Children and Young People In Focus (ECCH7002)- Reflective Account
Drugs, Gangs, Child Exploitation and… Wales: County Lines
[image: Image result for County lines wales]If asked to think of an area which is highly affected by street drugs and gang culture, I can honestly say my first thought would not be Wales. However, as someone who had very little knowledge of County Lines before taking part in this module, I will admit that I was unaware of the major issues in regard to drugs, gangs and child exploitation that was happening in our home towns and on our doorsteps. 
(Wales Online, 2019) 

County Lines was a term produced in 2013 which represented gang members use of phone lines to penetrate areas in which there is believed to be profit made from selling drugs. A vast majority of Wales have either been reported to having an established issue with County Lines, or an emerging problem (Williams & Fiona, 2019). The way drug dealers and gang members run these lines have been described as an enterprise, in which experienced members from areas such as London and Birmingham are recruiting young and vulnerable people in order to deliver drugs to more rural areas. They are recruiting these children and young people by manipulation, intimidation, violence and often by offering forms of payment or gifts to coerce them into crossing county lines in order to sell drugs (South Wales Police, no date). It is believed that children as young as 12 have been recruited to join these enterprises, in order to aid in gang members avoiding detection and being arrested (Robinson, McLean & Densley, 2018). 
[image: Image result for County lines wales children]	The children and young people involved in County Lines are at a considerably high risk of violence, drug addiction, trafficking, sexual exploitation as well as criminal conviction. This can have a detrimental impact on a child or young person (Williams & Fiona, 2019).
	Typically, the children and young people that are groomed for drug running are already vulnerable to many of the aspects previously mentioned due to their background. Children and young people living in care homes are said to be incredibly vulnerable to grooming from gang members, with around half of police forces claiming that the children and young people involved were coerced from care homes.  As well as this, young people with learning difficulties, mental health issues and those who have experienced severe trauma are also at high risk of being vulnerable to county lines drug dealers (Islington Safeguarding Children Board, 2016). Although males are more likely to be involved in gang and drug related activities, young girls are also at risk of becoming exploited by gang members. It is believed that young females are being sexually exploited without being aware of this due to the girls believing that they are loved by the gang members and having a sense of emotional and financial security, as well as social status. This often results in compliance in illegal doings as well as entering into an abusive relationship which has detrimental effects on their emotional and physical well-being (CSJ, 2014). The targeted children and young people
(Independent, 2019)

[image: Image result for stopping county lines]It is incredibly unnerving to discover that due to county lines being a relatively new phenomenon, the full impact of it on the lives of children and young people still remains unknown. 

So, what is being done in Wales to stop County Lines?
	The United Kingdom Government released a guidance for practitioners document in 2019 which aimed to aid in ensuring the safeguarding of every child in regard to County Lines was taken into consideration by practitioners. Along with this, The County Lines Working Group was set up in 2016 with the hope working through multi agencies and government to raise awareness, tackle issues and cases as well as provide training for relevant practitioners (Ministry of Justice, 2019). However, through my research on County Lines I have discovered that there is little guidance or policy documents directly from the Welsh Government. Considering that County Lines has been described as an ‘epidemic’ which is known to put children and young people at risk (The Telegraph, 2019), I was shocked to see this was the case. Despite of the lack of guidance from Welsh Government, many of the Welsh police departments have set up programmes and operations in the hopes of combatting the drug running and child exploitation. One example of this is the Dyfed Powys Police department’s [image: ]Operation Guardian. The campaign aims to tackle County Lines by working across agencies to safeguard the children and young people who are being exploited, rather than punishing them. This type of long-term approach aims to pursue perpetrators rather than the victims (Dyfed Powys Police, no date). (Grimsby Telegraph, 2019)
(Dyfed Powys Police, no date)


Is it enough? 
	As a practitioner who has worked with vulnerable children for over eight years, I wonder how I wasn’t made more aware of County Lines. After speaking with others who work in the same field as myself and discovering that their knowledge on this topic was similar to mine.. minimal. I question how it could possibly be enough? How could more people not be aware of County Lines and the exploitation that is taking place where we live, where we work and where our children and families grow up. Others have similar opinions to myself on County Lines awareness, Donovan (2019) suggests that many have a similar view of myself at the beginning of this module, that this sort of this does not happen in Wales. How very wrong I was. 
Despite of the £20million government funding which was given at the end of 2019 in order to combat County Lines, there is no quick fix, although it is suggested that a national as well as local plan desperately needs to be put in place so that there is opportunity to save these children and young people from a life of exploitation, gangs and drugs (The Guardian, 2019).
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Technology and the digital natives

