Literature Review:
A literature review is typically understood to be a systematic and critical review of the most important literature and academic research on any particular subject matter.
Oliver (2012), suggests that a review and analysis of existing literature will help formulate appropriate research questions to identify what is known (and not known) about a given subject, with the purpose of that review being, to develop as much knowledge around that subject as is practicable.
During this review, I will organise my research under the following objectives:
1) Understanding the scope of the County Lines problem
2) Studies and literature involving the examination of current Policing strategy in tackling County Lines drugs gangs
3) Studies and literature involving the harm caused to young and vulnerable people involved in County Lines drugs gangs

County Lines – Understanding the scope of the problem:
The UK has a significant and growing issue, with drug distribution via the exploitation of young people and vulnerable adults by Organized Crime Groups (OSG’s). This activity proliferates from larger metropolitan areas, acting as central distribution hubs, feeding into smaller towns and villages all around the country. This activity has become commonly known as “County Lines” and predominantly involves the distribution of Class A drugs. It is coordinated using dedicated telephone supply lines and are run as highly complex and lucrative criminal operations. 
According to the NCA (National Crime Agency, 2018), Crack Cocaine and Heroin are the drugs most supplied through County Line activity. Other substances such as powdered cocaine and cannabis are also supplied in lower quantities. The higher profit margins for Heroin and Crack mean that these other drugs act as a supplementary side-line to their main activities (See Fig.1 below from the National County Lines Coordination Centre). 


Current NCA research suggests that the largest number of County lines, originate from the Metropolitan Police area, followed then by the West Midlands and Merseyside, with a total of 26 Policing area’s currently noted as “Exporting” locations with an estimated 1000 active lines nationwide.
Traditional drug supply used to involve a user, travelling to a city or larger town to collect the drugs before returning to their locality for consumption or onward distribution on a far smaller scale to their known acquaintances or fellow users. This new method of distribution is particularly concerning to lawmakers and law enforcement, given the involvement of young people and the corresponding risk and harm that can come to these vulnerable groups as a result. The flowchart below, outline the typical operation of a single County Line:


Fig 1.1 – County Lines Operation (Gov.uk, 2022)
Policing strategy in dealing with drugs in England and Wales as a whole, is based around legislation determined by the Misuse of drugs act 1971 (Legislation.gov.uk). The main purpose of the Act is to prevent the misuse of controlled drugs by criminalising the possession, supply, manufacture, import and export of controlled drugs, with exceptions only permitted by further legislation allowing for some regulated use by licence, authorised by the Secretary of State (gov.uk). 
Looking within the South Wales policing area, the Neighbourhood Policing teams, along with Response officers, primarily deal with local drugs offences often involving these young or vulnerable people with county lines activity. These individuals can be seen to be the bottom rung of this larger criminal ladder.  This research project will examine the strategies used to target these individuals. 
The project will also examine the links between the exploitation of vulnerable people and the effectiveness of the approaches used in combatting this activity. I will also look at the wider issue of youth reoffending and will draw conclusions as to the impact that Legislation has on policy and whether they are effective in reducing the prevalence of drug use and harm being caused across society and with around 100 "county lines" networks supplying drugs into Welsh communities, according to the director general of the National Crime Agency (NCA), the scale of this issue is readily apparent.
As I will set out below, there are several studies, articles and research projects which look at the county lines problem as a whole, including research on Policing strategy in tackling the problem as well as those which examine and discuss the risk and harm being suffered by the young and vulnerable people who become involved and trapped in county line activity. What is not readily available are studies which look at policing opinion and perception of these areas of concern and what front line police propose can be done in 1) helping to tackle the issues and 2) what they see as the day to day harm caused on the coal face. By focussing on these areas, I would hope to help inform policing policy and provide an informed alternate perspective for policy makers and senior management, to the end of improving best practice and future process and policy in dealing with offenders (or perceived victims depending on circumstance). 
Studies and literature involving the examination of current Policing strategy in tackling County Lines drugs gangs
NRM (National Reporting Mechanism)
Police forces report any exploitation and human trafficking concerns associated with county lines via a National Referral Mechanism (NRM) and through this mechanism, a steady rise in quarterly referrals from 2014, through to Q1 2020 van be observed. The sudden drop observed at that time, can be attributed to Covid 19 and a significant reduction in the wider movement of people due to the enforced lockdown of society. What this does indicate is the scale of the increasing problem. See Graph (Fig 1.2) below:


Fig 1.2 – National Referral Mechanism (NRM) Number of quarterly referrals by age group of exploitation, 2014 to 2020 (Gov.uk, 2022)
Police intelligence, prioritisation and response:
According to the HMICFRS (Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services) and their “Both Sides of the Coin” report, the intelligence picture around County Lines activity in the UK is improving, via police forces and the National Crime Agency’s collaboratively working together in supporting the national county lines co-ordination centre. 
Most forces can be seen to have significantly improved their understanding of the scale of offending in their area with current intelligence analysis showing that there are more than 2,000 individual ‘deal line’ numbers (mobile phone numbers circulated to users to purchase controlled drugs), linked to approximately 1,000 county lines. As previously noted, in can be seen that London, the Midlands (Birmingham) and the Northwest of England (Liverpool) are the main exporting areas but there are shortcomings in the intelligence processes. Forces don’t understand enough about county lines criminality to tackle it as effectively as possible. 
HMICFRS also suggests that much of the guidance on how to submit intelligence needs revising, as Police Forces have been inconsistent in their approach. They have noted that Police have failed to prioritise attention on County Lines activity compared to other serious offences and that in fact, most regional drug investigations taking place are not actually looking into county lines at all. HMICFRS concluded that regional tasking and co-ordination arrangements aren’t always effective, believing that a more active regional co-ordination of the police response, involving a recently established team of regional co-ordinators is a more effective approach. (HMICFRS, 2020)
Blakeburn and Smith (2021) conclude that the traditional road-centric policing tactics that have been previously used to disrupt drug supply may now be redundant, where the transportation method of choice is by. They also acknowledge the issues of policing boundaries being problematic in the sharing of information between different forces, with gangs exploiting the fact that the UK does not have one centralised policing database. Information sharing (or lack of) is critical in this regard.
Spicer (2021) notes that there are two prominent new tactics introduced and represented as being specifically bespoke to the issue of County Lines. These being the use of a “Drug Dealing Telecommunication Restriction Order”, alongside the pursuit of modern slavery convictions for those found to be illegally exploiting vulnerable people.
Symbolic crackdowns:
Coomber, Moyle and Mahoney (2016) suggest that policing of local drug activity across England can sometimes take the form of specific and high-profile, crackdown operations which form a symbolic, generic or periodic response to localised drug activity. They go on to note that this type of symbolic policing, can be perceived as the police only ‘appearing to be doing something’ and may in fact have counterproductive enforcement outcome. They conclude that generic local ‘crackdown’ operations fail to target the wider national model and in certain circumstances, they can be detrimental to more considered enforcement and public health aims, again suggesting a wider national collaborative approach is needed. 
Cuckooing:
Spicer (2021) notes that dealing with so-called 'cuckooing' activity, where drug dealers take over vulnerable people's homes, requires a significant policing response in the UK and because of its nature of the activity, it aligns with the need to respond to vulnerability and prevent exploitation of these vulnerable people, who are being targeted by County Lines gangs. Spicer also observes that the inclusion of other organizations in responding to cuckooing, ties into the promotion of multi-agency working, which is something that has been particularly promoted over recent years due to reductions in police funding and desires for a so-called 'public health approach'. His research goes on to conclude that cuckooing is central to the enablement of county lines activity. Moyle (2019) supports the notion that vulnerable populations including drug users and those with mental health issues are specifically targeted to undertake cuckooing activity.
Olver and Cockbain (2021) suggest that law enforcement agencies are not effective, equipped or appropriate to identify, target or support vulnerable populations alone and that effective collaboration and information sharing is required to facilitate successful safeguarding measures through a multiagency approach, including education, NHS, police and local authorities.

Studies and literature involving the harm caused to young and vulnerable people involved in county lines
According to Marc Radley (The Strategic Director, CACI Child and Young Persons Division), early intervention alongside a divisionary approach is broadly considered to be the panacea for tackling County Lines within the vulnerable groups who find themselves targeted and caught up in this activity, but it is also noted that this is easier said than done. Schools, local authorities, youth services, youth justice teams and the police align all need to coordinate via a multi-agency approach in order to address the issues which these exploited children are being exposed to.

Radley (2020) also notes that awareness of the issue plays a significant role, with County Lines activities, taking place right under the noses of the wider population, occurring down the lanes and back alleys of our streets and in the homes of vulnerable drug users and addicts. Multi-agency services such as Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) and Youth Offending Services, have shown how to build and sustain effective responses to the issues. 
According to UK government research, as it stands the precise number of children involved with County Lines is not known as there is no systematic data collection (Maxwell et al, 2019) but there are an estimated 27,000 children in England, currently identified as being a gang member (Children’s Commissioner, 2019) which can go some way to highlighting the scale of the issue. The NCA states that 91% of children currently involved in County Lines are male but within these figures, both sexes can become subject to sexual exploitation, with children between the ages 15 to 17 most likely to be at risk. However younger children and young or vulnerable adults are also at risk of exploitation (NCA, 2019).
The NCA also examined the impacts and harm caused by County Lines gangs and have broken this down into 8 main area’s of concern (See Fig. 2). As can be seen, the most common area’s of harm are the exploitation of vulnerable adults and Cuckooing of their addresses.


