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The U.S. Connection

o In the 1980s the U.S. pursues a Marijuana 
Suppression Programme in Jamaica. 

o The Garrison Community gangs in Kingston diversify 
into cocaine – shipped in from Venezuela

o Drug-related violence escalates in Jamaica and the 
gangs are forced to leave.

o Initially they work for the S. American cartels in 
Miami but quickly take over the business and expand 
across the USA

o In the late 1980s the US Drugs Administration targets 
the Jamaican gangs and some eventually leave for 
areas of Jamaican settlement in the major UK cities; 
London, Birmingham and Manchester 

(John Silverman 1994)
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The London Connection
o So-called ‘Yardie’ gangs, the Renkers the Spanglers, 

the Gulleymen and the spectacularly violent Shower 
Posse appear in Hackney, Harlesden, Lambeth, 
Southwark and Tottenham 

o Their incursions were resisted by the African-
Caribbean community and local gangsters.

o These conflicts are fought out in Haringey and 
Hackney (cf Lower Clapton Road aka ‘Murder Mile’)

o This ‘raises the bar’ in terms of the levels of violence 
employed to gain and retain control of drug markets. 

o ‘Yardie’ gangs introduce a new language and a new, 
musical genre  reflecting ‘the militarisation of Ghetto 
life’ after 1980 with the consolidation of the Seaga
regime in Jamaica  Gilroy, (1987).

A Fateful Convergence
o Thus, from the mid- 1990s the structure of UK drug 

markets comes, increasingly, to resemble those 
developed by Jamaican gangsters in the USA, where 
‘crews’ of poorly rewarded ‘Youngers’, who would attract 
lesser penalties than adult ‘Elders’ or ‘Faces’, were 
employed as ‘soldiers’ to maintain and service the 
market

o Now, upper echelon ‘organised crime’ and street corner 
crime converge (Pitts, 2008)

o Manuel Castells (2000) notes that, with 
globalisation, ‘The street gang becomes the shop floor of 
the international drugs business.’
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Waltham Forest 2006 
o Early 1990s: The Beaumont Gang - small group 

of professional criminals living on or around the 
Beaumont Estate Leyton

o Late 1990s: they (with Tottenham, Harlesden 
and Hackney gangs) battle for drug/crack 
cocaine markets in N. & E. London - and win

o Beaumont does deals with 4 Waltham Forest 
families to divide-up local drugs markets

o As these markets expand the workforce expands
o Street gang territories become drug dealing 

territories.
o Violent Crime between dealers escalates 

(Pitts, 2008)

The ‘Articulated Super Gang’
o Tightly knit groups of older career criminals from four 

notorious local families, some of whose members had 
had links with the Kray brothers back in the 1960s. 

o They were what Dick Hobbs and Geoff Pearson (et 
al, 2001) called ‘middle market multi-commodity drug 
brokers who link the upper and lower levels of the 
market’. 

o They maintained strong links, with younger, looser-knit, 
estate-based ‘street gangs’, (‘fams’ and ‘brerrs’) who were 
involved in street crime and drug distribution. 

o These groups were, in turn, connected by propinquity, 
ethnicity and pragmatism to other, more fluid and 
volatile, ‘crews’ of younger children and adolescents.
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Gang-Related Drug Markets 

o In the early years of the 21st century, illicit drug markets 
operated by street gangs in London were concentrated 
in, or adjacent to, gang affected neighbourhoods or 
nearby transport hubs (Pitts, 2008, Harding, 2014, 
Densley, 2014, Andell, 2019, Whittaker, et. al. 
2017). 

o The street gang was the retailer, supplied by wholesalers 
with no obvious affiliation to the gang. 

o There were two main types of distribution; street-based 
‘Open Markets’ to which customers would travel and 
‘Closed Markets’ in which retailers would supply a 
limited number of trusted clients who placed their orders 
by ‘phone or text (Pitts, 2008). 
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Something Changed

Why Here? Why Now? 
The exponential growth of County Lines has 
been attributed variously to:
o cuts in police numbers, 

o cuts to youth services, 

o cuts to drug recovery services, 

o increased child poverty,

o increased school exclusions and 

o the availability of purer, cheaper, drugs. 

However,) Harding (2020) believes that these 
factors may have accelerated their development 
but were not critical factors in their emergence.
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Changing Drug Markets
o But from 2010, the policies of austerity

meant that for many inner-city young 
people legitimate routes out of poverty 
vanished. 

o Some of them drifted towards the 
‘informal economy’, the most lucrative 
part of  of which was the drugs business. 

o Simon Harding (2020) writes of a 
deepening ‘pool of availability’, into which 
more and more young people were 
prepared to dive. 

