Chapter 2 – Literature review

2.1 Introduction (150)
 
The purpose of this chapter is to review existing literature in relation to this specific topic. The researcher will provide an overview of the Count Lines model, public protection, and the police response. This will allow the researcher to identify vulnerable victims and outline the police practices in place to safeguard and support such persons. The intention is to establish any gaps in knowledge regarding the police response. This will allow the researcher to continue their study into the police perceptions of their role in public protection and training received to effectively deal with victims. The following objectives will be considered throughout:

· Provide an overview of county lines and identify the potential vulnerable victims.
· Outline current police practice when responding to county lines victims.
· Outline police training on public protection and victim support.

The reason for this review is to establish what literature, if any suggests about police officer perceptions of victim support and training. The overall aim is to bridge the gap of knowledge around this specific topic. 


2.2 Overview of the County lines model (300)
Robinson, McLean and Densley (2018) describes ‘County lines’ as the policing and Government term for organised crime groups (OCG’s) and the high-profile drug supply market in the UK. The county lines model sees urban gang members commuting across police boarders from ‘hub’ cities into towns and rural areas to transport, store and sell drugs. 
The NPCC definition of County Lines is as follows:
“County Line is a term used to describe gangs and organised criminal networks involved in exporting illegal drugs into one or more importing areas [within the UK], using dedicated mobile phone lines or other form of “deal line”. They are likely to exploit children and vulnerable adults to move [and store] the drugs and money and they will often use coercion, intimidation, violence (including sexual violence) and weapons.”
(NCA, 2018)
According to Moyle (2019), the criminal phenomenon that is 'county lines' has become more distinguished than ever in the UK and is taking over the traditional UK drug supply market. Spicer (2021) supports this, whereby they refer to county lines as 'parasitic' in its nature and ‘clandestine’ in its activity. Spicer (2019) also suggests in other literatures that local drug dealing has become dominated by high profile out of city dealers that utilise ‘import’ markets. 

Furthermore, a briefing report conducted by the National Crime Agency (NCA) in 2017 discusses the threat of drug supply, violence, and exploitation by ‘county lines’ gangs. According to the research (NCA, 2017), 88% of UK police forces have reported county lines activity within their force areas. In addition to this, it was highlighted that 74% of these UK forces also noted the exploitation of vulnerable persons. The NCA went on to label the developing county lines model as a 'national threat’.

2.3 Vulnerability and victims (600)
A notable element of the 'county lines' model is its exploitive nature whereby vulnerable persons are targeted for the purpose of labour (Moyle, 2019). This statement is supported by the aforementioned statistics from the NCA. The Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC, 2015) offers a definition of vulnerable persons as ‘’someone who is in need of special care, support, or protection because of age, disability, or risk of abuse or neglect”. HMIC go on to state that effectively any person can be considered vulnerable to being subjected to OCG criminal exploitation, regardless of age, gender, ethnicity, and circumstances. However, those who are commonly targeted can range from, but is not limited to adults with learning disabilities, habitual drug users and children. Ultimately, from a broad perspective these vulnerable persons face several or a combination of the same risks. Said risks can include being victim to sexual and physical violence, dept bondage, and arrest (Windle and Briggs, 2015). As a case point and to provide further insight into different vulnerabilities, this section will continue with discussion around victims of child criminal exploitation (CCE) and ‘cuckooing’. 
The county lines model frequently use young children for the purpose of drug transportation and supply. This is referred to as Child criminal exploitation (CCE). These children often come from impoverished areas and have been subject to difficult upbringing, thus making them unchallenging victims. It is not uncommon for children to be lured into this criminal lifestyle not only with violence and coercion, but with the promise of large amounts of money, lavish gifts, and even a sense of community (Windle and Briggs, 2015). Many of these children have experienced adverse childhood experiences (ACE’s) and trauma in their early years and home life that increase their risk of being targeted. Furthermore, children that are immersed in county lines and gang culture not only face the risks previously mentioned but face the risk of their home and future lives being tarnished or destroyed. Their affiliation can consequently lead to disruption in their education, general wellbeing, and strain family relationships (Coomber and Moyle, 2017). Despite children being considered ‘vulnerable’ by virtue of age, not all who are engaged in county lines activity consider themselves to be a victim. Robinson, McLean and Densley (2018) supports this whereby it is noted that many young male victims of CCE see their involvement as a choice, success, and a status symbol. This contrasting information implies there would be significant difficulties when attempting to identify and support these children. Shaw (2023) supports this, noting that the ‘’victim status of criminally exploited children in the United Kingdom remains uncertain in frontline responses’’. 
‘Cuckooing’ is the act of OCG members fostering relationships with vulnerable persons and invading their homes to utilise it as a base (Spicer, 2021). The victims are susceptible to being targeted, sometimes due to a combination of reasons such as having learning difficulties, mental health, and drug addiction. Their additional needs make them more attractive candidates as they are considered impressionable and less likely to report matters to the police (Coomber and Moyle, 2017). Furthermore, Moyle (2019) notes that although these vulnerable persons are exploited, there is a population who sometimes willingly and effortlessly fall into ‘drug running’ and enter ‘mutually beneficial’ relationships with the perpetuators. For example, a vulnerable adult who lives a very isolated lifestyle may be more willing to accept the exploitation as they depend on the company. In addition, habitual drug users have been seen to actively seek ‘running’ opportunities to fund their addictions. This suggests that there is a fine line between being a ‘vulnerable’ victim and ‘wilful’ victim. 





