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5.
Abstract

This paper examines and compares research already conducted on the county lines and youth involvement surrounding county lines. It looks closely at how youths who have experienced adverse childhood experiences may be more at risk of becoming involved in county lines and the risks surrounding that. 
It examines the perspectives of police officers and the views of members of the public, and comparisons are made between new research projects, and research already conducted by theorists and researchers historically.  
A questionnaire was sent to police officers in South Wales police and members of the public asking them about their awareness of county lines and adverse childhood experiences, and how they feel it is being tackled and who has responsibility to address the issues surrounding them.
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7.
Introduction

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are traumatic life events that occur in a child’s life before the age of eighteen, these experiences are uncontrollable for the child. ACEs have been placed into ten different categories in recent research: domestic violence, parental separation, having a parent with mental health conditions, being a victim of abuse (physical, sexual, emotional), being the victim of neglect, having a parent in prison, being raised in a household where a person abuses drugs or alcohol (Journal of Public Health, 2020).

In 2019 it was estimated that around 27,000 children across England were identified as being involved in county lines (Maxwell et all, 2019). Research further found that females were largely underrepresented in any data gathered, showing that 91% of those recorded as being involved in a county lines gang were males (National Crime Agency, 2019). County lines are organised criminal networks who create gangs to export illegal drugs into one or more areas around the UK by using mobile phone lines dedicated for this, or ‘deadlines’ (Public Health England, 2022). Gang members are highly organised criminals who network together to groom and recruit young vulnerable people to avoid police attention (Government, 2022). Often children and vulnerable adults are exploited to transport and store drugs and money across the United Kingdom; they will often be subjected to coercion, violence, intimidation, and weapons. The National Crime Agency (2018) found that children are often easily exploited because they do not see themselves as vulnerable or victims, therefore it is easy for them to be groomed to become involved in criminality. Drug dealers will often target people who have drug addictions or mental health issues themselves (Government, 2022).
The objectives of this research project are to establish firstly, how many young persons are believed to be subjected to ACEs in England and Wales. Secondly, research will be conducted to identify how many youths that are involved in county lines from a young age have ACEs, and how many ACEs they have. Patterns and trends will be drawn from these findings. 

Thirdly, how aware of ACEs and county lines are current police officers? It is possible that members of the public have better awareness of the activities and dangers surrounding county 
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lines than police, therefore surveys and questionnaires will be conducted to gather statistics of officer’s awareness, and the public’s awareness. These findings will be compared, as this may attribute towards why youths are getting involved in county lines and may provide suggestions to preventing it. 
Literature Review
Organised crime groups often prey on youths between the ages of 14 and 17, however have been known to target youths as young as 12 years old (The UK Government, 2022). Gang members target youths from deprived backgrounds, they watch certain individuals and acknowledge that they have parents who have little control or care for their children; therefore, it is easy to groom and coerce these youths. The youths can be persuaded to carry drugs and be rewarded with gifts and told that they are cared for and looked after through the gang now. Gang members will refer to themselves as family to the youths, which will provide these victims with the first sense of belonging that they may have ever had. 

Often controlled drugs contribute to other offences being committed. Drug misuse causes further violent offences to be committed when persons owe drug dealer’s money for unpaid debts, therefore, causing a lack in police confidence when members of the public witness violent assaults occurring amongst their community.

The Welsh Adverse Childhood Experiences Project found that 50% of the children in Wales suffered with at least one ACE, and 13% suffered at least four (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2015). Research suggests that should police have a more preventative policing style towards antisocial behaviour in children, and awareness of ACEs, and the likelihood of these children being more likely to engage in criminal behaviour, then this may reduce future demand on policing, and prevent these children becoming involved in organised criminal behaviour, such as county lines (College of Policing; Policing for the future, 2017). This may lead to the questions as to how aware of ACEs are the police?
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Summary of Research Method
Throughout this research project surveys and questionnaires will be distributed to police officers on response, police officers in specialist drugs teams, and members of the public. This is to look for patterns and trends between each groups understanding and awareness of ACEs and county lines. Response police officers deal with a large amount of varied crime and have a high demand upon them, therefore comparisons will be made for response officer’s and specialist officer’s awareness of county lines. 
It will also be beneficial to see how aware members of the public are about these matters in comparison to the police, and to see how approachable members of the public would find the police should they wish to report county lines in their community. Research will be carried out to establish how common it is for drugs to be used in the communities now, and how acceptable people deem different drugs to be, for example, how many people find it acceptable for recreational drugs to be taken in social events. Then how many people find it acceptable to depend upon drugs daily. These surveys will be anonymous.
Questionnaires will be given out to approximately twenty-five persons from each of the following categories via an online app and in paper: police officers on response and members of the public. This will provide the most qualitative data to provide potential answers as to why people believe youths are involved in county lines, and how aware different groups of people are regarding the impact that ACEs have on children being easily groomed. 
Ethical Issues
There is a potential for ethical problems to arise throughout this research project, one being that when asking police constables their personal opinions on drug misuse. This may cause concerns regarding abiding with the principles of policing; therefore, any surveys will be anonymous. There is no risk of any persons being at harm from this research project. Also, members of the public may feel uneasy disclosing concerns or being true and honest in the survey, therefore, there will be opportunities for persons to withdraw from the project at any point. 
Time Scale

10.
Each part of this research project should take approximately four weeks. Surveys and questionnaires will be provided six weeks prior to the date needing to be collected and examined to draw any patterns and trends in the findings.

