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MUSIC 

 

CONNOLLY: Today, the number of children and young people in the 

care system is at its highest in more than three decades.  And now new figures about the 

levels of police involvement in children’s homes raise worrying concerns about the welfare 

of the young people who live in them.  Are Britain’s looked-after children being 

criminalised?   

  

CORRIGAN: We’d set off the fire alarm.  We thought it’d be funny 

to get people out of their beds late at night and stuff like that, and because of that, they would 

straightaway contact the police and we were given criminal damage charges. 

 

PINKNEY: The police are called to deal with matters which are 

frankly matters of parenting.  If they happened in another environment, police quite rightly 

would go nowhere near it. 

  

BILLINGS: The police realised after a while, of course, that they 

were simply becoming a taxi service for a children’s home.  Often the children’s home know 

where the children are, but they haven’t got the staff to go out and bring them back. 
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CONNOLLY: And we reveal how unscrupulous criminal gangs are 

turning some residential care homes into recruitment grounds for county lines drugs 

operations, turning the most vulnerable young people in care into both victim and offender. 

 

KC: For 24 hours a day they had to distribute drugs to 

anyone that calls their phone, and they call it a trap phone, and literally that’s all they are 

doing, selling drugs. 

 

CONNOLLY: What would happen if they refused to go? 

 

KC: One of them, they’ve been beaten, they broke two ribs 

and they were bruised up everywhere and couldn’t walk properly. 

 

ACTUALITY IN RESIDENTIAL HOME 

 

CONNOLLY: So what’s in here? 

 

LEE: Games room, which is just literally where our little bro 

lives, pretty much. 

 

CONNOLLY: I’ve come to a residential care home in Hampshire, and 

a young boy we’re calling Lee has agreed to give me a quick tour.  

 

LEE: …. whatever it is.  I don’t really play in here. 

 

CONNOLLY: That’s all right. 

 

LEE: Right now behind me we have the games box thingy … 

 

CONNOLLY: It’s a newly-built, five bedroom house, just yards from 

a leafy suburban street - one of more than two thousand children’s homes around the country. 
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DUNN: My name is Jo Dunn.  I’m the registered manager of a 

Hampshire County Council children’s home and we’re based in the centre of the county. 

 

LEE: We’re going upstairs and we’re kind of walking up 

towards Cameron’s room … 

 

CONNOLLY: Jo has been working at this particular home for almost 

six months and I’m immediately struck by the fact she refers to the young people she cares 

for as ‘her boys’. 

 

DUNN: We fight for those boys and we advocate for them and 

we feel very, very strongly about giving them every opportunity that a child out of care 

would have. 

 

LEE: So the board we have in here, we are planning to 

design with different pieces of art for children like in the future who come here, so they can 

see all of this.  It’s a bit of imprints of like what we’ve done or like what we do together as a 

house … 

 

CONNOLLY: Recently, Hampshire County Council have built five 

other children’s homes just like this one, investing £7 million in a wholesale update of their 

care model. 

 

DUNN: So we all run in a very similar way.  We use pillars of 

parenting, a way that we parent our children.  It’s a model, and it’s about authoritative 

parenting, so there’s boundaries, there is guidelines, there’s rules.  Children need them, it 

makes them feel safe.  But we also talk to our children.  We tell them we love them.  We give 

them cuddles.  

 

CONNOLLY: And what are the types of issues and traumas and past 

experiences that young people have come here with? 

 

  



- 4 - 

DUNN: A big thing is lack of trust.  They’ve been let down by 

adults.  They’ve been let down by adults that they trust, that they care about, that they loved. 

The lack of trust as well comes from the fact that placements often break down, so our ten 

year old had had eleven placements in nine months, and when he came to us he was tricky, he 

was tricky.  So we saw behaviours.  He boiled the kettle, poured it into cups and tried to pour 

it over my staff team.  He threw furniture at us.  We had thousands of pounds’ worth of 

damage to the house over a number of months.  So our stance is that we don’t criminalise our 

children.  Our children have been traumatised, and actually if we criminalise our children we 

set them up to fail as adults.  

 

CONNOLLY: Right, where am I now? 

 

LEE: Trevor’s room. 

