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Child Criminal Exploitation – PCSC Bill 
 

 

Why is a statutory definition of child criminal exploitation necessary? 

Child criminal exploitation (CCE) takes a variety of forms but ultimately it is the grooming and 
exploitation of children into criminal activity. Across each form that CCE takes, the current reality is 
that children who are coerced into criminal activity are often treated as criminals by statutory 
agencies rather than as victims of exploitation. This is in part because safeguarding partners are 
working to different understandings of what constitutes criminal exploitation. Recently, CCE has 
become strongly associated with one specific model known as ‘county lines’, but it can also 
include children being forced to work in cannabis factories, being coerced into moving drugs (often 
forced to insert drugs in their vagina or anus in a practice known as ‘plugging’) or money across 
the country, forced to commit financial fraud, forced to shoplift or pickpocket.  
 

“When someone you trusted makes you commit crimes for their benefit” – Young 

person 
 
Evidence shows that a criminal justice led response to exploited children is not the most effective 
way of safeguarding and supporting a vulnerable child. Also, the lack of a shared understanding 
about what CCE is and the guises it can take also means that questions are not consistently 
asked when children are identified as being associated with criminal activity, either at the time of 
arrest or during court cases, where possible coercion of a child into criminal activity has taken 
place. Meaning children are often arrested for crimes they are being forced to commit whereas the 
adults who exploit them are often not investigated and brought to justice, remaining free to exploit 
other vulnerable children. 

Amendment NC17 – Child Criminal Exploitation  

“Amendment to the Modern Slavery Act 2015 
At end of section 3 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 (meaning of exploitation), add– 
 
Child criminal exploitation  
“(7) Another person or persons manipulate, deceive, coerce or control the person to undertake activity 
which constitutes a criminal offence where the person is under the age of 18.” 
 
Tabled by Sarah Champion MP 

https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/6vUtCLgYOhRgNxrhmWHlq/
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A statutory definition of CCE would send out a strong message that children who are forced to 
commit crime are victims rather than criminals. It would enable a shared understanding and a 
better multi-agency response to this form of exploitation; it could lead to professionals spotting the 
signs of this exploitation earlier on in the grooming cycle, children being safeguarded and 
supported earlier as well as a greater focus on disrupting the activity of those who groom children 
for child criminal exploitation.  
 
The amendment proposed above, creates a definition of CCE that would sit alongside other 
definitions of exploitation already in the Modern Slavery Act. The amendment does not define this 
form of exploitation too narrowly, as was the concern in the review of the MSA Act in 2018. The 
definition is broad in scope so it can be applicable to any emerging trends or new forms of child 
criminal exploitation. This would ensure that those experiencing CCE are safeguarded, supported 
and treated similarly to those experiencing child sexual exploitation for example, which is already 
outlined in the Modern Slavery Act.   
 
A statutory definition has now been recommended by HMICFRS1, Centre for Social Justice2, 
Crest3, The Children’s Society4 and many more experts within the sector. The PCSC Bill is the 
perfect opportunity to bring this forward, so that children being exploited now, can be more easily 
identified and supported. 
 
Scale of child criminal exploitation   
The true scale of child exploitation is not known, because many children who are being exploited 
or groomed fall through the cracks of statutory support and therefore are not identified in official 
statistics. The Children’s Commissioner estimated that at least 27,000 children are at high risk of 
gang exploitation5. Children in Need statistics (CiN), collected by children’s social services, are 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. The list of CiN factors below currently does 
not include CCE, however this has been introduced as a new assessment factor for the 2021-2022 
collection. 
  

CiN Factors6 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 National Referral Mechanism statistics (NRM). NRM 
is the statutory framework for identifying victims of modern slavery and human trafficking to ensure 
they receive necessary protection.  Whilst NRM data7 is often the tip of the iceberg, during 2020 a 
total of 4,946 children were referred to the NRM8, of them 2,544 due to concerns of criminal 
exploitation and 205 due to concerns of both criminal and sexual exploitation. This growing and 
distinct form of exploitation is now recognised under the NRM, and should now be reflected in 
statute as well. 

                                                     
1 https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/wp-content/uploads/both-sides-of-the-coin-police-nca-response-vulnerable-people-county-lines-
drug-offending.pdf 
2 https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/CSJJ8804-Unsafe-Children-210325-WEB.pdf 
3 https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_83c53411e21d4d40a79a6e0966ad7ea5.pdf 
4 https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/counting-lives 
5 https://cco-web.azureedge.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/cco-still-not-safe.pdf 
6 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/characteristics-of-children-in-need/2020 
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-referral-mechanism-statistics  
8 The age group at exploitation of an additional 580 cases was unknown. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-referral-mechanism-statistics
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Case Study – Serious Case Review for Child C9 
Child C10 was a vulnerable child, he lived in Nottingham where he was regularly (fixed term) excluded 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 the Youth Offending 
Team (YOT) that an older boy 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 the multi-agency 
safeguarding hub (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 another child, Child M, was also found at the same address in 
Bournemouth. After being found in Bournemouth, Child C had multiple safeguarding agencies involved in 
his life, but unfortunately he was later murdered in January 2019. 

 
The case study above clearly demonstrates that Child C was let down by multiple agencies 
involved in his care and the serious case review (SCR) gave clear recommendations for how all 
agencies can improve their response and care of vulnerable children. The SCR also noted that 
agencies didn’t unanimously confirm until very late into the cycle of exploitation that Child C was 
being criminally exploited. This is owing to a potential lack of understanding by all statutory 
agencies of what child criminal exploitation is and how vulnerabilities manifest in children. This is 
unfortunately a reoccurring pattern we see across the country. 
 