 























11.

Literature Review

In September 2019, the local Council in London conducted a survey into the public’s perception of County Lines (London Council). It was established that London was the main source of county lines across the UK. County lines is a policing term used to describe the distribution of illegal drugs from urban to rural areas. This is conducted effectively by ‘branded’ mobile phone lines. The criminal exploitation of children via county lines is a key priority in the Serious Youth Violence Strategy (HM Government, 2018). In 2019 the Home Secretary stated that £20million worth of funding would go towards tackling county lines through the County Lines Coordination Centre (Guardian,2019). Many researchers found that there was a significant disregard towards the harm inflicted on the young people involved in county lines, and that these youths were labelled as criminals rather than victims (Turner, Belcher and Pona, 2019). The National Crime Agency (2019) stated that 11% of county lines involved local ‘juveniles’, 13% involved the exploitation of out of local police force’s young people, and 2% stated that there was some form of child sexual exploitation or abuse in their reports. These figures are reported to the media and reflect on members of the public’s perceptions and understandings of county lines, and people’s ignorance towards the vulnerabilities surrounding county lines. The Guardian (2019) found that “Child welfare and media narratives construct a binary picture of evil county lines gangs and helpless victims”. However, there is no evidence of professionals acknowledging that some ‘evil’ gang members may be victims themselves of exploitation or poverty and may have experienced numerous adverse childhood experiences early in life, giving them no option but to commit crime to survive (McClean et al, 2020). McClean (2020) insists that the victim of exploitation is often the exploiter too. Some believed that children steer towards drug supply as the lifestyle is an appealing one (Coomber and Moyle, 2018). Whilst others believe that youths follow that lifestyle due to agency involvement and rational choice of involvement (Irwin-Roger, 2019). Child criminal exploitation is now recognised as a form of child abuse, therefore a multiagency and partnership approach in required to safeguard children (HM Government, 2018). There are various strategies and approaches that have been adopted by local governments and councils across the UK to address these matters, some youths are relocated to youth justice services across the UK due to the lack of national strategies for 
12.
safeguarding young people from harm outside of their families (Maxwell et al, 2019; Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2020). 

The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (Annual Report, 2020)
The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (Annual Report, 2020) is an evidence-based source which investigates serious incidents involving children and young persons. It is an annual review from the Children Safeguarding Practice Review Panel. Its analysis and reflects on England’s safeguarding practices in the last year, although, it must be noted that this review was reported following the coronavirus pandemic, therefore there was a large amount of pressure on families and agencies to safeguard and protect youths (Gov, 2020). This panel seeks to establish a contemporary framework of how best to safeguard and protect children nationally and across local authorities, stability and clear guidance would help prevent children being involved in county lines and serious crimes, as they would be dealt with in a consistent manner (Maxwell et al, 2019).
This report is consisted of quantitative analysis of local child safeguarding practice reviewers, and 25% of rapid reviews received during the year. It also consists of analysis of safeguarding partners yearly reports. The panel has an external organisation to gather research and intelligence with safeguarding partners and stakeholders for a more qualitative approach. All of the most serious incidents and reports are discussed and investigated on the panel, and the date was placed into numerous charts to identify patterns and trends of how best to safeguard children. The below chart demonstrates how many cases of non-fatal physical abuse have been investigated on the panel: 
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Figure 1 - •	The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (2017). Available at: The Child Safeguarding Annual Report 2020 (publishing.service.gov.uk)

Table 3 shows that the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel found that non-fatal physical abuse was the most common form of serious harm inflicted on children at 22%, shortly followed by 10% being that of child sexual abuse. Young person’s being involved in violent behaviour or other risk taking, perpetrators of violence were at 11%. The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel found on a previous report that neglect was the primary cause of all cases reported, they acknowledge that this is the route cause for many youths being involved in criminal exploitation. 
51 incidents reported that young people were involved in risk taking or violent behaviour. 37 (75%) of which were involved in gang violence or county lines. 15 of the 51 were involved in self-harm, and 4 of which were involved in criminal exploitation of drug supply. Seven of the 51 were the perpetrators of serious violence. Child criminal exploitation was made the panel’s annual priority of the 2020 review following these statistics. Beckett, Holmes and Walker (2017) argues that interconnected conditions must be understood in order to address child exploitation. This included the source of why they have made these decisions, such as neglect from childhood, the young person’s vulnerabilities, and their protective structures (Beckett et al. 2017). 
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Figure 2- Graph 3 - •	The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (2017). Available at: The Child Safeguarding Annual Report 2020 (publishing.service.gov.uk)
Graph 3 shows that the majority of serious incidents reported to the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel were those aged under one year old, however 30% were involving youths aged 15-17 years of age, the majority male. 
The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel concluded that known risks, such as adverse childhood experiences (ACESs) do not always result in youths becoming violent criminals. They identified that those who demonstrate risks of becoming criminalised should not be excluded from schools, as this is encouraging these persons to look for social status and conform to another group for approval (Maxwell et al. 2019). The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel also found that moving youths away from their current location is not an effective way to prevent them from involving themselves with gangs as Maxwell et all (2019) previously stated.
[bookmark: _Hlk117484440]Whilst the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel demonstrated the percentages of serious violent crimes being committed by children and their correlation with gang crime, it does not demonstrate any strategies in preventing child criminal exploitation and recognising further trends across all ACEs. The only ACE initially addressed was neglect, showing that 35% of all cases were as a result of neglect. A 2019 Home Affairs Select Committee on 
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‘Serious Youth Violence’ (Home Affairs Select Committee, 2019) stated that there is no strategic approach and response to young people impacted by county lines. It argues that the responsibility falls upon the youth justice system and child protection agencies, combined with the voluntary sector as they can build the best rapport and trust with youths. It is vital that young people are safeguarded from harm, however, the number of young people involved in county lines and committing serious crimes is on the increase according to the statistics of young people being convicted of drug offences (McCulloch and Furlong, 2019). Setter and Baker (2019) argue that mechanisms such as youth referrals and strategies to support victims are underutilised. It is also possible that young people have been labelled too much as ‘victims’ in this report, and there has been a disregard towards any real victims of the crimes in which these youths are committing in their communities, causing community tensions. 

