937170602&filename=AA58F75CEDE68892A73FB681FE246B8371684F102152F0AA780A14959D3BCE5767137B3B2A935011CBAEC3068664FF681AA6D2524E357BAB96C006752CCD756759AD77BD1E389823A55CFAAE74B2EE64F46C611AD1724BE1AC50776136E3AAAFFECACF78E9367DF62CAE368352E03DFE7A2FEB54F9BB3CF94EF5D94AE5716835E2A93A9ECA2B57DF046001AE78535FA79F4857C42E5D2FAB&DataSetName=LIVEDATA
https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/filetransfer/2020SheffieldArchieOverview.pdf?CookieCheck=44210.6937170602&filename=AA58F75CEDE68892A73FB681FE246B8371684F102152F0AA780A14959D3BCE5767137B3B2A935011CBAEC3068664FF681AA6D2524E357BAB96C006752CCD756759AD77BD1E389823A55CFAAE74B2EE64F46C611AD1724BE1AC50776136E3AAAFFECACF78E9367DF62CAE368352E03DFE7A2FEB54F9BB3CF94EF5D94AE5716835E2A93A9ECA2B57DF046001AE78535FA79F4857C42E5D2FAB&DataSetName=LIVEDATA
https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/filetransfer/2020SheffieldArchieOverview.pdf?CookieCheck=44210.6937170602&filename=AA58F75CEDE68892A73FB681FE246B8371684F102152F0AA780A14959D3BCE5767137B3B2A935011CBAEC3068664FF681AA6D2524E357BAB96C006752CCD756759AD77BD1E389823A55CFAAE74B2EE64F46C611AD1724BE1AC50776136E3AAAFFECACF78E9367DF62CAE368352E03DFE7A2FEB54F9BB3CF94EF5D94AE5716835E2A93A9ECA2B57DF046001AE78535FA79F4857C42E5D2FAB&DataSetName=LIVEDATA
https://www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/child-abuse-non-sexual-prosecution-guidance
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Case study from a Children’s Society Service  

Kelly, aged 15, was frequently going missing and found in a house of Jeff, aged 28, who she believed to be 
in relationships with. Jeff was known to police for drug related offences and was suspected to be involved in 
facilitating child sexual exploitation. It was feared that Jeff was grooming Kelly for sexual exploitation. 
Following Kelly’s missing episode, police issued Jeff with a Child Abduction Warning Notice, which not only 
stated that Jeff was not allowed to harbour Kelly during missing episodes but also informed him of her age. 
That was used as evidence in court and prevented Jeff claiming in his defence that he thought Kelly was over 
the age of 16.  

Changes proposed  

Examples above demonstrate challenges that police and social care and other safeguarding agencies face 
in disruption of grooming behaviours towards children for the purposes of exploitation. Whilst there are 
disruption tools available such as Sexual Risk Orders or Slavery and Trafficking Risk Orders we know that 
they are not used frequently due to difficulty in building evidence for courts to grant them, lack of awareness 
about them. They are useful tools that can stop exploitation getting worse, but not speedy enough to intervene 
at first signs of coercive and controlling behaviour towards child. 

Despite this, there are many local authorities, police forces and safeguarding partnerships that are doing their 
best to safeguard children and disrupt criminal activity. Many safeguarding agencies are using innovative 
ways to better protect children from the seemingly ever-adapting methods of perpetrators of child exploitation. 
We believe the Government must now take stoke, and assess whether frontline professionals have the most 
effective disruption tools at their disposal. 

We believe therefore that there is a need for coercion and control of children that often accompanies criminal 
or sexual exploitation, to be recognised as an offence in its own right, similarly to the offence of trafficking 
and similarly to the offence of coercive and controlling behaviour in intimate and family relationships in the 
context of domestic abuse. The creation of such an offence will send a clear message that coercion and 
control of children in order to exploit them is a serious matter that will receive a serious and consistent 
response.  

Recommendation 2 
 
We therefore propose the introduction of a new offence of ‘coercive and controlling 
behaviour in relation to a child for exploitation purposes’. This would build on the successful 
concept of coercive and controlling behaviour between people aged 16+ in the context of 
domestic violence, which was established in recognition that domestic abuse is not just a 
string of one off incidents but a lived context of abusive and exploitative behaviour.  

This offence would enable law enforcement to disrupt exploitation sooner within its cycle 
and in cases of child criminal exploitation through county lines, enable the police to arrest 
criminals based on the harm they have caused to the child as well as the distribution of illegal 
substances. 

Recommendation 3 

We believe that the new offence of coercive and controlling behaviour in relation to a child 
should come with arrange of tools that multiagency safeguarding partners can use to warn 
perpetrators that their behaviour is illegal and to help them build evidence either for 
prosecutions for coercive and controlling behaviour itself or to help with prosecution for 
other offences related to child abuse and exploitation.  The tools may include:   Coercion and 
Control of a Child Disruption Notices, administrative notices similar to CAWNs that police 
can issue where there is emerging evidence of behaviours but not yet strong evidence for 
charges. Non-compliance with administrative notices and evidence of non-compliance could 
help with application to courts for Coercion and Control of a Child Disruption Order, breach 
of which can result in legal action against the perpetrator.  
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Introduction of a new suite of notices and orders related to child exploitation would allow 
earlier intervention from police and safeguarding agencies and prevention of cases 
escalating to more serious offences, building evidence for court prosecutions and prevent 
reliance on child victims’ disclosure and can apply in the context of criminal and sexual 
exploitation This will make it easier to prosecute on the evidence from safeguarding agencies 
rather than relying on children giving evidence in courts and will make it more difficult for 
perpetrators to claim in courts that they did not know they were dealing with a child, or that 
a child consented to criminal or sexual activity, particularly in cases of 16 and 17 year olds 
who are sexually exploited. 

Ultimately, we believe this administrative order and new offence will become a tool to disrupt grooming 
behaviour in relation to a child before sexual or modern slavery offences happen.  

This policy briefing is the start of a conversation with critical stakeholders on whether the legislative 
framework to tackle child exploitation is fit for purpose and how it can be improved. The Children’s Society 
wants to engage with partners to understand the challenges they encounter when safeguarding children, 
intervening early and taking disruption action against those who groom and exploit children.  All frontline 
professionals are working to the same goal – to keep children safe. These proposals outlined above could 
become an effective tool in making it happen and we would welcome working with all partners to further 
develop them and make them real. 