Changing Drug Markets
It is important to view this from the perspective 
of the actors involved. A central feature of 
county lines drug supply networks is what it 
offers both young people and those willing to 
enter it – employability. County lines is 
compelling for many young people, notably 
those with limited or zero work experience other 
than having their CV rejected and their 
applications unanswered. This offer is 
essentially unmatched elsewhere in the current 
economy. It offers tax-free profits and working 
hours to suit yourself (once reaching the higher 
ranks). (Harding, 2020, p.270)
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Saturated Drug Markets

But this flight into drug dealing meant that 
urban drug markets soon became 
overcrowded. And this in turn led to an 
intensification of violence between rival 
gangs as they fought for ‘market share’, 
with a concomitant rise in homicides, 
serious injury, arrests and incarceration 

(Windle & Briggs, 2015, Pitts, 2016, Whittaker, 
et. al. 2017, Andell & Pitts, 2018, Andell, 2019). 

Going Country
While ‘Going Country’ had been a minor sideline for drug-dealing 

street gangs in London from early in the 21st century (Pitts, 2008, 

Harding, 2014), it now appeared to offer a solution to what had 

become a very serious problem. The ‘Country’ (County Lines) option 

was attractive for several reasons. 

o Gang ‘Elders’, correctly, anticipated less resistance from the 

police and local dealers in the ‘Country’ (Shapiro & Daly, 

2017). 

o Most of the dealers and runners, while known to the police in the 

metropolis, were not on the radar of provincial forces. 

o Successful police operations against local dealers in out-of-town 

locations had created a gap in the market which urban street 

gangs were all too ready to fill (McSweeny, et.al. 2008). 

13

14



8

Changing Drug Markets
Circa 2010+ (Push Factors)

o City drug markets ‘saturated’ (Windle & Briggs, 2015) 

o Conflict between rival gangs (Pitts, 2016)

o City dealers too well known to local police (NCA, 2016) 

o iphones, ‘burners’ and telephonic anonymity

o Successful Police operations against local dealers/user -dealers 

in out-of-town location create a void for County Lines to exploit 

o Metropolitan gangs anticipate less resistance from the police and 

local dealers in new ‘Country’ locations (Drugwise 2017)

Circa 2015  + (Pull Factors )

o More/cheaper/higher quality Columbian crack/cocaine entering 

the UK (collaboration with E. European wholesalers.)

o Members of the 1st generation London street gangs morph into 

de facto Criminal Business Organisations

County Lines
o A County Line is a method of drug distribution run by a criminal 

group in a metropolis that establishes a link with an out-of-town 
drug market, via which the drugs (primarily heroin and crack 
cocaine) are trafficked. 

o The runners, or ‘Youngers’, travel to and from the out-of-town 
location by train, taxi, or in a hired car, to replenish stock, sell to 
customers and transport the profits back to base.

o A mobile phone line in the metropolis receives requests from 
customers in the out-of-town location. The runners located there are 
then contacted by phone and told where to deliver the drugs and 
how much to charge for them. 

o The drugs are often stashed in a ‘cuckooed’ dwelling, taken over 
from vulnerable drug users in the out-of-town location. (Robinson 
et. al., 2018).

o Advances in mobile phone technology mean the organisers can 
maintain their anonymity while ‘keeping tabs’ on their runners via 
the Find My Phone App.
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County Lines

• The National Crime Agency refers to Metropolitan	Street	
Gangs	using vulnerable children and  adolescents to 
distribute narcotics across wide swathes of the country 
(NCA,	2016).

• They describe them variously as ‘Urban	Street	Gangs’, 
‘Organised Crime	Groups’ and ‘Dangerous	Dealer	
Networks’

• Coomber (2015)	calls them ‘Second	Generation	Street	
Gangs’; 

• Disley &	Liddle	(2016)	chart the metamorphosis of some 
local London street gangs into sophisticated drug dealing 
networks between the start of the Government’s Ending	
Gang	&	Youth	Violence initiative in 2012 and 2016. 

The Other Epidemic
o If an epidemic is the sudden, widespread, occurrence of 

an undesirable phenomenon (OED, passim) then the 
exponential growth of County Lines drug dealing in the 
second decade of the 21st century is an epidemic (Pitts, 
2020). 

o Nikki Holland, the NCA County Lines lead, notes that 
whereas in 2015 only seven of the UKs 44 police forces 
were reporting county lines activity:
o By 2016 31 forces were reporting “established” County Lines 

activity with a further 3 reporting an “emerging picture”;
o By 2017, 38 forces were reporting County Lines activity;
o while in 2018 all 44 forces reported the presence of County 

Lines (Grierson, 2019).

o
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The Other Epidemic
o 74% of forces (32) identified the exploitation 

of vulnerable people:

o 37% of forces (16) reported exploitation of 
persons with mental health issues

o 12% of forces (5) reported exploitation of 
persons with physical health issues

o 65% of forces (28) reported that County Lines 
activity was linked to exploitation of children

(NCA, 2017)

The Deepening Pool
o The combination of an unsettled family life and education meant 

that all the children we interviewed (46) ‘ended up’ spending 
considerable periods of time on the street, associating with like-
minded peers, whom they sometimes described as ‘family’. 

o Many of the offences they committed; street robbery, possession of 
weapons, driving offences, burglaries and serious physical assaults 
were related to their involvement in what Hallsworth (2014) calls 
‘violent street worlds’. 

o The children often referred to the necessity of carrying a knife on the 
streets, rationalising weapons possession in terms of the need to 
survive, the need to protect themselves, to maintain a plausible 
presence on the street and to project to both outsiders and to 
themselves a particular kind of ‘tough’ persona that was important 
to maintaining their street status. 