The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel had no mention of any police involvement, whereas the National Crime Agency Report: County Lines Violence, Exploitation and Drug Supply 2017 is a national overview report looking at the threat of county lines drug supply, violence, and exploitation across the UK. 

National Crime Agency Report: County Lines Violence, Exploitation and Drug Supply 2017:
This report is supported by the Home Office and NPCC. Information and intelligence are also gathered by civilian agencies such as Ending Gang Violence and Exploitation, and Gangs Inter-Ministerial Group meaning this report takes a more qualitative approach. The information in this report is dependant and gathered from 43 Territorial Forces across England and Wales, including British Transport Police, however their findings were not included in the report as they are not located in a particular area. A child in this report is considered anyone under the age of 18 years. The report aims to support the response to county line drug supply and address the violent gang related violence in the UK by providing insight to the world of County Lines. There in a combination of national overviews of crime, and local/reginal overviews allowing a more wholistic and realist approach to the research. 
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This encourages a clear way of addressing county lines, as advised by Maxwell et al (2019). The findings of this research looked at various persons involved in the county lines the use of vulnerable people and children involved in county lines. 

Statistics:
The National Crime Agency Report 2017 found that the most supplied drug from gang members in the UK was class A drugs, namely crack, cocaine and heroin. The report established that 88% of police forces have a problem with county lines in their area.  It is believed that there are now 720 county lines run across England and Wales. However, these statistics are gathered by police forces, therefore questioning the reliability. 
10 forces reported that gangs are steering away from cuckooing and are now looking for other ways to set up base in rural areas, such as staying in hotels. It is possible that this is due to police disruption. 26% of forces found that the county lines ‘deadline’ mobile numbers change frequently, meaning that it is more challenging for police to track down and gather solid evidence on any gang leaders. 18% of forces report that the gang members are beginning to try hide their identity by having inconsistent travel methods, eating out, phone lines and locations to stay, hiding the identity of the county lines runners. Traditionally, drugs would be stored in one main location, and children or vulnerable people would rotate staying at the property and distributing drugs from the ‘stash house’ in various sized batches. This rotation of individuals located in the ‘stash house’ has been reported by 12% of police forces (National Crime Agency Report, 2017).

Vulnerabilities and Youths: (The National Crime Agency Report, 2017)
Hiding the identity of the county line runner is reinforced by their use of exploiting young persons and vulnerable persons. 30% of forces reported ‘plugging’ whereby children’s bodies would be used to store drugs and transport them from one location to another without the drugs being taken. ‘Plugging’ drugs hold severe health risks and leaves the person carrying the drugs at risk of being subject to violence and intimidation. Children are preyed upon and targeted to carry drugs and money from urban areas to rural areas. Children known as ‘clean 
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skins’; children with no criminal record, are targeted as they are less likely to be stopped by police. Children who have little possessions, parents who are less protective, children who go regularly missing, those in care or exposed to broader vulnerable issues are most likely to have an involvement in criminal drug activity and county lines. 
Forces also reported that those who have existing drugs misuse problems, mental health issues, physical health issues and are at a point of crisis are easily targeted by gang members. 
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Figure 3 - figure 2 - •	National Crime Agency Report: County Lines Violence, Exploitation and Drug Supply 2017. Available on:  (nationalcrimeagency.gov.uk)