When it comes to the method of transportation of the people involved with county lines, it can be clearly seen (Fig. 3 below) that Rail Travel is the preferred method of used by these operations. Given the young age of those generally recruited to move these drugs from the central hubs into a local area their inability to legally drive can be seen as the most Likely reason.


Exploitation:
According to HMICFRS, when a vulnerable person is arrested in relation to County Lines drug dealing, the use of a statutory defence in their involvement has been seen to increase the risk of exploitation. It has been observed that victims of Modern slavery and exploitation who commit offences on behalf of their abusers, such as county lines drug dealing, are being coached by their recruiters to say they have been trafficked, when they are caught and arrested. This also poses a challenge in court whereby police and prosecutors are reporting practical difficulties disproving the defence, even when it is false. (HMICFRS, 2020)
Glover and Finlay (2019) supports the observation that gangs target the most vulnerable young people including the homeless, neglected, living in chaotic circumstances or are looked after children. These individuals are then coerced, threatened, groomed, manipulated and exploited physically, emotionally and sexually to satisfy the requirements of their recruiters and that tackling county line gang activity, requires a multi-agency approach.
Windle, Moyle and Coomber (2020) assert that Children and young people are being exploited because they represent a cheap, easy to recruit workforce who can absorb many of the risks associated with transport of drugs and the street-level sales of these products. They are also then considered to be a disposable or expendable resource if caught. They go on to conclude that although only 14 per cent of those recorded as linked to county lines were girls, the overall level of girls’ involvement in county lines is currently unknown and requires more research into this demographic. Currently, just 9 per cent of county lines offences recorded as involving females and they suggest that there may be an associated with gender bias where women and girls are less likely to be viewed as offenders, thereby reducing police suspicion.
Adverse Childhood Experiences:
Windle, Moyle and Coomber (2020) go on to discuss the significant impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences on the outcomes of you people recruited into County Lines activity, observing that people with more than five ACEs were ‘7- to 10-fold more likely to report illicit drug use problems, addiction to illicit drugs, and parenteral drug use and that a culmination of ACEs can lead to an increased risk of that individual becoming a victim of human trafficking for sexual exploitation. Some of those recruited in county lines activity, may have already suffered from significant ACEs at home or whilst in a care environment but their involvement after recruitment into a county line, can then accentuate the harm already caused. This can then be summarised as ‘Spectrum of harm’
Recruitment:
Spicer (2021) suggests that Austerity Policy in the UK and the reduction of social diversionary activity alongside socio-economic depravation for young people, may be contributing to them turning to county lines activity. He considers that some young people can view drug supply as an attractive option amongst a limited number of poorly remunerated, legitimate employment opportunities. United Kingdom Government research (2020) indicates that vulnerable people who are targeted for county lines dealings are exploited using an imbalance of power such as age, mental capacity, gender or economic vulnerability and are recruited by means of exchange and reward. The exchanges and rewards can include tangible assets such as money and drugs or intangible ideas of friendship and protection.
Covid 19 impact:
Due to insufficient research, it is unclear what effect the global pandemic has had upon county lines operations. During the initial lock down phases at the start of the pandemic, there was a drop in reported crime throughout the UK with the significant exception of drug offences as well as domestic violence offences. Throughout this period, young people involved in county line activity, continued to be found by on rail networks, away from their own homes, and carrying significant sums of money and/or drugs, with the British Transport Police (BTP) commenting that a 94% reduction in rail travel had not resulted in a perceived reduction of juvenile drug runners on trains. The increased visibility of juveniles moving drugs on public transport, may also have resulted in a change in tactics towards deliveries being made in cars rather than young males travelling empty trains and buses, where they would be more likely to be spotted by authorities. This suggests that county line runners might have been travelling less often, but carrying larger quantities of drugs and/or money. Again, research in this area is limited.
Their research also suggests that reports of juveniles missing from home or care reports dropped during lockdown, with a study by the University of Liverpool, reporting a 35% decrease in reports of missing children. While not unexpected due to the reduced mobility of the wider society, children under the care of the local authority, who comprise a significant proportion of all missing cases, are of increasing concern due to the particular vulnerability, again relating to their likelihood of having had multiple ACE’s. Lockdown restrictions also reduced the opportunities for professionals to identify potential risks, gather information, and the provision of space for disclosures, which could exacerbate the perceived ‘postcode lottery’ of service provision, which already leaves many young people at risk.
Conclusions:
As can be seen throughout this literature review, there is significant existing research into the policing tactics used to tackle county line activity. There are also numerous sources covering research into the impacts and harm caused to the vulnerable people involved in county line activity. What is not in abundance, are the opinions, perceptions and suggestions from acting front line police officers into what can be done to improve or influence policing policy and response in tackling this activity. My area of research will aim to build upon this.
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