Bateman T., Day A-M. & Pitts J. (2020) The Pathways of 
Incarcerated Children in Care: Implications for Policy and 
Professional Practice, London, Nuffield
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The Other Epidemic

oMost forces said County Lines involved 
individuals were carrying weapons.

oKnives mentioned by 85% of forces (35) 

oFirearms mentioned by 74% of forces 
(32). 

oHowever no reports of guns being 
discharged in relation to County Lines 
activity in 2017

(NCA, 2018)

The Other Epidemic
o Statistics produced by the Ministry of Justice 

(2017) indicate that between 2012 and 2016) 
convictions of young people aged 10 to 17 for 
Class A (e.g., heroin and crack cocaine) drug 
production and ‘possession with intent to supply’ 
increased by 77%. This was three times the 
increase among adult offenders. And as 
Robinson (et. al. 2019) observe:

While some of these young people are “user dealers”, 
or individual entrepreneurs working “solo”, many 
others are embedded within gangs and organized 
criminal networks (p.14).
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The Other Epidemic
o The numbers of young people under 20 admitted 

to hospital for drug related poisoning in England 

and Wales rose by 16% between 2012/13 and 

2017/18. 

o Moreover, the number of deaths in 2018/9 were 

46% higher than in 2008/9. 

o In Drug Use Among Young People (2019), NHS 

Digital notes that admissions were around five 

times more likely to occur in the most socially 

deprived areas compared with the least deprived 

areas. 

The Other Epidemic
o In November 2017 the National Crime 

Agency estimated that there were at least 720 
County Lines operating in England and 
Wales 

o By October 2018 this estimate was revised 
upwards to 1000+

o By 2020 this was again revised upward to 
2,000+, with at least 283 lines originating in 
London 

(NCA) 2017, 2018, 2019)
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The Other Epidemic
o Research undertaken by the Mayor of London’s office 

found that between January 2018 and April 2019, 4,013 
young people were involved with the County Lines 
emanating from London. 

o The largest group were teenagers aged between 15 and 19 
(46 per cent), followed by 20 to 25-year-olds (29 per 
cent) (Busby, 2019).

o These young people were involved in lines that reached 
41 counties in the UK but mostly Norfolk, Hampshire, 
Essex, Sussex and the Thames Valley. 

o Within London, the boroughs with most young people 
linked to county lines were Lambeth, Newham and 
Croydon (Busby, 2019).
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Findings from the National Summary and 
Emerging Best Practice Findings of the Home 
Office Violence and Vulnerability Unit (May 2018)

o Recruitment of C&YP through debt enslavement is common –
involving financial and sexual exploitation

o CSE has a significant gang dimension and girls and young women 
may also be involved in drug trafficking.

o CL gangs target settings with reduced monitoring (e.g. Children’s 
Homes and PRUs)

o CL gangs are operating from inside prisons and YOIs. 

o The customer base for Class A drugs is growing. YOTs are seeing 
clients who “are not the usual suspects”. 

o Increasingly C&YP with no links to services are also getting involved

o There are increases in women and young people using Crack, 
Heroin, Fentanyl (Opioid) and Xanax (Benzodiazepine)

o Indebted C&YP become desperate and resort to violent crime

o Social media is fuelling the  violence. 
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County Lines Coordination Centre 
(NCA, 2019)

o County Lines criss-cross the country, often importing 
and exporting from the same places

o Violence is a product of market saturation
o County Lines don’t just involve gangs. There are many 

other criminal networks involved
o Elders are looking for less detectible ‘clean skins’ – e.g. 

girls in school uniforms
o The NCA have seen instances of minicabs taking 11 year 

olds on 200 mile journeys
o For some cab firms, 70% of their business is transporting 

young drug couriers
o Cuckooing the houses of addicts and the vulnerable and 

disabled is a key feature of out-of-town drug distribution
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Ticket to Ride
o In their evaluation of the government’s Ending 

Gang and Youth Violence programme, Disley & 
Liddle (2016) describe how:

Young people were … given targets for selling 
(drugs) and punished if the targets were not met. 
Train tickets would be bought in advance by ‘the 
elders’, and the fact that young people had valid 
train tickets for these journeys, which they would 
not normally be able to afford, provided evidence 
that their trips were organised.
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The Risks for the C&YP
o Initially,  C&YP may be given money,‘ phones or 

expensive trainers, but then told they must repay 
this by working for the gang. 

o Sometimes the gang arrange for them to be 
robbed of the drugs they are carrying so that 
they become indebted.

o If they protest, they are told to keep working to 
pay off the debt or both they and their families 
will be subject to violent retribution. 