Figure 2 shows that 74% of police forces reported exploitation of vulnerable people, 65% of forces noted exploitation of children regarding county lines. The NPCC (2017) stated “Children assessed as vulnerable due to missing episodes do appear to be more regularly linked directly or through association to drug networks operating in the areas they reside”. Following this remark, this may be why prior to the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, children involved in county lines were often moved from their area of residency, so that any networks and links with gang crime could be broken. However, it would be argued 
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by The Home Affairs Select Committee (2019) that should this be all a child knows, if they wish to resort to it, they shall. 
The National Crime Agency Report 2017 found that 58% of forces reported that vulnerable people saw county lines initially as a business investment and an opportunity to get themselves out of a financially poor situation. Victims then often being coerced into running errands for the dealers such as arranging deals and are then too scared to report the problem or involve police. These victims are then coerced through debt bondage and fear of repercussions. However, whilst this is a qualitative piece of information, it leaves questions as to which victims have been spoken to, because those involved in county lines will not be involved in these findings, questioning reliability of data.
Young people are often approached and recruited by the promises of valuable assets. Young females will often be used to recruit other young females, and deliberately target children with evidential vulnerabilities such as ACEs. One force reported a gang member attending at a youth drug rehabilitation centre with the purpose to recruit potential drug users to network and use to run the lines. 42% of forces reported children specifically ‘running’ and ‘plugging’ for the drug lines. The average age of child involvement was 14 years old, however one force reported a 12-year-old being involved. The NPCC (2017) further states “Vulnerable young people aged between 13 to 18 years are being recruited to be drug runners/dealers. Most of these young people have accrued drug debts and the networks are using fear tactics, threatening them with violence to force them into working for the line.” (NPCC, 2017). 
County lines groups use young members to recruit children through personal or social media links. Children who are particularly vulnerable, at crisis, have boarder line mental health conditions or complex difficulties at home. These children are groomed and enticed by gang members to work with them in the drug distribution network. It was found that young males are often used as ‘watchers’ and sometimes given small amounts of drugs to supply. Children are used in county lines because they are less likely to be known by the police, and more likely to be given lenient sentences. 
Almost half of police forces stated that children from care homes were involved in county lines, and 15% stated that children in care were specifically targeted by gangs. 35% of forces stated some form of involvement of child sexual exploitation regarding county lines. 
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Conclusion
The National Crime Agency Report is a good source of qualitative data research, it evidences facts and findings from police forces, who are the people that are involved front line in detecting and disturbing criminal activity (College of Policing, 2016). Whereas The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel takes a more quantitative approach and notes that neglect from a young age may be the route cause to youths becoming involved in violent crimes and drug networking. The child safeguarding review panel states that 58% of their cases they had not yet decided on, therefore making these results unreliable, and leaving questions for how well their victims are being safeguarded. There are significant gaps in findings of child drug exploitation. Both research projects have labelled the child as a victim in this case, it is possible that this is due to them being classified as a child under the age of 18. The police and partner agencies face difficulties when trying to address and tackle children being groomed into county lines as safeguarding opportunism rely on the child being stop searched, or present when warrants or safeguarding visits are conducted. Different elements of the picture will be held on various partner agencies systems, which is why communication is vital and the sharing of information and intelligence is improved (National Crime Agency, 2017). Bourdieu, Mason (2019) developed a ‘Social Harm Theory’ lens (Dorling et al, 1995) and stated that police forces need to utilise statutory interventions rather than criminalising youths and labelling them as ‘evil gang members’. 
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Methodology
Throughout this chapter it will analyse and outline the methods used to investigate whether there is believed to be a link between youths suffering adverse childhood experiences, and them becoming involved in county lines. The chapter will demonstrate and explain why questionnaires have been chosen as the best means to gather research, and any ethical issues which may have risen will be addressed. Methodology is a term used for gathering research and how it is presented (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012). The two main types of research are: quantitative, which is primarily focusing on numbers, and qualitative, which is primarily focusing on words and meaning (Jansen and Warren, 2020) Questionnaires were considered a mixed-method by Jansen and Warren (2020) as it consists of both quantitative and qualitative data. 
A primary research project will be carried out throughout this experiment as people will be provided with questionnaires to complete. This allows patterns and trends to be examined and gathered from the findings. Questionnaires were decided as being the most appropriate research method on this occasion based on the audience and information goal. The questionnaires are based upon the gaps found in the recent literature review regarding vulnerabilities surrounding county lines, and what the police are doing to tackle county lines. Questionnaires are a series of questions asked to respondents with the aim of gathering information from them (McLeod, 2018)
Questionnaires will be provided to ten persons, from three different target groups: general response police officers, specialist organised crime police officers, and members of the public. These three groups will be provided the questionnaires, this provides a more wholistic and rounded result, showing different people’s perspectives on drug misuse, adverse childhood experiences, and police action.  The objective of this research is to outline the vulnerabilities around county lines, for example, what children are at highest risk of being exploited, and why they get involved in county lines, also, to establish what Welsh police forces are doing to tackle county lines and protect the vulnerable. These questionnaires will be distributed via an online questionnaire using a variety of mixed questions to get the best findings possible from the research project. Participants will be provided information prior to their participation stating their right to anonymity and to withdraw from the research project at any point. On issue may arise, that not all participants from each category may have time 
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to complete the questionnaire due to their careers or various commitments, however there should be thirty participants sent a questionnaire, so if less respond, there will still be opportunities to gather information and findings. Each question will be clear and direct, to enable good quality and reliable answers from respondents. 
When considering the audience, it is possible, that there will be differing viewpoints from both general police officers, and specialist organised crime officers. However, it is also interesting to compare those viewpoints, to that of a general member of public. There are ten questionnaires consisting of multiple-choice answers, short response answers, and yes or no answers sent to each group. This allows opportunities to analyse clear patterns ad trends, and to make it fair and representable. It is a possibility that participants may not want to be involved in the research, however when informed that they will be anonymous, this may encourage them to complete sensitive questions and be more honest. It has been decided that a questionnaire completed online would best facilitate participants anonymity, the only personal data required is whether the participant is a member of the public or police officer. As Garton et all (1999) found, research can be time consuming, therefore a larger number of individuals will be provided with the questionnaire, so that the aimed number of participants may be met. Questionnaires were considered the least time-consuming form of data collection research, therefore this is why they were chosen as opposed to interviews, as the professionals required to participate may not have the time available for an interview. 
All research carried out faces’ limitations and problems. One of which is that questionnaires are provided to individuals, however they may not be completed and returned, meaning that the findings may be unrepresentable and unfair because an equal number of questionnaires are supplied to each ground of individuals. Participants can withdraw from the research project at any point and are made aware of this. One main issue to trying to get people to complete questionnaires is that participants may feel they are lengthy, confusing or unclear which as Beretta (2014) found, this can cause the audience to not complete the task; therefore, the questions will be clear and simple, with multiple choice answers and short answers required of the participant. 
The findings of this data are presented in several graph and table formats, showing peoples knowledge and awareness of county lines, adverse childhood experiences, vulnerabilities, and the drug issues that exist in Wales today. The findings will be thematically analysed and 
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presented to show what the police believe themselves to be doing to tackle those issues, and what the public see the police to be doing, this part of the findings may be slightly more qualitative, and short answers will be required for those specific questions. 