2.4 Victim support: The police response, identification, and safeguarding (600)

The UK police response to County Lines has undergone several notable developments in later years. In 2018 the UK government launched a ‘Serious Violence Strategy’’ (Home Office, 2018), that outlines tackling Conty Lines as a new priority. It was noted the proposed response to the emerging issue would incorporate early intervention, prevention, community support and a multi-agency approach. Moyle (2019) suggests that many police forces are working tirelessly to navigate the complexities and growing impact of the expanding County lines model. Developments include adapting strategies to not only combat criminal aspects, but to also understand and support those exploited as victims. This indicates that the earlier recommendations are being implemented as required. This section will continue to discuss the literature in relation to how UK police respond to County Lines. As a case point, particular focus and attention will be drawn upon identification and safeguarding measures.  

A crucial aspect of the police response to County Lines victims is identification and rescue. The identification process encompasses multi-agency work, social services intervention and intelligence sharing. Equally, initial response officers’ perceptions and knowledge of the issue plays a pivotal role in correctly identifying and supporting victims. Police are ‘over-worked’ and ‘under-resourced’, which can cause difficulty in identifying vulnerability of victims and the risks potentially posed to them (Windle, Moyle and Coomber, 2020). As aforementioned, identifying individuals who are potentially subject to exploitation is high on the list of policing priorities. Whereas the identification process is improving, it remains inconsistent (HMIC, 2022). Despite this, Espeute and Lanskey (2023) highlights that the Police service alone made approximately 43% of National referral Mechanism (NRM) referrals between 2009-2018. Further to this, referral figures doubled between 2018-2020. This information is however limited to child victims of CCE. The NRM is a framework used to identify victims of criminal exploitation through determining trends, crime, and abuse models. The data is then used to inform practices and policies, police action and safeguarding methods (Turner, Belcher and Pona , 2019). 

Safeguarding begins when initial contact with vulnerable victims is made and is continued via support of police and partner agencies. To provide example of immediate safeguarding, police evaluate the risk during initial attendance, and where appropriate will remove a vulnerable person from a situation and take them to a place of safety. (ref.). 

To provide further illustration of prompt safeguarding… 

In relation to continued safeguarding methods, these are often conducted by specialist departments within the police force and partner agencies. For example…. 



2.5 Public protection and victim support: Police training (150)
Initial recruitment and Police training in UK forces consists of a combination of academic learning and field training. The length of training differs between forces but typically sits between 20-30 weeks (Belur et al., 2019). Initial Police training programmes typically still incorporate lessons on crime detection, prevention, conflict resolution and case-file building. This leaves new officers entering the front line role with minimal training or knowledge on victim support and public protection (Charman, 2018). According to Sturrock and Holmes (2015) there is a clear necessity for all professionals to be well trained to effectively understand the needs of vulnerable persons affected by county lines and gang culture. There is limited information available on Police training specifically in relation to victim support and public protection. This suggests there is either a gap in research or an overall oversight of this specific area. 


- Risk and vulnerability assessment 
- Trauma informed 


2.6 Police perceptions: Victim identification and support training (200)
There has been a dramatic change in the Policing role whereby it has become vaster and more diverse due to budget cuts throughout other areas of the public sector. Officers note that, whereas historically the policing role was to ‘fight’ crime, it is now also geared towards safeguarding and vulnerability (Charman, 2018). 
The police believe that such an issue requires collaborative working with partner agencies and other forces, not only to identify offenders, but to sufficiently support direct and indirect victims in the appropriate way (Spicer, 2019). Following on from this, it has been noted that the police have raised concerns that there is a lack of consistency and understanding by partner agencies such as social services in relation to CCE and County Lines targeting. This results in poor safeguarding following initial police contact (Shaw and Greenhow, 2019). In support of this, Olver and Cockbain (2021) notes that there are challenges and barriers in relation to insufficient understanding and disorganised information-sharing between agencies. 
In addition, Shaw and Greenhow (2019) suggests that Police officers have had minimal, if not zero training inputs in relation to identification and support of County Lines victims. Therefor, the knowledge officers do have is through their own research and experience. This suggests that there is an overall lack of knowledge across practitioners, by no fault of their own. 

2.7 Conclusion (300)

In conclusion, the police face a multifaceted challenge with the complexities county lines activity presents. The county lines model has evolved significantly whereby it has taken over the ‘traditional’ drug supply market. The model sees several vulnerable persons affiliated in gang and drug supply activity, where they are at significant risk of being subject to violence and criminalisation. Due to the ever-changing model the policing approach has had to develop to encompass a victim centric approach. Police recognise the importance of understanding those affected by County Lines. The overall aim is to not only apprehend criminals but to identify and sufficiently support victims.  There is difficulty in identifying what vulnerable participants are involved ‘willingly’ and ‘unwillingly’. The nature of the model and the intricate factors of vulnerability present Police and partner agencies with several safeguarding challenges. 

There is an array of literature with regards to the police response to county lines and victim support. Following further research into the specific areas of identification and safeguarding, it has been recognised there are several barriers. These barriers include poor knowledge and dis-jointed information sharing that ultimately leads to poor support of victims after initial contact. 
Whereas Police receive intensive training before initial appointment into the role, there does not appear to be a large amount of information into the continuation of training. Aswell as this there is little information with regards to police training specifically in relation to public protection and county lines. It has been noted that Police feel they are not equipped with the knowledge to deal with such victims. However, the information is vague, undetailed and has notable limitations. 
There is a clear gap in information around Police perceptions of their response and training provided. This study will aim to address this gap and pose the very important question; Do Police officers feel they are equipped to identify and support victims of County Lines? 
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