
International Expert Round Table: Understanding the Linkages between (Labour) Exploitation, 

Migration and Human Trafficking, organised by the Regional Implementation Initiative on Preventing 

& Combating Human Trafficking, Vienna, September 2021 

County Lines and Non-Punishment 
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County lines is the crime of using people to distribute illegal drugs from bigger metropolitan centres 

to smaller and more distant places. This appears now to be an extensive practice, prevalent 

throughout the UK. The distributors may be acting voluntarily or under duress. 

For example, in early September, police, acting on information they had obtained, arrested three 

men as they got off the train in Aberystwyth in Wales, having made the three-hour train journey 

from Birmingham. They were found to be in possession of drugs with a street value of tens of 

thousands of pounds, with the aim of selling them in Aberystwyth, which has a population of around 

20,000, including university students. 

The human trafficking aspect of this is that it appears that, in some cases, the (mostly young and 

British) people who are delivering the drugs may well have been trafficked and compelled by threat 

and/or force to deliver the drugs. The issue then arises as to what extent they are actually culpable 

for their involvement in this crime. 

In my view, we do no need law to address this. There is plenty of hard law and soft law on human 

trafficking, and that includes the non-punishment principle, which is that people should not be 

penalised for unlawful acts they have been compelled to commit in the course, or as a consequence, 

of having been trafficked. The principle is recognised in Article 26 of the Council of Europe 

Convention in Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, as well as in Article 8 of the EU’s anti-

trafficking Directive. 

The non-punishment principle does not mean that trafficked people should be immune from 

prosecution. Rather, it requires that the relevant authorities, be they police or prosecutors, take 

account of all of the individual’s circumstances in making a decision whether to proceed against that 

person. To the extent that the trafficked person was compelled to do the act, they should not be 

held accountable. 

This can be difficult to apply in the real world: 

• First, if the individual has not been identified as having been trafficked (and they will not 

necessarily self-identify), then they will be treated as a ‘normal’ suspect, with all that that 

entails. 

• Second, there is a lack of agreement about how far the principle should extend. Practice is 

very variable. Would it be applied to a trafficked person who had stabbed the trafficker to 

death in order to escape? 

• Third, some genuine criminals may pretend to have been trafficked in order to benefit from 

the non-punishment principle. Of course, their true colours may eventually be revealed, but 

in the meantime, a lot of money and other resources will have been wasted on them. 

The application and scope of the non-punishment principle is very variable in European 

countries, as is awareness of it, as I have seen form eight years of country monitoring as a 

member of GRETA. In some countries, it is incorporated in national Law; in others, it is applied in 



practice and as a matter of policy. In some countries, it is rarely applied at all, whatever the law 

might say. 

In the case of county lines drug trafficking, the very real challenge is to identify who is a willing 

distributor of drugs, and who is being forced to do it. In the case of the latter, the assessment 

then has to be made about the extent and nature of that compulsion, and the extent to which 

therefore the suspect is not responsible.  

In the UK, the non-punishment principle is contained in s.45 of the Modern Slavery Act. 

However, there is an extensive list of offences that are explicitly excluded from being covered by 

the principle, although trafficking of drugs is not one of them. The assessment of the true extent 

of  culpability of people who gave been trafficked requires careful analysis and calculation in 

each case, but it is unlikely that this actually happens. 