The Drugs Act 2005 is an act to make provision in connect with drug misuse, and making orders to supplement anti-social behaviour, in cases where drug misuse or prescribed factors, causing antisocial behaviour issues (legislation.gov, 2022). The Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 categorises drugs into three separate categories, class A, class B and class C. Class A are those drugs that are considered most dangerous, and therefore carry a most harsh sentence. Class C are deemed as those less likely to cause significant harm, and therefore, carries a more lenient sentence (department of health, 2020). The Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 largely consolidates earlier legislation, however, there were further amendments, such as the creation of the Advisory Council on the misuse of drugs, which introduced the concept of irresponsible prescribing. The Tribunal procedure gave the Home Secretary the power to introduce strict standards of security. Likewise, it be illegal to supply prescribed drugs to another person not permitted to have them (Department of health, 2020).
Ethical Issues
The main ethical issues that were considered and addressed were that participants identity need to remain anonymous, therefore it is vital that no questions potentially disclose who the individual is. This research will comply with the guidance set by Bera (2018) which ensures that participants are treated fairly and sensitively. It is vital that all participants have volunteered and consented to take part in the research and are aware that they may withdraw at any time, and their data will not be included. 
Summary
In summary, this research project carried out consists of thirty participants completing quantitative questionnaires which are provided to ten general response officers, ten specialist organised crime officers, and then members of the public. These groups have been selected to provide a fair and representative outlook and overview of vulnerabilities surrounding county lines. Each group potentially have different views and opinions and have greater understandings in particular areas than others. Each participant is anonymous other than 
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stating their age range and which research group they are in. There is a gap in current research projects, whereby the research appears to be bias towards police doing little to tackle county lines, or bias towards vulnerable people being responsible for engaging in gang life. The questionnaires cover both the topics of drug misuse in communities; and police involvement in trying to engage and prevent it. Attention will be placed upon adverse childhood experiences, and how many people believe that those children suffering from them, are likely to become involved in a gang and drug taking.  Previous research suggests that almost 60% of adults report having suffered at least one adverse childhood experience. 25% of adults report suffering three or more adverse childhood experience (JAMA paediatrics, 2017). In 2016 Juveniles committed almost 10% of all violent crimes reported in the United Kingdom (Freeze. C, 2019). The NHS found a link between those experiencing numerous adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), and those willing to engage in risk taking activities which are harmful to their health and associated with criminal behaviour. Public Health Wales and NHS Trust (2015) found that individuals who have experienced four or more ACEs are twelve times more likely to be a victim of violence, fifteen times more likely to be the perpetrator of violence, and twenty times more likely to be in prison at some point in their lifetime. The aim of this research is to establish if this will mirror and evidence these findings, or suggest otherwise, and what can be done to prevent this happening. 










25.
Analysis of Results
Introduction
As set out in chapter three, in this chapter, the data collected from forty questionnaires is analysed and presented.
Forty questionnaires were sent to various individuals via message on the phone after being created on an online database, these surveys are attached in the following link: SurveyMonkey Analyze - Vulnerabilities surrounding county lines. This quantitative survey was created via Survey Monkey, and the link was sent to a variation of members of the public and police officers. It consisted of ten multiple choice questions about vulnerabilities surrounding county lines, and what people’s perspectives are regarding ways that the problem is being tackled. The findings have been analysed using SPSS. The aim of this data was to fill the gaps found previously regarding vulnerabilities surrounding county lines, and how well this is being addressed and prevented. To complete the picture and attempt to fill the gaps when present, Saunders et al (2015) established the theory of analysis of completing the jigsaw puzzle. Therefore, it was found that by combining several different pieces of data and research, a clearer and fuller picture can be created and examined.
Creswell (2014) found that an approach that is consistent and accurate is vital for research to be reliable. Throughout this piece of research, each participant has remained anonymous, and they have all been provided the same questions and options to answer. The questions and topic of research was based upon the gap found in previous research surrounding vulnerabilities surrounding county lines. Horn (2012) found that previous research and findings can inspire and encourage readers to do further research to prove or disprove the picture created. 
The findings of this research will be presented in graphs and tables to demonstrate patterns and trends identified, and to categorize themes. One barrier faced initially when creating the questionnaires, was that they could not be distributed in hand to individuals for them to remain anonymous, therefore, the decision was made to utilise Survey Monkey, as all participants had mobile devices, therefore the link was sent to them individually, and each person was able to complete it anonymously. Each finding will be compared to previous studies, and similarities and differences will be addressed. The validity and reliability will be ensured by complying with the UWTSD ethics, and ethics form has been completed previously. No questions regarding individuals age, gender or race was asked, therefore all participants were free from harm because there was no methodological requirement for these characteristics to be mentioned. 