 

CONNOLLY: So what’s in your room?  Tell me about the things that 

are in your room. 

 

TREVOR: Books what I study and what I don’t do, and a bed 

what I sleep in, and Lego, and I listen to music quite a lot. 

 

CONNOLLY: Trevor, not his real name, is just 10 years of age.  He 

has short, tussled, sandy-blond hair, an impish smile and is dressed head to toe in football 

gear.  He shyly agrees to a one-on-one chat and it’s hard to believe he’s the same boy Jo 

described as being so angry when he first arrived.  First, though, he wants me to see a video 

recorded especially for him by the current England manager, Gareth Southgate. 

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

SOUTHGATE: All of your friends have been in touch with me to say 

what an unbelievable tournament you had in goal recently.  I know you had a bit of a hiccup 

with a penalty shootout, but do you know what, I had one of those of too once, so you’ve got 

to keep trying and you’ve got to keep going with those things.  But everybody is incredibly 

proud.  I know that I think you are the bravest boy that I’ve ever heard of.  So keep going, 

keep practising hard and keep smiling. 
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CONNOLLY: When you saw that message first, what did you think 

of the fact that Gareth Southgate sent you that?  What did you think? 

 

TREVOR:  Really happy.  I thought it was a joke at first. 

 

CONNOLLY: Trevor goes on to tell me about his experiences whilst 

in care over the past few years, including the incident referred to earlier by Jo. 

So you were with eleven foster families in ten months, so you kept moving around, okay.  So 

how did that moving around make you feel? 

 

TREVOR: It was making me a bit nervous to see where I was 

going. 

 

CONNOLLY: And would you sometimes find out that you were 

being moved and it was a surprise, you’d get very short notice? 

 

TREVOR: Yes, they were always, yeah, most of them when I’d 

been at school and at the end of the day I have to get moved.  I was just like, where’s my 

stuff, how am I going to, like, where I am going to sleep? 

 

CONNOLLY: Tell me then, eight months ago you come in here.  Did 

it all go smoothly straightaway?  And I can see you smiling here, you’re holding back a 

laugh.  Tell me what happened when you first came in here. 

 

TREVOR: Er, I didn’t settle that well.  I had a couple of blips. 

 

DUNN: What happened in those blips? 

 

TREVOR: I broke something. 

 

CONNOLLY: Tell me what you broke. 

 

TREVOR: At Christmas, when I broke the wall.  I started 

punching it and then I found this metal thing and I started banging it. 
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CONNOLLY: Did you get into trouble? 

 

TREVOR: Yeah, and it ended up holding me like a massive 

cuddle. 

 

CONNOLLY: The massive cuddle Trevor describes is, in fact, a 

method of restraint used by Jo and her staff. 

 

DUNN: Absolutely last case resort.  If a child is at risk of either 

hurting themselves or somebody else, then we will hold them.  His risk assessment that he 

came with said no physical contact. We realised that the wrap, where we hold him and bring 

him in towards us, really de-escalated him very quickly and it ended up then becoming a hug 

and he’d sit there and he’d almost, you could feel the anger drain from him.       

 

CONNOLLY: There are, however, occasionally times when the police 

are called upon to intervene. 

 

CAMERON: Hi, my name is Cameron.  I am 17.  My hobbies are 

working with animals such as horses, donkeys, pigs, because they’re my favourite animal. 

Dogs.  

 

CONNOLLY: Cameron - again not his real name - dreams of working 

in a zoo.  He says he’s happy here now at the children’s home, but that there have been times 

when it all got too much. 

 

CAMERON: When I have a bad moment, I swear and say words.  Or 

sometimes I will have to be restrained, depending … Sometimes I have to be restrained, 

depending on what kind of mood I’m in.  But most of the time I just swear and say horrible 

words sometimes. 

 

CONNOLLY: And here, at this home now, when you’ve been in a 

bad mood, when you’ve damaged things, when you’ve had little outbursts, has the police ever 

been called? 
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CAMERON: Yes, once. 

 

CONNOLLY: So tell me what happened. 

 

CAMERON: When I was on the laptop playing my music, then the 

other two boys started to go and tell that I was listening to songs what had swear words in. 

