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County Lines
Making Research Count (MRC) has compiled the following list of resources for MRC 
members. We hope that they will be of interest to those working in, or with, social 
work and social care.

‘The Other Epidemic’ (Pitts, 2020)

County Lines involves the criminal exploitation of children and young people by 
gangs and organised crime networks. 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. 
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. Children are groomed into trafficking drugs, across county lines, with 
promises of money, friendship and status. Once drawn in, they are controlled using 
threats, violence and sexual abuse.
In this presentation, Prof John Pitts charts the evolution of illicit drug distribution in 
England and Wales, from the 1980s to the present day. He sets out the pertinent 
socio-political changes that have occurred during this period, and the ways in 
which criminal gangs have exploited these changes. He discusses the scale of the 
problem, the impact of County Lines upon the children and young people affected, 
and explores good practice in responding to this form of exploitation.
This resource is available free of charge to subscribing members of Making Research 
Count at the Universities of Bedfordshire, King’s College London, and York. To access 
the presentation, please contact: mrc@beds.ac.uk.
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‘We Weren’t Set Up to Deal With This’: 
How Councils Have Responded to County Lines

Turner, A. (2018). We weren’t set up to deal with this’: How Councils Have Responded to 
County Lines. Community Care, 21 December.

Drug dealing networks’ exploitation of young people has exploded into public 
consciousness – but what are local authorities doing about it, and where do social 
workers fit in?
To read Alex Turner’s Community Care article, please go to:
www.communitycare.co.uk/2018/12/21/werent-set-deal-councils-responded-
county-lines/
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COVID-19 and Illicit Markets
Podcast now available for 2 June 2020 event

Hosted by LSE’s public event series - 
COVID-19: The Policy Response
The potential impact of COVID-19 on economic markets is well known and widely 
discussed. But what about the markets we know less about, namely illicit markets? 
Drug markets, policymakers and people who use drugs are facing an unprecedented 
situation. Join this discussion - a blend of on-the-ground narratives and broader 
policy perspectives - to hear how we might best respond.
Speakers:

• Naomi Burke-Shyne (@NaomiSBS) is Executive Director at Harm Reduction 
International.

• Gabriel Feltran is a Sociology Professor at Universidade Federal de São Carlos.
• Kasia Malinowska (@OSFKasia) is Director of the Global Drug Policy Pro-

gramme at Open Society Foundations.
• Mark Shaw (@Mark_Shaw_) is Director of Global Initiative Against Transna-

tional Organised Crime.
• Alexander Söderholm (@AlexSoderholm) is Policy Coordinator at LSE’s Interna-

tional Drug Policy Unit.
• John Collins (@JCollinsIDPU) is the Executive Director of LSE’s International 

Drug Policy Unit
To listen to the podcast of this event, go to:
https://www.lse.ac.uk/lse-player?id=4899

No Further Action: Contextualising Social Care Decisions 
for Children Victimised in Extra-Familial Settings

Lloyd, J. and Firmin, C. (2020)  No Further Action: Contextualising Social Care Decisions for 
Children Victimised in Extra-Familial Settings. Youth Justice, 20(1-2), 79–92.

England’s child protection system is intended to safeguard young people at risk 
of significant harm – physical, sexual, emotional abuse and neglect. When young 
people are physically assaulted, stabbed or groomed into drugs trafficking they ex-
perience significant harm. To this extent they are entitled to support from statutory 
child protection services. Using findings from one component of a mixed method 
multi-site study, data from referrals and assessments into children’s social care is 
examined to identify the extent to which the right support and protection is realised. 
Such analysis indicates that despite being at risk of significant harm, young people 
abused in community or peer, rather than familial, settings will most likely receive a 
‘no further action’ decision from social workers following referrals for support. This 
article suggests that to a certain extent no further action decisions are aligned to the 
legal and cultural parameters of social work and child protection practice, thus rais-
ing questions about the sufficiency of such for safeguarding young people abused in 
extra-familial settings.
To read the full text of this article, please contact: mrc@beds.ac.uk.
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Channel 4 Documentary

Britain’s Child Drug Runners
Children as young as seven are being groomed 
to sell drugs for ‘county lines’ drugs gangs in 
towns and villages all over the UK. This 
documentary, first shown in November 2019, 
follows four young people trapped in this 
world.
To watch this documentary on All4, go to:
www.channel4.com/programmes/britains-
child-drug-runners
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‘I Get More in Contact with My Soul’: 
Gang Disengagement, Desistance and the Role of Spirituality

Deuchar, R. (2020). ‘I Get More in Contact with My Soul’: Gang Disengagement, Desistance 
and the Role of Spirituality. Youth Justice, 20 (1-2), 113-127.

This article explores the links between gangs, 
masculinity, religion, spirituality and desistance from 
an international perspective. It presents insights from 
life history interviews conducted with a small sample 
of 17 male reforming gang members in Denmark who 
had become immersed in a holistic spiritual intervention 
programme that foregrounded meditation, yoga and 
dynamic breathing techniques.
Engagement with the programme enabled the men to 
begin to perform broader versions of masculinity, 
experience improved mental health and well-being and 
develop a greater commitment to criminal desistance. 
Links with religious and spiritual engagement are 
discussed, and policy implications for the UK gang 
context included.
To read the full text of this article, please contact: mrc@beds.ac.uk.