Content
The target audience was a mixture of police officers and civilians, this was with the aim to draw comparisons between the police’s perception of county lines, and civilian’s perception. Question one asked for the participant to select which category they were from. The second question asked participants to select on a scale how aware of county lines they are, giving the 
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participant five options to select from. Question three asked the opinion of the participant, this question was whether the participant believed those with drug misuse problems to be categorised as vulnerable. The fourth question was if the participant believed children to be classified as vulnerable. The fifth question addressed whether the participant had any awareness of Adverse Childhood experiences. The answers in relation to this question would determine the reliability and validation of the following two questions. Question six providing a statistic in relation to adverse childhood experiences and questioning how surprised the participant to be. The seventh question queried whether the participant believed those suffering adverse childhood experiences to be more likely to become involved in county lines. The eighth question related to how helpful the police are. Number nine asking who the participant believed the onus to be on to address county lines regarding the local authorities. The final question asked if the participant believed youths involved in county lines to be criminal or victimised. 
Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are traumatic life events that occur in a child’s life before the age of eighteen, these experiences are uncontrollable for the child. ACEs have been placed into ten different categories in recent research: domestic violence, parental separation, having a parent with mental health conditions, being a victim of abuse (physical, sexual, emotional), being the victim of neglect, having a parent in prison, being raised in a household where a person abuses drugs or alcohol (Journal of Public Health, 2020). In 2019 it was estimated that around 27,000 children across England were identified as being involved in county lines (Maxwell et all, 2019). Research further found that females were largely underrepresented in any data gathered, showing that 91% of those recorded as being involved in a county lines gang were males (National Crime Agency, 2019). County lines are organised criminal networks who create gangs to export illegal drugs into one or more areas around the UK by using mobile phone lines dedicated for this, or ‘deadlines’ (Public Health England, 2022). Gang members are highly organised criminals who network together to groom and recruit young vulnerable people to avoid police attention (Government, 2022). Often children and vulnerable adults are exploited to transport and store drugs and money across the United Kingdom; they will often be subjected to coercion, violence, intimidation, and weapons. The National Crime Agency (2018) found that children are often easily exploited because they do not see themselves as vulnerable or victims, therefore it is easy for them to be groomed to become involved in criminality. Drug dealers will often target people who have drug addictions or mental health issues themselves (Government, 2022). This chapter will evidence how likely participants believe youth suffering adverse childhood experiences are to become involved in county lines, and the participants awareness of them, and who they believe should be tackling these problems. It will be interesting to compare the 
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views of police officers, to the views of members of the public, and whether these may be differing. 

Analysis of Quantitative Data

The researcher has used Survey Monkey to complete ten questions for the participants to answer. All of which were closed questions with multiple choice answers. The questionnaires were sent via WhatsApp to forty individuals, of which, there were twenty-nine respondents. This way of gathering data was easily accessible for the participants and was not time consuming. Each person who volunteered to participate had the option to not complete the questionnaire and remained anonymous when completing the questionnaire. 
Question one asked for the participant to state whether they were a civilian, or a member of the public. This question was asked, as the initial intention of the questionnaire was to compare the views of police officers, specialist drug officers and civilians. When analysing the data, it was found that 68.97% of participants were police officers, and 31.03% were members of the public. The aim of the questionnaires was for all categories to be evenly spread. However, the researcher failed to ask about specialist drugs officers. Also, there is no way to analyse whether to results and opinions of police officers differed to those of the members of the public, because all questionnaires were anonymous and had the same questions to answer. The table below demonstrates the findings:
[image: ]Table 1: Question 1: What category are you?


The decision was made to involve police officers heavily, as the child safeguarding practice review panel (2020) reviews serious incidents whereby police and local authorities have attended. Their findings ruled that children needed stability and consistency when being dealt with by the criminal justice system (Maxwell et al, 2019). Therefore, police involvement into this project was vital to look at their view on county lines. 
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Question two found that 41% of participants would believe that they are very aware of county lines. Due to the almost 69% of participants being police officers, this raise concerns as to how they are dealing with those targeted and exploited by gang members leading the county lines. The national Crime Agency Report 2017 found that 88% of police forces have an issue with County Lines in their policing area. This research found that potentially at least 28% of police officers were not very aware of county lines, therefore this would have an impact when trying to approach juveniles consistently in the criminal justice system as Maxwell et all (2019) stated is needed. The duty of the police is to detect and deter crime, however ignorance towards county lines and warning signs of potential grooming and cuckooing prevents police from addressing it. 
Only 89.66% of participants believed people with drug misuse habits to be vulnerable, however 96.55% believed children to be vulnerable, meaning that one participant did not believe that children are vulnerable. 
[image: ]Table 2: Question 3: Do you believe people with drug misuse problems to be vulnerable?


[image: ]Table 3: Question 4: Do you consider children to be vulnerable?

The Public Health England (2022) found that gang members will groom and exploit children and vulnerable adults to transport and store drugs and money across the United Kingdom. The National Crime Agency (2018) states that gang members often target vulnerable adults who already have drug misuse habits of their own. These findings suggest that those who participated in the research find children to be more vulnerable than adults who have drug misuse problems. The National Crime Agency (2017) categorised adults with drug misuse problems as vulnerable, and report that 61% of regions found exploitation of those with drugs 
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misuse problems. However, the findings of their studies showed that 65% of regions reported exploitation in children. This is a narrow gap, which also mirrors that of the questionnaire completed.  
The National Crime Agency (2019) found that 11% of those involved in County lines were juvenile, the National Crime Agency (2019) went on to state that communities are ignorant to youth becoming involved in County lines and the vulnerabilities that lie with these youths. The Guardian further found evidence that suggested the public’s perception of youths involved in county lines was causing them to be labelled as ‘evil’ gang members, rather than acknowledging these individuals as vulnerable children who are being exploited. The National Crime Agency Report (2017) found that 58% of police forces reported that those vulnerable individuals being exploited by gangs for county lines initially saw county lines as a business investment, not that they were a victim or being exploited.