But the thing is I wasn’t.  Then the other two boys were saying that I wasn’t sharing, but I 

was.  I got really angry with him and told him go back to his own country and called him the 

P word.  But the thing is, because I was angry and I didn’t know what was going on I said it, 

but I didn’t mean to and then I felt bad the next day.  

  

CONNOLLY: So when the police came, what happened? 

 

CAMERON: Two weeks after that happened the police came and 

told me what the consequences would be and what could happen.  Like they said I could, you 

know, go to prison for it or get a sentence. 

 

CONNOLLY: They weren’t coming to put you in handcuffs to take 

you away?  They were coming to tell you what you should not do to prevent that from 

happening again.  Is that right?  

 

CAMERON: Yes.  I haven’t said that word again because it’s not a 

nice word to be called.   

 

 CONNOLLY: When incidences of violence or aggression do flare up 

though, Jo says all other avenues are exhausted before the police are called out.  

 

DUNN: We do everything we can to manage our behaviours 

within our home and in-house.  However, there is a flipside to this, because our children also 

need to be aware that as an adult, if you engage in criminalised behavior, you are going to be 

prosecuted, and this is why we work very closely with our local police.  We don’t criminalise 

our children, but they do come in and have conversations with them around behaviours. 

However, their relationship is good - when they see them in the community, our children will 

go and say hello to them.  
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ACTUALITY AT DINNER TABLE 

 

WOMAN: Right, who’s on milk, squash, tea, coffee? 

 

CONNOLLY: We left the children to enjoy a well-earned drink and a 

selection of cakes as they gathered around the dinner table.  But File on 4 has been given 

exclusive access to new figures which suggest some residential children’s homes rely too 

heavily on emergency call outs.  Freedom Of Information requests were sent to 43 separate 

police forces, in England and Wales, asking for the number of times they were called out to 

registered residential children’s homes in 2018; 22 forces - just over half - responded.  The 

data shows almost 19,000 call-outs across the year - an average of 51 calls every day.  In 

some cases, the reason wasn’t specified.  But almost half were to report a child was missing, 

a small number were because of a safeguarding issue, and 14% were because of alleged 

criminal offences.  That’s something that concerns the Howard League For Penal Reform, 

who collated the data.  Their Director of Campaigns, Andrew Neilson, believes children in 

care are being needlessly arrested for trivial incidents.  

 

NEILSON: Well, the long term impact we’ve found is that even 

relatively minor criminal records, such as cautions, stays with a child into adulthood, that it 

can get in the way of education placements, of employment.  Children in care already have 

lots of disadvantages.  That’s why they’re in the care system in the first place.  And the 

criminal justice system tends to just compound those issues.  I think the key thing here is that 

the police involvement is pretty widespread and yet it is not necessarily for actual criminal 

behaviour, at least as the police see it. 

 

CORRIGAN: It was really scary actually.  I actually thought I was 

being driven to prison, because that’s how I’d always heard about things like that in the past, 

how they’re portrayed on TV.  And you always get told you’re going to get taken away to a 

children’s home if you misbehave, so of course you think it’s going to be a negative 

experience. 

  

CONNOLLY: That sounds scary. 
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CORRIGAN: Yeah, it really was. 

 

CONNOLLY: Anthony Corrigan came to the attention of social 

services soon after he was born.  His mother suffered with addiction, his father left.  He and 

his siblings were forced to fend for themselves.  Much of his childhood was spent in care and, 

from the age of 14, he spent a year apiece at two separate residential care homes.  And it’s 

there that late night pranks earned him a criminal record he thinks he didn’t deserve.  

 

CORRIGAN: Well this happened in in both children’s homes really, 

you know, it was quite a frequent thing that we’d set off the fire alarm because we’re, you 

know, immature and we thought it would be funny to do that, to get people out of their beds 

late at night and stuff like that.  And, you know, occasionally alcohol was involved with, 

we’d maybe have had a drink and just acting a little bit silly.  But we would set the fire alarm 

off and, and because of that they would straightaway contact the police and we were given 

criminal damage charges. 

  

CONNOLLY: A criminal record for setting off the fire alarm? 

 

CORRIGAN: Yeah. 

 

CONNOLLY: How many offences were listed then in your early 

years on your criminal record? 

 

CORRIGAN: Being absolutely truthful, I’ve probably lost count.  