[bookmark: _Hlk37846261][image: Digital Natives in the Workplace - Access Information]In an age where many children are able to use a tablet or smartphone before they are able to walk or talk, and the whole world becoming more digitally connected than ever before, it is no surprise to hear about the concerns raised by adults or ‘digital immigrants’ regarding the impacts of technology on the digitally native children of today’s society (OECD, 2019). Digital native is a term which was produced to acknowledge the younger generations saturation in technology and the children’s ability to natively speak the digital language of technology such as computers, smartphones and the internet (Prensky, 2001).(McDavid, no date) 

The media has produced many shocking headlines over recent years in regard to children’s use of technology which includes the accusation that the use of certain types of technology have destroyed a generation of young people, as well as that children’s brains are being re-wired by technology (OECD, 2019). But to what extent is this true? Is this simply a case of parents and practitioners being scare mongered by the media, or is there truly a cause for concern? 
Over the last 20 years there has been a significant rise in the use of technology, which in turn has led to a rise in the concern of the impact it is having on children’s development and well-being. Links between technology and lack of social skills, child obesity, mental health conditions, poor concentration, poor attainment in school, as well as the overall danger of the internet have all been noted over recent years (Bavellier, Green and Dye, 2010).  In order to combat some of these concerns the government has put advice in place to limit children’s screen time. However, the research into children’s use of technology is currently not in depth or robust enough to conclude that the limitations will be effective, as well as there still being a significant uncertainty on how the casual use of technology is impacting children’s lives (Orben and Przybylski, 2019). 
It’s important to also mention that although there have been many concerns in regard to the negative impact technology has on young people, there is also just as many positive impacts which play a crucial role in children’s lives (Unicef, 2012). We are living in modern times and technology has the potential to offer positive opportunities and experiences to children and young people in all aspects of their lives, but in particular, in regard to education. In order to keep up with the fast paced and heavily digitally relied upon world we have come to know, children need to be educated differently to prepare them for their school, as well as work lives (Hatch, 2011). It was suggested by Prensky (2001) that the digitally native children of today are not the people in which the education system was designed to teach. Since then, there have been different digital changes put in place in schools in order to engage with the digital world and for children to receive the positive impacts of being digitally literate, particularly in the United Kingdom. Smartboards, tablets, apps and computers are regularly seen in classrooms today in order for children to make use of (Hoggins, 2020). Digital competency is also a focus of the new curriculum which is currently coming into place in Wales. Emphasis is placed on the vital need to be digitally competent as our lives are currently so intertwined with technology that we need to prepare the young people to be able to survive and thrive in the rest of their lives (Donaldson, 2015).
 Many other positive impacts of young people’s use of technology has been noted in research, benefits such as improved creativity, more outlets to express themselves, more opportunities to develop independence, improved empowerment, better problem solving skills as well as perseverance, development of language skills, and improved hand eye coordination skills (Earp, 2017).  
[image: She Doesn't Always Get Away: Goldilocks and the Three Bears | Tor.com]As a practitioner who works with young children in a school setting, it is important that I keep both the positive and negative impacts in mind. However, this also led me to question how it is possible to ensure that children are connected to the digital world without experiencing the negative impacts. This is where Goldilocks becomes relevant. Just like the children’s fairytale of a girl who wanted her porridge not too hot- and not too cold- but just right, similarities have been drawn upon in research into young people’s use of technology.(Ness, 2017)

[bookmark: _Hlk37845126] A study from 2017 has found that although children’s use of technology is a complicated field, the Goldilocks Hypothesis demonstrates that not only does high levels of screen time negatively impact a child’s well-being, but this is also the case for children who experience extremely low levels, or none at all (Marsden, 2018). The balance between too much and too little is clear to see from the research produced by Przybylski and Weinstein, who suggest that the although 2+ hours is classed as high levels, the optimum time should be just less than one hour per day in order to positively contribute to a child’s well-being (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2017).
	With positives and negatives being weighed up, it becomes clear to me that there will forever be somewhat of a risk in most hobbies and activities children will take an interest in. Whether it be sports, animals, newest trends or technology. Children are seen as innocent beings in which adults’ natural instinct is to protect (Taylor, 2011). However, if we are unable to fully determine what is helpful and what is harmful, does that mean we wrap them up in cotton wool and shelter them from the everchanging digital world we live in, or give them opportunities to find out for themselves? 
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The Covid-19 Generation	
	