6.9% of participants had no awareness of adverse childhood experiences, therefore, their answers to the following two questions makes the statistics slightly less reliable. However, in question six, when the participants were provided statistics that 25% of adults have suffered three or more adverse childhood experiences, 75.86% stated that they were not surprised of these findings. The chart below shows the findings:
[image: ]Table 4: Question 6: 25% of adults suffer three of more ACEs, are you surprised?

The NPCC (2017) found that gangs used young females to recruit and groom children who are vulnerable and have suffered adverse childhood experiences. It was found that children were predominantly targeted if they were at crisis, had boarder line mental health difficulties, or complex home lives. 15% of police forces reported children in care being involved in County Lines (NPCC, 2017). When participants in the questionnaire were asked if they believed those who have suffered three or more adverse childhood experiences to be more likely to be involved in County Lines, the same amount of people stated yes, 75.86% stated they would be more likely. The UK Government (2022) agrees with the findings that those who have suffered three or more adverse childhood experiences are more likely to be involved in county lines. They found that gang members target youths from deprived backgrounds of chaotic homelives, all adverse childhood experiences are related to issues surrounding the family home dynamic. 
Question seven asked if participants believed the police to be doing enough to tackle county lines and drug misuse issues. 51.72% of participants stated yes, and 48.28% of participants believed the police were not doing enough, showing a split response. Bourdieu, Mason (2019) stated that police forces need to utilise statutory interventions rather than criminalising 
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youths and labelling them as ‘evil gang members. The National Crime Agency Report (2017) found that 65% of police forces recognised exploitation of children in county lines, however the public do not appear to believe the police are doing enough to address these issues in the community. 



[image: ]Table 5: Question 9: Who do you think is most responsible for addressing county lines?

Table five shows that just over half of the participants believe that the police are still mostly responsible for addressing county lines. County lines is a criminal offence when considering the exploitation and coercion that victims are subjected to (national Crime Agency Report, 2017). However, few participants found social services responsible, but the NPCC (2017) found that children are often recruited to run or ‘plug’ drugs for county lines, and the average age for child involvement in county lines is 14 years old, meaning that social services and parents should take ownership and intervene to help prevent the ‘social harm theory’ lens (Dorling et al, 1995). A 2019 Home Affairs Select Committee on ‘Serious Youth Violence’ (Home Affairs Select Committee, 2019) stated that there is no strategic approach and response to young people impacted by county lines. It argues that the responsibility falls upon the youth justice system and child protection agencies, combined with the voluntary sector as they can build the best rapport and trust with youths
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The below table shows that 75.86% of participants believed youths to be victims of exploitation rather than criminals. The other 24.14% is possible to be police officers who are hardened to dealing with repeat missing youths and delinquent children. However, Setter and Baker (2019 argues that police do not use youth referrals and strategies to support victims enough. 


[image: ]Table 6: Question 10: Do you consider youths involved in county lines to be criminals or victims of exploitation?



Conclusion:

The conclusion of these findings shows that each question had a varied answer from all individuals who participated. No question had a result of p – value, meaning that no result showed that 0.05% of individuals believed a certain view or answered in a particular way. This is the number of participants was high enough to get round numbers, and many participants have likeminded answers. This may be as three main categories were asked. 
All questions asked in this research were multiple choice answer questions which has left the opportunity for quantitative data to be gathered to be missed. One way to compare data and information gathered to that found throughout the literature review chapter, would have been to complete a mixed method of both questionnaires and interviews with some participants from each category. 
Although, it is evident that many results of the findings show a correlation between those results and previous studies, for example The Public Health England (2022(, The National Crime Agency (2017) and 98% of participants of the questionnaires believed children to be classified as vulnerable. The Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (2017) completed a lot of research into abuse and neglect that children have been subjected to and how likely this makes them to become involved in criminal and violent behaviours. The Panel found that 35% of children were victims of neglect, which is one Adverse childhood experience, this mirrors the findings that 25% of children are victims of three or more ACEs.
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Close attention could have been paid towards age groups targeted too during interviews. Some limitations faced by the researcher was that the application used to complete the questionnaires only allowed ten questions to be completed. One result that appeared to be unexpected was that of question 9, most participants believed police to be primarily the body responsible to tackle county lines, however The National Crime Agency Report 2017 found that children ought to be more supported, rather than being criminalised, and the police’s role is to investigate crime. The results found mainly agree with previous research in the conceptual model that children are victims, and those involved in county lines are vulnerable especially children who have suffered adverse childhood experiences. A correlation has been made between this research and the literature review.  
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Recommendations and Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, conclusions will be drawn on the research project and how this relates to the literature study, and recommendations will be made as to how best tackle county lines when reflecting on the findings of the research project and comparing to previous research studies. 
The general opinion of participants in this project was that children and persons with drug misuse habits are vulnerable, which is agreed by the Children Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (2017). However, slightly more participants also stated that they see youths involved in county lines as criminals, whereas Dorling et al (1995) believed that police need to utilise statutory interventions to address youth involvement rather than criminalising them. This was interesting to see and would be interesting to see what Dorling et al views may be now as this research was found in 1995. Like Dorling et al (1995), many participants believed the responsibility of tackling county lines to be placed upon the police, however many 
participants also believed that these children were victims of exploitation. On reflection, the researcher should have allowed opportunity for open questions to follow questions such as question number ten, and asked what action they believe should be taken, and what best cause of action be to address this and work with the victims. Questions could have been asked to officers of their awareness of signs of grooming and that the ‘runners’ of county lines are classified under the Modern Day Slavery Act. The National Crime Agency Report (2017) found 18% of forces report that the gang members are beginning to try hide their identity by having inconsistent travel methods, eating out, phone lines and locations to stay, hiding the identity of the county lines runners. Further, no mention has been made of s.45 Modern Day Slavery Act 2025 (legislation.gov), this is a defence for any child or vulnerable person who may have been victim of exploitation and coerced into trafficking drugs or money for another person for their financial gain. Participants should have been asked about their awareness of this, and what their views of this defence are. 
Almost two thirds of participants were police officers, which was the aim of the research project, however police officers often become hardened to sensitive situations and de-sensitised (Turner and Belcher, 2019), these figures also almost mirror those of the participants who were aware that 25% of youth suffer three or more ACEs. The National Crime Agency Report (2017) found that 74% of police forces reported exploitation of vulnerable people, and 65% of forces noted exploitation regarding county lines in their area. The limitations and barriers that officers face is that not all officers are trained to a level high enough to be aware of county lines and the vulnerabilities that surround them. The NPCC (2017) stated “Children assessed as vulnerable due to missing episodes do appear to be more regularly linked directly or through association to drug networks operating in the areas they reside”. However, many police officers and their supervisors see these missing people as a nuisance. There is a requirement here for further training within forces for them to be aware of what to ask and what signs to look for on a young person or vulnerable persons return home (NPCC, 2017). 
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There are many limitations from this research project, one being that all questions were multiple choice questions, whilst this allows the findings to be analysed and comparisons to be made between statistics and previous findings in a quantitative way. It lacks the opportunity for qualitative information to be gathered which provided the opportunity to compare views and opinions surrounding the topic of children involved in county lines. One way to obtain data and research of more depth would be by interviewing participants with open questions, however, this would have required more planning and time to be allocated towards to project. 
The National Crime Agency Report is a good source of qualitative data research, it evidences facts and findings from police forces, who are the people that are involved front line in detecting and disturbing criminal activity (College of Policing, 2016). Whereas this research project was a quantitative research project that distributed the questionnaire to a mixture of police officers and members of the public, making it a more wholistic and representative finding. The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, The National Crime Agency Report and this research project all found that the child is labelled as the victim in all cases. Bourdieu, Mason (2019) believe that police forces need to utilise intervention pathways more so than criminalising youths, and this is apparent in the findings of this questionnaire as participants believed children to be vulnerable, however the participants also believed the police to be most responsible for tackling county lines and drugs misuse issues over partner agencies and social services. The police’s role is to tackle crime, which is not necessarily taking a preventative approach. The results of this questionnaire do fulfil the aims of the study to a certain extent, as observations are made as to whether children who suffer ACEs are more at risk of becoming involved in county lines, and many participants believed this was the case. It would be beneficial for a consideration for a secondary research method to be carried out, such as interviewing three individuals from each category about their awareness of ACEs and county lines, and how much of an issue they believe it to be in their communities. 
In conclusion, the findings of this research show mainly show that children who have suffered adverse childhood experiences are more at risk of becoming involved in county lines. 35% of children were found to be victims of neglect at a young age (National Crime Agency Report, 2017). The National Crime Agency Report (2017) also found that drug dealers and gang members will prey on children who appear to have little or have parents who poorly care for their children, therefore, the child’s regular missing habits or school truancy will not be noticed as often. These children lack the material products that other children have in life, so gangs will groom them and buy them material possessions so that the child is trapped and ‘owe’ the gang for these items or drugs they may have been given to get the child hooked. Many believe that the responsibility is on the police to tackle county lines. Bourdieu and Mason (2019) found the ‘social harm theory’ and believe that it is the duty of police forces to utilise statutory interventions rather tha criminalising youths. One use of this would be to treat children involved in county lines as victims by them using the s.45 Modern Day Slavery Act 2015 defence and treating the children as a victim of grooming and human trafficking instead of as a gang member. This way the problem as a whole can be addressed and those responsible for taking advantage of children have a chance to be brought to justice. The majority of participants agreed that children and those with drug issue habits are 
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vulnerable, therefore should be treated as victims. Following this investigation, it appears that the findings lead to believe that those children who have been exposed to adverse childhood experiences are more likely to become involved in county lines because of their lack of support and higher level of vulnerability. 
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Table 3

Category of serious harm
(The data below includes the nine serious Number
incidents notfified to the Panel as ‘other’)

Percentage of all
non-fatal cases

Non-fatal physical abuse 105 38.0
Non-fatal neglect 33 120
Emotional abuse 5 1.8
Child sexual abuse - infra-familial 28 10.1
Child sexual abuse - extra-familial 20 7.2
Child sexual exploitation 5 1.8
Criminal exploitation 4 1.4
YYoung person perpetrator 7 2.5
Other risk taking/violent behaviour 51 18.5
Other non-fatal incidents 18 6.5
Total 276 100.00
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Figure 2. Exploitation of people with different vulnerabilities
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