o The ‘Youngers’ who deliver the drugs risk being 
apprehended by the police 

o They also risk being assaulted/robbed by the 
users …

The Risks for the C&YP 
o They can be attacked, raped or killed by their 

own gang if they lose or are robbed of the drugs
o They can be attacked or killed by members of a 

rival gang
o ‘Plugging’, carrying drugs internally, can cause 

severe internal injuries
o Girls and young women may carry or conceal 

guns, drugs and money and sell drugs. 
o If they are arrested or robbed they can expect 

violent/sexual retribution
o Girls may also be groomed to participate in 

group sex, sometimes for commercial gain on the 
part of gang Elders
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But
• In The Exclusive Society  (1999) Jock Young says 

gang involvement confers the reward and 
recognition otherwise denied these young people

• In The Seductions of Crime Jack Katz (1989) points 
to ‘the dialectic of fear and pleasure’, that attracts 
adolescents to the deviant enterprise

• While Levitt & Dubner in Freakonomics (2005) say 
(street level) Drug Dealers Live with their  Moms 
in the hope that one day they will break into the ‘big 
time’.

... Gang involvement is complicated

Becoming a ‘Gangsta’
Now it’s not only for financial gain, it’s about, you 
know, the kudos, the respect. They change into a 
character that they're perceived or expected to be. 

If you're working for a county line you must act like 
this you must think another way and most certainly 
look like this (pulls a hard face). 

There's almost an occupational culture here. Definitely 
and with that comes the threat of violence.

Local Drug Dealer, cited in Andell & Pitts,(2018) 
The End of the Line, Youth & Policy, January
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Becoming a ‘Gangsta’

Social changes saw young lads emerge who were 
aimless, not academic, but saw a niche in gang 
culture promoted through the media which gave 
them the means to earn a few quick quid. Knife 
carrying was unusual in the past but now 8 out 
of 10 people dealing have a weapon … It’s been a 
quick transition to a dangerous situation 

Police officer, cited in Andell & Pitts,(2018) 
The End of the Line, Youth & Policy, 
January)

Gang Life

• In general, relationships within peer groups or 
adult friendship groups are characterised by a 
positive sense of affinity.

• Gang members, by contrast, tend to be involved in 
a series of shifting alliances as they continually 
monitor their standing in the gang (Harding, 
2014, The Street Casino, Policy Press). 

• If the peer group exemplifies solidarity and 
cohesiveness, the gang is perpetually on the brink 
of discord and division, and gang members are 
therefore usually ‘wired for action’
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But
They are eleven/twelve years old and thinking “This 
guy’s like an icon, a hero to me, I want to be like him”, 
and then the boy agrees to do something for him. So 
now, he’s ‘looked after’, like he’s almost untouchable 
because now he’s one of their boys. And you can see 
who commands respect because of their affiliation to 
someone, whether it be brother or a cousin. You see 
how they’re maybe getting dropped at sessions in, like, 
a Range Rover. So for some, gang affiliation is a 
protective factor not a risk factor. 

Crystal Palace F.C. Youth Worker

From Postcodes to Profits
o The Mali Boys

… the ‘most influential gang in Waltham Forest’ …  the most business 
driven, violent and ruthless of the gangs but also the most secretive, 
working hard to remain anonymous to the police and local agencies.

o Whereas other gangs lay claim to, and defend, local territory or turf, the 
Mali Boys territory is a marketplace to be exploited, protected and 
expanded. The Mali boys have incorporated members of other gangs, to 
fulfil minor roles in their burgeoning organisation. 

o Disley and Liddle (2016) identified a similar mutation in Greenwich. The 
Woolwich Boys; originally a small group of young Somali ‘secondary 
migrants’ from Holland, now control a substantial part of the illicit drug 
trade in South East London and towns along the south coast and up into 
East Anglia.

o Whittaker A. Cheston L. Tyrell T. Higgins M. Felix-Baptiste
C. & Havard T. (2017), From Postcodes to Profits: How 
Youth Gangs have Changed in Waltham Forest,  London 
South Bank University
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The Evolution of the English Street Gang 
•

Recreation
Most gangs start as recreational groups based 
upon friendship and family ties and a shared 
history. Criminal activity is usually opportunistic 
and rarely acquisitive, e.g., fighting, vandalism.  

Crime
Crime and violence become intrinsic to group 
identity and a means of supporting gang 
activities. Members gain ‘respect’ through these 
activities, but this attracts attention from police 
and rival gangs. As they develop, gangs need to 
become more cohesive and organised to survive 
and to secure income. 

Densley J. & Harding S. (2018) Gangs in Europe, Oxford, 
Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Criminology and Criminal 
Justice

The Evolution of the English Street Gang 

Enterprise

• In response to powerful incentives, gangs become more 
organised and rely more upon a goal orientation than 
personal relationships. Crime is no longer a means, it has 
become the end in itself. Original founding members 
become de facto leaders, usually with one member who 
is ‘primus inter pares’, the first amongst equals, acquired 
through a combination of a reputation for violence and 
business acumen. 