 

CONNOLLY: Those convictions that you got whilst you were in 

residential care, did they stop you in your adult years from doing anything you wanted to do? 

 

CORRIGAN: In terms of jobs and things like that, if in times that I 

declared my criminal record, I wasn’t getting any interviews or anything like that, so other 

times, I’d kind of withhold that and not say that I had any convictions, but then obviously if 

they did DBS checks, then they’d find out, they would treat me as if I’d been dishonest and 

would dismiss me, so I felt like in a lose lose situation.  
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CONNOLLY: The criminal record that you got before you were 18, 

between 14 and 16, that made you feel you had to lie? 

 

CORRIGAN: Definitely.  I think the negative stereotype around care 

itself is probably enough for some people to kind of decline you, but then, when you’ve got a 

criminal record, well you’ve just played into the hands of those that, you know, have these 

negative stereotypes.   You know, that just makes you feel even worse, it makes you feel like 

all those things you’ve done and that sense of worthlessness, it kind of creeps back in again 

really because of these silly things.  What we need to remember is, you know, just because 

care stops at 18 doesn’t mean that the feelings that you have, the trauma that you’ve 

experienced, you don’t just get over that.  I really struggled with that and I found it really 

difficult. 

 

CONNOLLY: Olivia Pinkney, the National Police Chiefs’ Council 

Lead for Children and Young People, recognises the harmful impact of criminalising young 

people in the care system, but is also concerned about the burden on police time and 

resources.  

  

PINKNEY: The police are called to deal with matters which are, 

frankly, matters of parenting.  If they happened in another environment, they would be a 

parenting matter and the police, quite rightly, would go nowhere near it.  So there’s been a 

huge amount to try to address that, but we still do see that as a risk in too many areas.  

 

CONNOLLY: Ultimately it’s the police who make the arrests and 

process the convictions.  What do you say to people, to those people who believe police 

forces across the UK are partly to blame for the over-criminalisation of children in care? 

 

PINKNEY: I do accept there is an issue and I am determined to do 

all I can to address it, but it is a whole lot better than where it was even a very few years ago, 

and the professionals I speak to, Howard League and many, many others, when I meet with 

them, both formally and informally, would agree with that, I believe.  But what I do say is, of 

course the police have a role in this, and if we are called to something, and usually, you 

know, if someone’s ringing us up in the early hours or whatever else, we’re called to go, our 

first job is to ensure people are safe, but then what I want is that the police professionals who 
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PINKNEY cont: turn up recognise that they have choices, and indeed 

the home have choices about what to do, so if the situation has diffused, if everything has 

calmed down, frankly, then it may well be absolutely the right place for that young person to 

go back to bed and it can be sorted out in the morning.  I want my police professionals to 

understand they’ve got that kind of choice. 

 

CONNOLLY: In England and Wales, more than 70% of residential 

care homes are run by private, corporate organisations that must turn a profit to survive.  In 

Scotland, that number reduces to 40%.  Jonathan Stanley is Chief Executive for the 

Independent Children’s Homes Association.  He tells me that, in the view of the ICHA, the 

scale of this issue is being misinterpreted.  

Do you think that residential care homes within your membership, independent care homes 

across the UK, are relying too heavily on police?  Are they calling police too often when they 

shouldn’t be? 

 

STANLEY: Absolutely not, and the evidence is absolutely 

irrefutable in that Ofsted report.  Ofsted visit most children’s homes twice a year, some they 

visit once a year and they say it is not of concern to them that the police are being involved in 

the children’s homes.  Where they are being involved, they say they are being involved in the 

main very appropriately and they say that very positively and authoritatively.  And when 

we’ve discussed this with Ofsted, they’ve said they have looked at it, prompted by the 

Howard League and others, and they’ve said we’re saying that this is not an issue.  Where 

children’s homes do call the police, it is usually done for a most appropriate reason. 

 

CONNOLLY: The police, though, would call it an over reliance.  

They’re too quick to push that button, too quick to call the police.   

 

STANLEY: Simply the children’s home sector does not recognise 

itself in the descriptions which the Howard League present to the public.  