That Other Epidemic: 
A Review of Simon Harding’s County Lines
John Pitts reviews Simon 
Harding’s book ‘County Lines: 
Exploitation and Drug Dealing 
among Urban Street Gangs’, 
published in May 2020. Pitts 
presents Harding’s findings 
alongside other emerging 
County Lines research and data. 
He suggests the need to better 
understand emerging trends in 
light of the Coronavirus 
pandemic, where the supply 
and demand for drugs is likely 
to increase.

To read this article, please go to:
www.youthandpolicy.org/articles/that-other-epidemic/www.beds.ac.uk/mrc
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‘Vulnerable’ Kids Going Country: 
Children and Young People’s Involvement 
in County Lines Drug Dealing

Windle, J., Moyle, L. and Coomber, R. (2020). ‘Vulnerable’ Kids Going Country: Children and 
Young People’s Involvement in County Lines Drug Dealing. Youth Justice, 20 (1-2), 64-78.

This article employs a range of sources to critically explore the role of children and 
young people in county lines drug dealing, the potential harms they are exposed to 
and the difficulties of protecting them. As county lines centre upon the movement 
and exploitation of vulnerable peoples, we utilise the human trafficking literature 
for further insights into the dynamics of county lines and current policy responses. 
The article concludes by discussing the challenges of safeguarding young people. 
Over-worked and under-resourced frontline practitioners can experience difficulties 
identifying the vulnerability of young people caught up in county lines, particularly 
beneath their tough exteriors.
To read the full text of this article, please go to:
corasrv.ucc.ie/bitstream/handle/10468/9640/2020_-_Windle_Moyle_Coomber_-_
County_lines.pdf?sequence=4&isAllowed=y
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Addressing County Lines: 
Praxis for Community Safety Practitioners

Andell, P. (2019). Addressing county lines: praxis for community safety practitioners. Safer 
Communities, 18 (2), 43-53.

Abstract: County lines involving the exploitation of vulnerable children and young 
people by gangs have been described as a bigger threat than the exploitation 
exposed by the Rotherham scandal (The Times, 27 November 2017). The purpose of 
this paper is to explain the contingencies and drivers informing gang identities in the 
irregular economy of drugs and make some suggestions to address these.

The paper discusses the social reality (ontology) of UK gangs in the UK and the 
different theories of knowledge about gangs (epistemologies) that can both help and 
hamper gangs’ policy and practices. The paper is based on recent research and sets 
out strategic ideas for good community safety practice in order to develop 
multi-modal partnership interventions in gang-affected neighbourhoods. Recent 
policies are located within the broader political economy of crime, which raises 
questions of current policy direction to achieve safer neighbourhoods.

A critical realist approach to gangs (Pitts, 2016) assumes that unobservable 
structures (patterns of relations and roles) cause observable events (gang 
behaviour). This suggests a reality of gangs independent of theories about them. In 
this paradigm, the author’s theories about the world are historically, socially and 
culturally situated and always partial. Not only do gangs change in space and time, 
but also so do the author’s representations of them. Research limitations/ 
implications Arguably, at this moment, the authors’ best ideas about the underlying 
causal forces which precipitate gangs involve social structures which have push and 
pull factors acting in conjunction with culturally enmeshed individuals with limited 
choices. The pushes of social exclusionary factors such as institutional racism and 
unemployment act in consort with pull factors of excessive consumerism. However, 
the author’s ideas about gangs are partial and fallible, and this demands a 
methodological pluralism that involves a range of stakeholders when researching 
and formulating appropriate interventions.

To address the impact of gang violence at the micro or neighbourhood level, Andell 
and Pitts (2009, 2013, 2017) developed an interactive model of action research which 
is inclusive of the experiences and knowledge of stakeholders. This knowledge can be 
valuable not only to build multi-modal strategies in gang-affected neighbourhoods, 
but can also be useful as a reflexive spur to provide feedback and direction on what 
works to reduce community harms. Earlier research experience (Andell and Pitts 
2009, 2013, 2017) informs ideas that that single agency or “siloed” approaches to 
problems associated with gangs and drug markets can cause confusion and mistrust 
for other stakeholders and that more integrated approaches are needed.

In order to assist young people to attain their potential with the assistance of 
institutions, both micro and macro changes need to take place. The social capital of 
community networks needs to be enhanced and the redistributive potential of 
economic policy needs to be enacted. Therefore, policy is needed which is founded 
on the belief that research is capable of understanding the mechanisms that produce 
material and cultural domination, and this analysis, in conjunction with stakeholder 
knowledge, could lead to a realistic program for collective actions in both the micro 
and macro spheres that reduce relative deprivation and curb the cultural mores for 
excess.

The paper suggests a critical realist approach to gangs (Pitts, 2016) and assumes 
that unobservable structures (patterns of relations and roles) cause observable 
events (gang behaviour). This imputes a reality of gangs independent of theories 
about them. In this paradigm, the author’s theories about the world are historical, 
socially and culturally situated and always partial. Not only do gangs change in 
space and time, but also so do the author’s representations of them.

To read the full text of this article, please contact:
mrc@beds.ac.uk.
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