Who is being exploited? 
 
 Gangs or organised crime groups (OCGs) are widening their net and targeting children from a 

diverse range of backgrounds. 
 However, we know that current risk factors include family breakdown, poverty, children 

involved in local authority care, children with special educational needs and those attending 
pupil referral units.  

 
Our organisations want statutory services to recognise that these children have not “made a 
choice” to get involved in criminal activity – as criminals would want these children to believe. They 
have been groomed and coerced in the same way we have seen in children groomed for sexual 
exploitation, and should be treated as victims. The grooming processes does not start with a child 
couriering drugs, money or weapons; it often begins with being forced to commit lower-level 
crimes such as keeping watch during a drug deal. All young people being exploited lack the factual 
and contextual information necessary to make informed decisions due to the imbalance of power 
between the perpetrator and the child. The below graphic shows the stages of grooming. 

                                                     
9 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.  

 

 

https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/filetransfer/2020WalthamForestChildCOverview.pdf?filename=AA58F75CEDE68892A73FB681FE246B8371684F102152F0AA780A14959D3BCE5767137B3B2A935011CBAEC3068664FF681AA6D2524E357BAB96C006752CCD756759AD77BD1E389823A55CFAAE74B2EE64F46C611AD1724BE1AC50776136E3AAAFFECACF78E93274FF3EA03E8B78EB0EE96A33C159DFA13DC877EAD94FBD686924922CA8DF54E6FFDD11179209BD66D61E41252B91778CCB48FA889D7F&DataSetName=LIVEDATA
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The Children’s Society’s practitioners have found that the typical age of children being criminally 
exploited is from 14-17 years old, although we have seen victims as young as seven. Whilst this 
form of exploitation occurs most frequently amongst boys, there was evidence that girls were also 
being groomed to commit criminal offences and that this was being under-reported amongst 
statutory services.  
 

“Some of the girls that we work with will see that as a way out of being sexually 
exploited so then they’ll be criminally exploited instead.” – Practitioner 

 
Practitioners state that the ethnicity of exploited children they work with reflects local 
demographics. Those with a learning disability can be perceived as easier to exert power over and 
thus easier to control. Significant research has already documented the experiences of children 
with SEN in relation to child sexual exploitation, we believe these same factors are mirrored within 
criminal exploitation and county lines. 
 
It is important to note that exploitation does not suddenly stop when someone turns 18. Whilst 
vulnerability is often more associated with children, it should not lead to the assumption that those 
over 18 have agency and cannot also be manipulated, coerced and controlled to undertake 
criminal activity. Whilst the proposed amendment to this Bill focuses on children, work also needs 
to be undertaken to embed transitional safeguarding across multi-agency partners, so that the 
vulnerability of young people aged 18 – 25 is recognised. 
 

Are criminals being arrested for this form of exploitation?  
 
Youth justice data11 shows that in 2019/20, 6,87412 children were arrested for 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. 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.  

Children in trouble with the law are often extremely vulnerable, and their involvement in the 

criminal justice system may be the result of the failure of other, welfare-based services to identify 

and appropriately and effectively respond to their needs. Contact with the youth justice system 

should therefore be minimised – once in contact with the system around 40% will go on to 

reoffend. 

 

                                                     
11 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/youth-justice-statistics-2019-to-2020 
12 This excludes Greater Manchester who could not supply data 
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There  is  no  definition  of  child  criminal  exploitation  for  criminal  law  purposes.  Perpetrators 
who are exploiting children criminally, for example through the County Lines model of criminal 
exploitation, may be prosecuted under Modern Slavery Act 2015 for slavery, servitude and forced 
and compulsory labour offences and trafficking for the purposes of exploitation offence. A recent 
response to a Written Parliamentary Question on the number of Modern Slavery Act offences 
flagged as child abuse13 is as follows14:  

 
Whilst many criminals exploiting children for criminal purposes will go on to be arrested and 
charged for standalone offences such as Supply of a Class A substance, we are of the belief that 
they should also be held accountable for the harm and damage they have caused to children’s 
lives. It is abundantly clear that there is a disparity between the number of children being criminally 
exploited and the number of perpetrators of criminal exploitation being charged under the Modern 
Slavery Act.  
 
This definition would be the start of improving the child protection and criminal justice response to 
this form of exploitation. Both the National Referral Mechanism and children’s social care 
assessments have recently introduced child criminal exploitation as categories of exploitation in 
their own right. It is now high time this is reflected in legislation to ensure there is universal 
understanding and support available for this form of exploitation across the country.  
 

We therefore urge Parliamentarians to support Amendment NC17 to the Police, Crime, 

Sentencing and Courts Bill tabled by Sarah Champion MP. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information please contact Hannah Small, Acting Senior Public Affairs Officer for                       

The Children’s Society on Hannah.Small@childrenssociety.org.uk  

                                                     
13 The CPS definition of child abuse covers any case where the victim was under 18 years of age at the time of the offence and includes allegations 

or crimes perpetrated by both adults and under 18s. 
14 WPQ109379 There is no indication of the number of individual defendants prosecuted for these offences or the final outcome of the prosecution 
proceeding or if the charged offence was the substantive charge at the time of finalisation. 
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