Literature Review

County lines refers to when large scale drug networks within cities expand their network into smaller, rural areas where there is a less saturated market. The leaders of these groups often exploit vulnerable people to deal and store drugs on their behalf. There is a telephone line that runs the network, hence why this is referred to as ‘county lines’. The major driving force for county lines is the financial gains being made by drug dealers in the large cities. The financial gain is because there is less competition where the drugs are now being distributed, therefore there is less threat from the competition of rival dealers (Spicer, 2019). County lines targets vulnerable and impressionable people, this can include children, drug users, and those suffering from pre-existing mental health conditions. Children are frequently used to deal drugs for the county lines operation, commonly receiving money in return. Drug users are exploited to store and/or deal the drugs, in return they will receive drugs for their own personal use as payment. Other vulnerable people can be ‘cuckooed’ and their homes are used as a hub for local drug dealers to store and deal their drugs from (Ministry of Justice, 2019). ‘Cuckooing’ refers to when county line drug dealers invade a vulnerable individual’s home without being invited or wanted at their address (Spicer, Moyle and Coomber, 2019). 

County lines networks are often centred around class A drug supply, including heroine and crack cocaine (NCA, 2019). Class A drugs have such a detrimental impact on the health of the users, which often leads to a reduced lifespan and a poorer quality of life. With the increase of county lines, class A drugs are more commonly used and are readily accessible to members of the public. Strict policies need to be enforced to reduce the quantity of drugs available on the market and discourage drug dealers from large cities from infiltrating smaller rural areas. This literature demonstrates the types of drugs which are distributed as a result of successful county lines operations; however, it is important to note that this research was published in 2018. As this literature was published almost four years, the statistics may not be representative of what would be found if the same research was conducted today. To increase the validity of the statistics shared, it would be useful to investigate statistics from 2022 and see if they are similar to those in 2018; if the statistics were similar then it would support the original source which increases the validity. Also, these statistics are based off of what has been able to be verified from people within county lines operations, but as this is a process which usually involves individuals who are uncooperative with the government and police, these statistics may be skewed and not representative of the actual drugs supplied from discrete county lines operations. The source of these statistics is highly reliable as it is a law enforcement agency within the UK who are heavily involved in the war against organised crime and drug supply.
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In May 2021, South Wales Police conducted a week dedicated to combatting county lines and ensure that everything possible was being conducted in order to protect vulnerable people who were being targeted by these organisations (Powell, 2021). In this week, South Wales Police made thirty-two arrests, seized over £179,000 worth of drugs, seized more than £23,000 in cash, disrupted four drug lines, and visited vulnerable people who were likely to be targeted for exploitation. This intensification week is one of the policies which South Wales Police currently has in force in order to combat county lines, and these statistics support that these policies are successful in reducing county lines within South Wales. In 2021, Powell (2021) reported that there were an estimated six-hundred county lines gangs in the UK, which had significantly decreased as it was an estimated two thousand in 2019. These statistics support that the current policies in place are reducing the amount of county lines operations that are occurring within the UK. However, this article is from 2021 and therefore can be argued that the information may not be representative of what is occurring in 2022. Also, the source is from The South Wales Argus. This source is an online magazine publication, which can be argued to have low reliability due to the authors not having expertise within policing and may be biased by their personal opinions which may affect their writing. However, the statistics used within the article were published by South Wales Police themselves, this increases the validity of the information shared within the article as it contained quotes from detectives within the South Wales Police force. It could also be argued that this online publication is targeted at entertaining their audience rather than information them of important information, this may have caused the publication to be embellished for the purpose of entertainment.

On the week commencing seventh of March 2022, South Wales Police conducted an intensification week. The aim was to combat county lines operations who were recruiting young and vulnerable people to deal drugs (South Wales Police, 2022). During this week, South Wales Police visited over thirty-five addresses of individuals who were being ‘cuckooed’, seized more than £8,000 in cash, safeguarded thirteen people and were able to visit schools to raise awareness of the severity of county lines. One aspect of this week was visiting train stations and working alongside British Transport Police to provide knife arches to train stations to encourage individuals involved in county lines to get rid of weaponry on them. This demonstrates the current successful strategies that the South Wales Police force currently have in place to target county lines and attempt to tackle the issue. The statistics from this current intervention week support that the current policies in place do attempt to combat county lines, however more work could be done to ensure that what is achieved in these specific weeks could be continued throughout the daily policing which occurs. The information gained from this literature has very high validity as the source itself is a certified Police website, which is a reliable source which is not swayed from bias or personal opinions of an author. As this information is from a police website, the aim of the publication would be to inform the audience of important information and statistics to reassure the public that they are doing everything they can to prevent county lines.

With the growth of county lines activity in recent years, the police have had to adapt and change the way in which they monitor and attempt to prevent organised crime (NCA, ND). It is claimed by UK law enforcement that tackling county lines and supporting the vulnerable people who are affected as a result is high on their list of priorities. The most effective way that law enforcement has been policing county lines is by engaging is by creating a multi-agency county lines coordination centre. This allows for the NCA, the police and other regional organised crime units to work together in order to establish a wider picture of the severity of county lines. This demonstrates one of the ways in which policing has adapted to attempt to prevent and deter county lines operations, by creating a combined groups of specialised teams who have the collective aim of stopping county lines operations. The information regarding this team is from a national crime agency website, this has high validity as it is an established website which is relied upon for accurate information regarding police policies. The writer of this publications will have had specialised training on publishing public information regarding police policies, increasing the reliability of the source.
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Fig.1 - Drugs supplied by branded lines, NCLCC
December 2018