Extra-legal governance

• Some gangs evolve to be the sole suppliers in a given 
domain and invest in the ‘resources’ of violence, 
territory, secrecy, and intelligence to embed themselves 
in an area. 
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Extra-legal Governance
My son’s bike got stolen and what I uncovered made me sick. My 
son is now 11 not yet in high school, he’d been bullied since XXX got 
killed, you see we’re related to  XXX, so my son has suffered for 14 
months and was so scared he couldn’t tell me. 

I have footage pictures and videos that show (JBlock) carrying 
knives, they’re just kids but they have bullets and guns and they’re 
involved in drug supply. They say they have weapons that have 
been used in stabbings. 

They’re bullying so many kids in Ipswich using the caption “gang 
life” they’ve had boys praying on their hands and knees begging 
not to get hurt, and they make them kiss their feet, so much has 
unfolded, they have a line -“you might get burnt like XXX” .

After meeting and discussing with many parents it seems there are 
so many boys that are being bullied that mums are keeping them 
in, they’ve self harmed (as has my son) and literally fear for their 
lives. 

The Times, 12/11/14

• London gangs are moving to the Home Counties and 
forcing teenagers to sell drugs there, fuelling a rise in 
violence typically seen in the capital, experts have 
warned.

• Police raids in Hampshire and Kent have exposed drug 
gang networks extending their reach to provincial towns. 
Simon Harding, a criminologist from Middlesex 
University, told The Times that other areas, including 
Norwich, Cambridge, Scarborough and Derby, were 
seeing a rise in drug-related crime
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Mail Online, 11/09/14

• Scotland Yard smashed a large criminal network 
yesterday allegedly trafficking boys and girls to rural 
parishes and towns in Kent and Hampshire where they 
were forced to carry crack cocaine and huge quantities of 
heroin worth thousands of pounds.

• Around 250 officers swooped on eight members of a 
Lewisham gang suspected of recruiting children directly 
from south London schools and youth clubs.

• Police fear that London street gangs are increasingly 
using children to smuggle Class A drugs as they attempt 
to find new lucrative markets in leafy towns and villages 
around Canterbury, Portsmouth and Folkestone where 
there is less competition.

County Lines Mark II
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Preventing the Violent and Sexual Victimisation of 
Vulnerable Gang-involved and Gang-affected 
Children and Young People in Ipswich 

Dr. Paul Andell, Senior Lecturer in Criminology  &

Prof. John Pitts Visiting Professor of Criminology 

Changing Drugs Markets
o User-dealers initially travel to the source of supply to stock-up and bring the 

drugs back to share with friends and acquaintances.

o As the circle of users grows, the local market becomes a target for ‘middle 

market’ suppliers who then sideline local user-dealers or co-opt them, 

through reward or coercion, as street dealers, while also drawing other local 

young people into this role as the market expands. 

o This becomes a network formed and directed by a group of core organisers 

for a specific purpose. At the core of the network is a hierarchical 

component which acts as a steering mechanism to direct and coordinate the 

network as a whole. 

o However, very soon, the new markets attract other gangs or groups from the 

cities who also want ‘a piece of the action’ and the new drug market then 

becomes a site of competition and violent conflict. 

o Curtis R. & Wendel T. (2014) Toward the development of a typology of 

illegal drug markets. Crime Prevention Studies, Vol. 11, pp. 121-152
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County Lines in Ipswich
o The arrival of London Gangs in 2013/14 spread ‘gangsta’ 

culture to the IP1 and IP3 areas
o IP1 (JBlock) & IP3 (Nacton) gangs coalesced around 

established local criminal families  who were supplied 
with drugs by ‘Second Generation’ London gangs.

o JBlock & Nacton Elders (older adolescents), were the 
original ‘Shotters’ (drug runners) but were joined by 
some London ‘gangstas’.

o Other London ‘gangstas’ cuckooed the houses of heroin 
addicts or vulnerable young women.

o Vulnerable C&YP from Ipswich were recruited as 
‘Youngers’ to run drugs for JBlock & Nacton.

o Gang affiliated young women were used by JBlock & 
Nacton Elders to recruit younger girls for group sexual 
exploitation.

County Lines Mark II
• Initially County Lines gangs used local metropolitan 

children and young people to transport the drugs to out-
of-town locations and occupy ‘trap houses’

• Now some are establishing what are in effect franchises 
with local ‘Dynastic Crime Families’ *

• These families use older adolescents to manage the 
‘Youngers’ who distribute the drugs and inflict or direct 
the violence when necessary

• This relationship is obviously abusive  but the young 
people are unlikely to see it that way, focusing instead on 
the material rewards, the enhanced status, the sense of 
inclusion and, sometimes, the escape from a 
dysfunctional family, which gang involvement offers

* Also evident in Brighton, Burnley, Croydon, Leeds and Luton
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Suffolk Police 2017

oSuffolk Police had identified 30 
County Lines trafficking Class A 
drugs into the county.

oOn average, between 15 and 20 
people went missing (Logged as 
‘MISPERS by the Police) every 
day in Suffolk.