 

CONNOLLY: Jonathan Stanley went on to argue that by the time a 

child reaches a residential children’s home, all other options may have failed.  They are, in 

effect, often the last chance saloon, dealing with the problems which may have accumulated 
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CONNOLLY cont: in other settings over many years.  And that can mean 

dealing with the most challenging situations across the entire care sector.  So is police 

involvement in children’s homes excessive, unnecessary?  The regulator, Ofsted, told us they 

don’t hold national data on police call-outs and they’re instead reliant on self-reporting on a 

case-by-case basis from the homes themselves.  Based on that information, they don’t 

consider unnecessary criminalisation to be a widespread issue.  If, however, they see at 

inspection that children’s homes are calling the police too frequently or unnecessarily, then 

this is viewed as poor practice, and they expect staff in children’s homes to act like 

reasonable parents would.  In November 2018, a national protocol on reducing 

criminalisation of all looked-after children was launched by the Department of Education.  A 

voluntary initiative, local authorities and residential care homes, were asked to implement the 

guidelines within the protocol, which include a step-by-step guide on when the police should 

and should not be called, warning signs that a child in care is being coerced or exploited, 

positive corporate parenting models, techniques for resolving conflicts and more.  File on 4 

can, however, reveal that almost six months on from its launch, not one local council has 

committed to adopting the protocol - and only two councils have stated an intent to do so in 

the future.  We asked the Department of Education to comment on the poor uptake of their 

protocol and to respond to critics who say it’s ineffective and needs to be made mandatory.  

They didn’t respond to those questions.  Andrew Neilson of the Howard League believes that, 

other than the FOI they’ve done, there’s a failure to collate national data - and that’s 

concealing a genuine problem.  And that these figures should, at least, prompt Ofsted to 

investigate further. 

 

NEILSON: The data that we’ve got does show extensive contact 

between the police and children in residential care, and that in itself backs up the publicly 

available figures that the Department for Education publishes around criminalisation.  So just 

to explain that, in 2015, for example, we know that 14% of children living in children’s 

homes were criminalised, according to the Department for Education figures, and that’s 

compared to 4% of children in other care placements, and only 1% of all children.  Within 

this data we can see that there are homes that have called the police over a hundred times in 

2018.  There are some homes which have called the police over 200 times.  There are even 

homes where there are in excess of 250 calls a year.   But, you know, we know that children 

in residential care are definitely being excessively criminalised and the FOI to the police 

forces that we’ve done seems to back that up. 
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CONNOLLY: Of those forces that provided data, it’s in South 

Yorkshire where residential care homes were most likely to pick up the phone in 2018, with 

almost two thousand calls to police across the year - an  average of 125 calls by each home. 

Northumbria and Humberside rank second and third, whilst the West Midlands and 

Hertfordshire lie fourth and fifth in the table.  Nationally, almost half of all call-outs were 

made to report a young person was missing.  Dr Alan Billings is the Police and Crime 

Commissioner for South Yorkshire.  He’s concerned by the high levels of missing reports - 

almost 900 in his patch last year. 

 

BILLINGS: There are a mixture of things.  Sometimes there are 

incidents that happen within the children’s home and the police are called for, but usually it’s 

because the children have gone missing, ie they have not come back when they have been 

told to be back by a certain time, often in the evenings, at weekends.  So they are told to be 

back by 11 o’clock and if they are not back by 5 past 11, the children’s home are phoning the 

police immediately for their response, and this is happening repeatedly throughout the week. 

And the police realise after a while, of course, that they are simply becoming a taxi service 

for a children’s home.  

 

CONNOLLY: According to the figures, one home in South Yorkshire 

called the police 253 times in 2018.  Do you think there is a specific problem in this part of 

the country and, if so, what do you believe it might be? 

 

BILLINGS: In my opinion that is unacceptable and that’s a sign 

that the children’s homes themselves have not really faced this issue and stepped up to the 

plate and have their staff properly trained and have the capacity to deal with it.  They’ve 

clearly got to put more staff into these homes if they’re going to have to spend some time 

going out of the home in order to bring people back at curfew time, and they’ve just got to 

face that, it seems to me.  Often the children’s home know where the children are but they 

haven’t got the staff, they haven’t go the resources, so they say, they haven’t got the capacity 

to go out and find the children and bring them back, so they tell the police more or less where 

they are and the police have to go and look for them.  The reason the police find it difficult to 

push back on this is because these are highly vulnerable children.  They are often from homes 

that are troubled homes, they are often troubled teenagers, young children, and given the 
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BILLINGS cont: history of issues across the nation, but here in South 

Yorkshire with child sexual exploitation, highly vulnerable children, you have to go and look 

for them. 

