Know How: County Lines and Cuckooing
What are county lines? 
County lines refer to drug networks where organised crime groups use phone lines and local routes to move drugs from cities into smaller towns and rural areas. These groups often exploit vulnerable people (including those facing challenges such as poor mental health, addiction or unstable housing) by pressuring them to transport drugs (‘drug running’) or by taking over their homes to use as a base (‘cuckooing’). This can place individuals and families in significant risk and distress within local communities.
What is cuckooing? 
Cuckooing is when criminals take over someone's home to use it as a base for crime. The victim's home may be used for dealing drugs, storing weapons, sex work or other illegal activities. The perpetrators often target individuals with drug or alcohol addictions, those with learning disabilities or mental health barriers, elderly or isolated individuals or people living in poverty or with financial difficulties. 
What might this look like in my parish? 
Children, young people, and vulnerable adults who become involved in county lines activity or are victims of cuckooing are often acting under coercion, intimidation or exploitation. Behaviours that may appear to be offending, such as carrying drugs or having their home taken over and used by others, are frequently the result of pressure, fear or grooming. Safeguarding responses should focus on protection, safety and support rather than blame or criminalisation.
County Lines 
Changes in behaviour or attendance 
Unexplained money, clothing or gifts 
Travel to unfamiliar places 
Presence of unfamiliar adults around the parish 
Multiple phones or SIM cards 
Use of church buildings for exploitation 
Cuckooing 
Change in a person’s behaviour or routine 
Signs of property takeover (damage, mess or stolen possessions, noise complaints, antisocial behaviour) 
Financial or material exploitation 
Decline in physical or emotional wellbeing 
How do I respond? 
Addressing county lines and cuckooing involvement requires an appropriate safeguarding and multiagency response. Individuals should not seek to manage these issues independently but must follow ‘Reporting Safeguarding Concerns and Allegations’ and 'Responding Well to Victims and Survivors of Abuse' and contact the Police in an emergency or where there is immediate risk or danger. 
Further information and guidance 
NCLCC - County Lines Awareness Video
Criminal exploitation and gangs | NSPCC