Currently, there are 91% of all children worldwide that are out of education due to the Coronavirus outbreak which has seen a majority of the world placed in lockdown. An entire generation of children have witnessed their education be interrupted and their schools shut down as a result of this pandemic (Unesco, 2020), but what does this mean for the children? Not only do we need to consider the impacts to the children’s learning and academic achievements but these unprecedented times also have the potential to have an impact on all areas of the lives of the 1.57 billion students which are out of education currently (Unicef, 2020).
	A significant amount of responsibility is being placed on parents and guardians in order to ensure that children are being educated at home during this crisis, which at first may seem to be productive. However, this input from families is believed to work best when it works hand in hand with traditional schooling in order to illuminate what has been taught. Although many people worldwide are successful in home-schooling their children, it is difficult to generalise to a range of families throughout the population (Burgess and Sievertsen, 2020).
 There are many disparities amongst families which may affect how successful they are able to be in helping their children learn, these include how much time is available to purely focus on teaching- especially for those who are key workers during this pandemic, the ability and knowledge of the parents, as well as access to resources and online tools (Oreopoulos, 2006). These differences are likely to result in an increase in the inequality between children of different economic backgrounds and will leave children who live in deprivation at a significant disadvantage (Burgess and Sievertsen, 2020). 
	Although this pandemic will likely have some sort of impact on every child in the United Kingdom, children who live in deprivation and poverty are particularly at risk in other areas outside of learning. It is estimated that there are currently around 4 million children and young people who live in poverty in the UK, this does not include children who are living in households where there are problems paying bills and debts which accounts to a further 3.8 million children. In these households there is already a sense of financial instability without the fear of parents losing their jobs as a result of lockdown, as well as the increase in cost of living as children are at home for longer periods (Children’s Society, 2020).  
	 In order to attempt to combat some of these issues for children who live in deprivation, the Government has continued their Free School Meals scheme whilst the schools are closed. This has been done by offering family’s meal packages as well as vouchers to ensure that children are receiving a similar amount of food and nutrition as what they would be if they were still attending school in order to relieve some financial pressures for parents and families (Gov.uk, 2020a).
	Another major concern during this unprecedented time is the likely risk of an increase in child exploitation, violence and abuse. Similar trends were seen during the outbreak of Ebola in West Africa where there was a considerable rise in neglect, sexual abuse and violence (Unicef, 2020).  With a large percentage of abuse taking place in the home, as well as schools being closed and social services being affected, it is no surprise that there is significant cause for concern for children during this time (Office for National Statistics, 2020a). As a way of trying to reduce the risk to these children, the UK Government recommends that children who are classed as ‘vulnerable’ are to attend school in order to try to ensure that the child’s safety is paramount, as well as having their rights met (Gov.uk, 2020b). However, statistics show that only one in seven people report abuse which suggests that a significant proportion of the UK’s children are at risk from abuse in their own home during this lockdown (Office for National Statistics, 2020b), without the option to attend school because they do not fit into the ‘vulnerable child’ category set out by the Government. 
	Lastly, early research produced by the University of Oxford which focusses on the impact that Covid-19 is having on children and young people’s mental health has shown that children aged four to ten are more worried about the virus than any of the older age ranges. Children are anxious over the risk to their family as well as themselves, so much so that they are afraid to leave their homes. Other worries included lack of food, missing schoolwork as well as lack of money coming into their households (Weale, 2020).
 It Is understandable why these are such concerning times for children as well as adults, and although the priority at this time is to ensure that the outbreak is controlled, we cannot let the impact of this virus leave the children of the world as victims, with detrimental lifelong effects. It is our responsibility to ensure these children grow up happy, healthy, and knowing that someday, this will all be a distant memory. 

[image: Rainbow Junktion - Home | Facebook]

(Rainbow Junktion, 2020)
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