 

EXTRACT FROM 10 O’CLOCK NEWS 

 

NEWSREADER: Tonight at 10, the widespread abuse of children in 

Rotherham and the failings of police and the local council.  More than 1,400 young people 

sexually exploited over a 16 year period, an independent inquiry says evidence was ignored 

or suppressed. 

 

CONNOLLY: Based on recent history, a high volume of call-outs in 

South Yorkshire may be a sign that children are genuinely at risk.  Notoriously, in 2012, a 

child sexual abuse scandal erupted in Rotherham, revealing the systematic grooming and 

exploitation of more than 1,400 children in the town.  Perhaps an explanation as to why the 

figures show the county’s homes being particularly active in reporting concerns.  

 

LONGFIELD: If a child’s missing, I want that to be a trigger point.  I 

want that to be a trigger point for people to understand why, to people to reduce the risk of 

them going missing again. 

 

CONNOLLY: The Children’s Commissioner for England, Anne 

Longfield, told File on 4 that whilst awareness may have grown, the risks haven’t diminished. 

How big an issue is criminals and criminal gangs targeting vulnerable young people in 

residential care homes? 

 

LONGFIELD: Well, I think it’s a big issue and obviously hugely 

concerning, and it works on kind of luring them in, making them feel like they belong and 

then huge debt and threat of violence, so these children are at severe risk.  It’s exacerbated by 

them being away from the area they know and it’s exacerbated them being in an instable 

environment.  Two huge warning signs.  Half of the people that are in residential care homes 

are actually being placed out of their local area, and about 40% twenty miles or so away from 

home.  Now there’s a kind of double whammy there.  They’re more likely to be the kids that 

need specialist help, so they’ve got more difficulties, they’ve got more challenges that 
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LONGFIELD cont: they themselves are facing so, if you like, they’re the 

most complex needs children.  The fact then that they’re put out of area means they’re being 

dislocated from their community, they’re somewhere that’s not known to them, they don’t 

have those friends network, they’re likely to be out of school - huge, huge instability.  You 

put those two things together and they’re much more likely to go missing, either to return to 

the area or because they don’t like where they are.  And, you know, every time that happens, 

it kind of ramps up in terms of what level of specialism they need, so those are the most 

vulnerable children, often adolescents.  They need specialist support, but actually they’re 

being placed far from home, which only exacerbates their feeling of dislocation. 

 

KC: I started hanging out in the street, meeting new people 

and, you know, picking up weed from other people smoking, and that way I got to know a lot 

more drug dealers and stuff and get around a lot, meet a lot more new people that’s more 

deeper into that kind of life. 

 

CONNOLLY: And did you at the time see them as friends?  They 

made you feel like there was some kind of a sense of belonging? 

 

KC: Belonging.  Exactly.  Like I had some kind of family 

outside of the care home or outside of my own home, kind of thing. 

 

MUSIC 

 

CONNOLLY: KC was in care from the age of 10.  To protect her 

identity, we’ve had an actor say her words.  A troubled, sometimes violent home life resulted 

in her being passed from one foster family to another for years until, at the age of 16, she was 

placed in shared residential accommodation.  By then, she says, with no real support network 

or supervision, her flat was transformed into a base for a criminal gang who lured her into 

their ranks.  

And how soon after you first met them and got talking did they ask you to start doing things 

for them? 
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KC: It started from day one, started holding drugs in the 

house, started allowing people to come to my house, bag up there.  Back then it was just 

mostly weed or cocaine that they used to have.  Some people would have like heroin and 

stuff. 

 

CONNOLLY: How did it make you feel at the time to know that if the 

police were to knock on the door, it would be you that would be taking the fall? 

 

KC: It did make me very scared, I have to be honest. 

 

CONNOLLY:  Was there anything else that the gang would 

sometimes use your house as a storage unit for? 