Competition
Violence is often a result of two groups of outsiders 
fighting for  control of the same market.

The man killed in the Roumelia Lane (Bournemouth) 
shooting appeared in a music video with X Factor judge 
Tulisa Contostavlos. Police believe Reece G, or Stylie, 
was the victim a “pre-planned and targeted” attack and 
the flat in which his body was discovered had been 
associated with Somali drug dealers in recent months. 
Reece, 21, has been linked to the Church Road Soldiers –
a gang known to operate out of the Church End Estate 
in Harlesden. He had been filmed earlier this month 
alongside N-Dubz star Tulisa in a video for rapper 
Nines on the notorious estate.

(The Bournemouth Echo, 25th July 2012)
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Responding to 
County Lines

Doing Something

• In his Community Care article, Alex Turner 
(2018) lamented that ‘We weren’t set up 
to deal with this’ and he asks ‘where do 
social workers fit in?’. 

• No longer are Children’s Services 
interventions to be focussed just on the home 
and the family. 

• Now they are charged with intervening in 
what the National Crime Agency (2017) 
describes as ‘Dangerous Dealer Networks’.
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But

Findings from the National Summary and 
Emerging Best Practice of the Home Office 
Violence and Vulnerability Unit (May 2018)

o C&YP arrested for possession with intent to supply (PWITS) released back 
home but not picked up by duty Children’s Services teams even though they 
now have a drug debt.

o Current interpretations of child protection policy prevent workers accepting 
cases on the sole basis of debt enslavement and entrapment.

o Thresholds for service intervention are too high.

o Lack of safeguarding interventions says “if they are in trouble nobody will 
help you”, prompting them to join a gang to keep themselves safe. 

o C&YP only coming to the attention of the YOT at a crisis point when their 
involvement in CLs is already entrenched.

o The loss of youth work, outreach, positive activities programmes and the 
Connexions service has left a vacuum that the CL gangs have filled

o Schools and colleges excluding more C&YP for more behaviours but 
targeting excluded C&YP is a central feature of the CL modus operandi.

o PRUs expose vulnerable C&YP to crime (drug dealing and violence). 

o Diversion from 'county lines’ is hard when CL money pays household bills 
for families with few resources.
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H.M. Government’s 
Early Intervention Strategy
o The evidence-based interventions proposed by 

government focus primarily upon the individual and the 
family, and are designed to reduce youth crime in 
general (CBT, MST, Mentoring etc).

o There is no hard evidence that these interventions have a 
positive impact on gang involvement.

o This is reminiscent of the What Works youth justice 
strategies of the 1980s/90s

o Then, the problem arose when attempts were made to 
‘upscale’ interventions that worked in the ‘laboratory’ 
into national programmes (cf Pitts, 2001)

Pitts J. The New Correctionalism: Young People, Youth Justice and 
New Labour in Matthews R. & Pitts J. (eds.) (2001) Crime Disorder 
& Community Safety, Routledge

Safeguarding Gang Involved and 
Gang-affected Young People

o For young people in gang affected neighbourhoods the 
danger is primarily on the street not in the home

o Some of them recognise what is happening to them as 
abuse but many don’t, and see their involvement as 
unavoidable but in some way freely chosen

o Many fear or mistrust the police and the ‘authorities’

o These young people are ‘hard to reach’

o We can only understand who is at risk, and in what ways, 
when we have a picture of the social/criminal networks 
(the social fields) in which they are enmeshed

o The people who can help us do this are the affected 
young people and their families
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Contextual Safeguarding
o 'Contextual safeguarding‘ responds to young people's experiences of 

harm outside of the home with peers, in schools and in the 
neighbourhood

o The relationships young people form in their neighbourhoods, 
schools and online can feature violence and abuse, and parents and 
carers have little influence over these contexts

o Child and adolescent safeguarding professionals therefore need to 
engage with these extra-familial contexts, recognising that the  
assessment of, and intervention in, these places is a critical part of 
safeguarding practice

o Schools and educational settings, for example, need to consider the 
location and culture of their school or college and assess the risks 
that young people may be exposed to, both inside and outside of the 
school or college community

Safe Spaces
o However effective the services, the strategy will fail if there are no 

safe spaces, free from the threat of violence or induction into a CL 
drug dealing network.

o When the police are seen to be ineffective, indifferent or absent, 
‘lawlessness’ prevails and homicide rates rise (Leovy, 2015). 

o A perceived weakening of the state’s capacity to protect citizens 
places pressure upon individuals to assume responsibility for 
managing these risks and threats themselves (Elias 2000).

o Then we see an erosion of ‘reality congruence’, in which potential 
threats become exaggerated and ‘mutual identification’ and 
tolerance diminishes. 

o The incalculability of the threat leads to heightened anxiety and a 
pressing need alleviate it. 

o Thus, crime and violence intensifies in populations that experience 
the ‘withdrawal of the state’ most keenly. 