 

KC: Knives and stuff.  

 

CONNOLLY: What kind of knives? 

 

KC: Big knives, small knives, jagged knives, straight 

knives.  I’ve seen a lot of different kind of knives.  Rambo knives.  I’ve seen two guns. 

 

CONNOLLY: Even guns?  So looking back then, KC, do you believe 

that the weapons, the knives and the guns that were being stashed, were being used to hurt 

other people, potentially hurt other people very seriously? 

 

KC: Possibly.  I’ll be honest - possibly.  I’d say a good 70% 

of them was.  70-80% of them was and it does make me feel bad in my heart.  From the way 

that they’ve come in and dropped it off and left it off, from their facial expressions and the 

way they’ve acted, it has made me think that they have used it.  I mean, it has happened 

where they’ve rushed into my house, come and leave it there.  

 

CONNOLLY: Was it possible, do you think, that maybe they were 

stashing, they were hiding murder weapons in your house? 
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KC: It is possible.  I don’t like to think about it like that, but 

it is very, very possible.  

 

CONNOLLY: So if you felt scared, what was it that made you 

continue?  Why didn’t you just say no, I can’t do this anymore? 

 

KC: Some people don’t take no for an answer.  That’s one 

thing I’ve learned in life.  It’s like being trapped in a way.  Maybe not physically, but 

mentally and emotionally. You just feel stuck. 

  

FORD: Well, we’re seeing most certainly the targeting of 

vulnerable children, so those children that perhaps come from chaotic backgrounds, that are 

in care homes, children’s care homes and looked after children.  

 

CONNOLLY: Simon Ford is Programme Director for the Violence 

and Vulnerability Unit - a national team of community safety experts backed by the Home 

Office. He believes residential care homes are becoming recruitment grounds for 

unscrupulous criminal outfits.     

 

FORD: There’s direct targeting, so there’s a lot of evidence 

across the UK, where we’re seeing the gangs actually target individuals at the gates 

effectively of those premises, so they will engage with young people coming in and out of 

those properties.  And it’s a case of exploitation and befriending, so they will engage with the 

young people, they may offer friendship, they may offer some gifts.  It could be some Class E 

drugs, some cannabis and money.  So it’s a process of generally befriending the young person 

with the view then to sort of exploiting them thereafter and bringing them in to within their 

network. 

 

CONNOLLY: The latest and most problematic result of that targeting 

is, says Simon Ford, forced recruitment from residential care into county lines drugs 

operations, where gangs send kids out from metropolitan areas to sell drugs - or run a drugs 

line. 
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FORD: I would say they’re one of the prime recruiting grounds 

for the gangs.  The gangs are aware of where these places are.  When they want to set up a 

new drugs base, new territory, they will actively seek out where these places are, because 

they know the types of people who are in there and they know how to exploit and the level by 

which they can utilise that workforce. 

 

CONNOLLY: Are the police aware of and on top of, let’s say, the 

nuances and intricacies of what’s involved when a young person in care is being targeted by 

these criminal gangs? 

 

FORD: I would suggest a few years ago, there was a few 

police forces that were on top of it, others not so.  With the increase in county lines across the 

UK, it’s now been established that just about every force, I think every force in the UK, it’s 

on their radar, so police forces are certainly aware of the issue and are getting better at 

working with other partners to address it.   

 

CONNOLLY: Now in her twenties, KC has escaped that life.  But 

she’s still in touch with young people living in residential care who have recently been 

recruited into county lines.  Despite everything she endured, she thinks today’s looked-after 

children are at even greater risk than she was. 

 

KC: A few that I’ve spoken to, they’ve been recruited and 

forced to go and do it.  Now I do see a lot of that.  So once they are recruited, the dealer will 

get them a lift and go, whether it’s in Kent or up in Scotland, wherever they are going.  Once 

they’ve gotten there, they’re basically accommodated for the week, two weeks or however 

long that they’re there for.  24 hours a day, every day, they have to distribute drugs to anyone 

that calls their phone.  They call it a trap phone.  You call the phone to get a pickup, you go 

and drop it or they will come to the house and drop it off or at the time and literally that’s all 

they are doing, sitting down selling drugs.  They call it a nittys house because the person 

that’s house it is, they’re a crackhead.  They’ve literally been forced to go and do it. 