Elias, N. (2000). The Civilizing Process: Sociogenetic and Psychogenetic 
Investigations, Blackwell 
Leovy J. (2015)  Ghettoside: Investigating a Homicide Epidemic, Bodley
Head
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Gang Strategies

Spergel & Grossman’s 
Comprehensive Gang Strategy (1998)

In the mid-1990s a survey of research in 45 cities by the 
National Youth Gang Suppression and Intervention 
Program (USA) found that successful strategies were 
characterised by: 

o A clear recognition of a youth gang problem
o A consensus on a definition and the nature of the 

problem
o The mobilisation of political and community interests
o Proactive leadership by representatives of significant 

criminal justice and community-based agencies 
o The specification of clear targets for agency and 

interagency intervention, and the development of 
reciprocal, interrelated, strategies
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UK Gang Strategy Studies

Similarly, Brand & Ollerenshaw (2009) suggest that:

Integrated, multi-agency, gang strategies are
successful if those leading them are able to exert
control or influence over:

o The commissioning of the strategy 
o The integration of community members, particularly young gang-

involved/affected people into the strategy
o The coordination of the strategy
o The targeting of local interventions
o The credibility and capacity of the strategy
o The review/evaluation of the strategy 

Public Health 
Models of Intervention
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The Glasgow 
Violence Reduction Initiative 

o The Glasgow Community Initiative to Reduce 
Violence (CIRV) (2008) has adopted a ‘Public 
Health’ approach to the gang problem.

o It borrows a ‘disease model’ from epidemiology,

o It proceeds from the assumption that a 
predisposition for violence is a consequence of 
inter-generational cultural transmission which 
can, be identified at an early age or stage in the 
child or young person’s development. 

The Glasgow 
Violence Reduction Initiative
o Hence, interventions aim to mitigate or 

neutralise these familial risk factors through 
early social/therapeutic intervention. 

o Implicit in this approach is the belief that, over 
time, a predisposition for violence can be ‘bred-
out’ of the targeted populations. 

o While such an approach may be relevant to 
gang-affected neighbourhoods in Glasgow, 
which have a very particular history 

o This would not necessarily be the case in areas 
where the gang problem is a relatively recent 
phenomenon or has different origins
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The Glasgow VRU
In October 2008 the police Violence Reduction Unit (VRU) 
launched its Community Initiative to Reduce Violence (CIRV). The 
Glasgow initiative has three basic components: 

o A zero-tolerance police warning that if the violence doesn't 
stop, relentless targeted enforcement will follow.

o Call-ins at which identified gang members were invited to attend 
the Glasgow sheriff court where family members of injured or 
deceased gang members, police and doctors detailed the human cost 
of gang activity and gang culture and the participants were invited to 
sign a pledge to renounce violence and work with the CIRV 
programme. 

o A commitment from educational, youth serving and social 
care agencies that if young people desist from violence they will be 
helped with education, training and employment.

Glasgow VRU: The Evidence
o There were 10 call-ins from 2008 and, of the 473 gang members 

who attended, 400 have signed up to a pledge of non-violence. 
o CIRV (2011) claim that since its inception there has been a 46% 

reduction in violence amongst this group. 
o Participants in the most intensive programmes cut their offending 

by 73% and knife-carrying by almost 60%. 

However:
o Meanwhile, Glasgow police were stopping and searching buses 

coming into the city from the outlying housing estates at weekends, 
when most of the stabbings occurred. 

o During the same period there was a 25% drop in violent offending 
among gang members in areas where the CIRV was not operating, 
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The Other Public Health Model
o In the 1980/1990s, American 

epidemiologist Gary Slutkin worked in 
Somalian refugee camps endeavouring to 
contain the spread TB and cholera.

o He concluded that containment happens 
by getting people to change their 
behaviour.

o He said that if they change their patterns 
of association a rapid effect can be seen, 
even when structural factors can’t be 
tackled.

The Other Public Health Model

o When Slutkin returned to Chicago he saw parallels 
between the maps of the spread of  epidemics and 
violence outbreaks 

o “The epidemic curves are the same ... In fact, one 
event leads to another, which is diagnostic of a 
contagious process. Flu causes more flu, colds cause 
more colds, and violence causes more violence.”

o Pulling Levers v. Inter-generational 
Transmission
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Operation Ceasefire, Boston USA
Operation Ceasefire utilised a Slutkin-style (Pulling 
Levers) Public Health Approach, which aimed to save 
lives and reduce serious injury. The strategy had three 
elements: 
• Enhancing community relations to get local 

support for crackdowns, stimulate community 
‘collective efficacy’ re informal social control and the 
reduction of incivilities

• Co-ordinated leverage on gangs through highly 
publicised multi-agency crackdowns triggered by certain 
proscribed behaviours, i.e. possession or use of knives 
and firearms, harassment and serious assaults.

• Engagement with gang members to elicit 
information, to transmit consistent messages about 
targeted crackdowns and provide diversionary services 
for gang members and those on the fringes.