 

CONNOLLY:  What would happen if they said no, if they refused to 

go? 

  



- 19 - 

KC: One of the people that I’ve spoken to before about it, 

they’ve physically been beaten and put in hospital because they didn’t want to go, and that’s 

the worst one I heard so far, which I mean, it’s very, very heartbreaking and sad. 

 

CONNOLLY: How badly were they hurt? 

 

KC: She said that they broke two ribs, they were bruised up 

everywhere and couldn’t walk properly.  

 

CONNOLLY: According to Simon  Ford, some criminal gangs look 

to infiltrate residential care homes and recruit from within.  There’s a contagion effect.  

 

FORD: They use that as their workforce, as their tentacles 

almost, to go out and increase their drugs base and their new market.  So where children are 

replaced into areas perhaps where they haven’t got business, they would see that as an area 

by placing one of their or approaching one of their drug runners that works within or is 

housed within one of those care homes as somebody who could then recruit other people 

from that premises or within that locality, to then establish a drugs base and a county line 

from that locality or from that sort of site. 

 

CONNOLLY: What about the reaction of children’s homes, Simon?  

The authority that run them, the staff?  Are they coping with the issues of young people being 

targeted within their own walls? 

 

FORD: I think there is a case that they are overwhelmed in 

many cases.  We know that many of the children within those placements go missing often 

and then are relocated somewhere else or are caught back up in a county line network, so I’m 

not critical of them at all.  I think it’s a case simply of resources and the amount of children 

that are currently being placed in premises such as care homes across the UK and the staff 

being able to actually cater for the needs of - let’s face it, sometimes often very complex and 

chaotic children that have come from very chaotic backgrounds. 
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CONNOLLY: Jonathan Stanley from the ICHA claims care homes do 

everything in their power to safeguard children. 

We’ve heard from a number of sources that unscrupulous gangs are targeting children, 

specifically targeting, Jonathan, children in residential care homes to recruit them into county 

lines, and that is seen as a failure by some on the part of residential care homes.  What would 

your opinion be on that, your response to that? 

 

STANLEY: So all the regulated children’s homes providers support 

their young people and they intervene to confront bad influences.  Children’s homes are the 

most observed children’s services in the country, and that observation is what keeps our 

children safe in our children’s homes.  And where people with bad intentions have sought 

them out, it’s the staff who intervene and protect the young people and provide the vital 

information that lead to convictions.  Homes work closely with the police.  Often they share 

relevant information.  We’re excellent communicators.  I’m not saying that county lines and 

other things are not an important aspect of the, and a threat to children.  Of course they are.   

In terms of priorities, the main aim is successful caring for this country’s most vulnerable 

children.  That’s the main aim. 

 

CONNOLLY: We asked the Department of Education for their view 

on the findings of this programme.  They told us they are updating their Missing Children and 

Adults Strategy and have launched a new national programme to help protect vulnerable 

children from threats such as gangs, county lines and trafficking, and have taken steps 

towards reducing out-of-area placements for children in care.  In the making of this 

programme, we’ve heard concerns that Britain’s looked-after children remain vulnerable to 

arrest, both for minor offences a parent might dismiss, and for incidents where criminals 

coerce them into breaking the law, making them both offender and victim.    

 

MUSIC 

 

CONNOLLY: Back at the care home in Hampshire, Lee, who earlier 

led that whirlwind tour of the house, tells me how empathy and understanding on the part of 

his carers has given him a chance at a brighter future.  
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LEE: The main thing is they haven’t given up on me, like 

even when I wanted to be alone, to be fair they wouldn’t leave me alone, and they helped me 

accept and realise that most of the things that went on in my life weren’t my fault, and it 

helps a lot, because most people just think children in care are bad people, druggies, 

criminals, all of that, when we’re just people who have had a rough past.   

 

CONNOLLY: Anne Longfield believes early intervention is crucial if, 

like Lee, future generations of looked-after children are to be steered clear of the black hole 

that is the criminal justice system.  

 

LONGFIELD: We’ve taken that huge responsibility for these children 

to be in the care of the state.  Every one of them should absolutely get the specialist support 

they need.  

  

 