Operation Ceasefire, Boston USA

o An analysis of Operation Ceasefire’s impact by the John 
F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard 
University, which began in 1996, concluded that it had 
been responsible for a fall in youth homicides from an 
average of 44 per annum between 1991 and 1995 to 26 in 
1996 and 15 in 1997; a downward trend which continued 
until 1999. 

o With a change in project staff, and project philosophy, 
which resulted in the social intervention elements of the 
programme being abandoned, gang-related youth 
homicides began to climb again, reaching 37 in 2005 and 
peaking at 52 in 2010.
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‘Ceasefire’ in Manchester
(GMP’s XCalibre Task Force and the Manchester Integrated Gangs 
Management System )

o In 2007 GMP launched Operation COUGER with a team of one 
inspector, two sergeants and 15 constables 

o Co-located with reps from Safeguarding, the YOT & the Probation 
Service

o Working in conjunction with a voluntary sector peer mentoring 
scheme

o COUGER identified gang protagonists

o It patrolled every evening covering the ‘corners’ where gang-involved 
young people were hanging out

o They never drove past a suspect but always stopped and talked 

o Younger siblings or associates found on the ‘corners’, were assumed 
to be vulnerable to gang involvement. Child taken home and parents 
issued with a Statement of Concern. Child referred to Safeguarding 
Board and 8Till Late

The Lessons from Manchester

• Bust high profile figures (burst the untouchability myth)

• Stem the flow of drugs and guns/sever links with criminal business 
organisations (dedicated XCalibre squad)

• Keep continual (nightly) contact on the street and at home with gang 
members (dedicated XCalibre Task Force)

• Utilise social networking sites to see who is being identified as a gang 

member by others and who is said to be doing what

• Identify and map younger friends and associates of gang members, 
tell their parents and refer then to a multi-agency Safeguarding conference 
that will address their vulnerabilities and devise an intervention

• Develop alternative leisure provision for younger children and 
adolescents

• Offer alternative futures to older adolescents, Youth workers 
working with police offer alternative, legitimate, routes to status and success

• Co-locate key agency reps

• Develop close links with local citizens; be seen act effectively and 
fairly in response to their concerns. Use them to explain ‘crackdowns’ to 
other local people as they happen
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Abstraction vs 
Embededness

To date, most UK Gang/County Lines 
interventions, have abstracted the 
gang-involved person from the gang 
and either prosecuted them or ‘put 
them through’ a (CBT, MST, Anger 
Management, Weapons Awareness, 
Trauma-Informed) etc., programme.

Abstraction vs Embeddedness
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Abstraction vs Embeddedness
Abstracted responses may improve the lot of some gang-
involved individuals.

But they can’t:
o Map the changing nature and scale of the gang problem
o Establish reliable information flow between the affected 

communities, gang members and ‘the authorities’
o Involve the affected communities in the development of 

strategy and action
o Anticipate gang crime in order to make pre-emptive 

interventions and mediate between potential adversaries AND 
o Respond to the, almost invariably unreported, victimisation of 

gang-involved and gang-affected girls and young women and 
their parents 

Andell & Pitts (2013) Filling the Gaps: Joining the Dots, 
L.B. Lambeth

Abstraction vs Embeddedness

Nor can they: 

o Mediate inter-gang violence;

o Dissuade parents who are beneficiaries of the proceeds of 
CLs from colluding in the exploitation of their children.

o Contact and equip the worried parents of gang-involved 
young people with the support and the parenting 
strategies which may enable them to limit or stop their 
child’s involvement in CLs

o Involve the residents in gang affected neighbourhoods in 
the development of a local gang/drugs strategy in 
collaboration with local agencies, organisations and the 
police
Andell & Pitts (2013) Filling the Gaps: Joining the Dots, 
L.B. Lambeth
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Embedded Interventions
o US and UK research suggests that these groupings can 

provide the basis for a consortium of youth serving 
agencies and organisations in gang-affected 
neighbourhoods. 

o These consortia, supported by professionals with 
expertise in capacity building, community organisation 
and community development, can assess the nature and 
dimensions of the gang problem and  work with local 
community groups and agencies to establish which 
aspects of the problem they are best equipped to deal 
with

o The professionals can then identify gaps and endeavour 
to fill them

But
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Adaptability
He said several police forces reported that dealers are dressing 
up in supermarket and parcel delivery worker uniforms in 
order to camouflage themselves as they make drop-offs on 
street corners and in people's homes. Other drug market 
observers told me that dealers are going undercover as runners 
and fitness fanatics in order to shift bags of crack and heroin 
around their community. One drug world expert in Liverpool 
added that some dealers prepare for being stopped by carrying 
a box of groceries "for their gran". Others dress up as fast food 
delivery motorcyclists and even nurses in order to avoid being 
questioned. 

Max Daly (2020) Drug Dealers Are Dressing Up as Delivery 
Drivers, Joggers and Nurses to Sell Heroin During Lockdown, 
Vice, 07 April.
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