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Introduction 
 

The purpose of this report is to provide an overview of the current County Lines picture within 

Northumbria Police. 

 

The main objectives of the Problem Profile are to: 

 

• Present an overview of County Lines within the Northumbria Police area 

• Identify gaps in information and recording 

• Identify any potential risks to victims (individuals/business) and to organisational reputation 

• Provide recommendations based on the issues identified 

• To inform future prevention, enforcement and diversion strategies for law enforcement and 

partner agencies. 

 

Data Limitations 
 

There is no readily available data set, to examine the occurrence of County Lines within Northumbria 

Police. ‘County Lines’ is an umbrella covering multiple types of offending and therefore it is difficult 

to monitor and identify.  
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Overview 
 
The National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) defines County Lines as follows: 

 

“County Lines is a term used to describe gangs and organised criminal networks involved in exporting 

illegal drugs into one or more importing areas [within the UK], using dedicated mobile phone lines or 

other form of “deal line”. They are likely to exploit children and vulnerable adults to move [and store] 

the drugs and money and they will often use coercion, intimidation, violence (including sexual 

violence) and weapons.”
1
 

 

This has been expanded on this to state that a County Line does not have to meet all of the key 

elements in order to be defined as such. 

 

In September 2018 the NPCC and the National Crime Agency (NCA) launched a jointly resourced unit 

entitled the National County Lines Coordination Centre (NCLCC). The NCLCC enables a coordinated 

police response to the threat of County Lines aligned to the ‘4P’ framework: Pursue, Prevent, 

Protect, Prepare. 

National Picture 
 

In 2017, a report by the NCA
2
 estimated that 720 County Lines were operating in England and Wales 

at that time. In comparison, the Strategic Assessment published by the NCLCC in November 2019 

estimated that the number of County Lines has now risen to approximately 2724 (however, this 

figure now includes Scotland).  

 

Currently, the Metropolitan Police force area is 

the highest exporting area for County Lines, with 

approximately 30% (820)
3
 of all County Lines 

where a point of origin is known coming from 

there. Behind London are Merseyside and the 

West Midlands. These three areas have remained 

the highest exporting areas for many years. 

However, the NCA reported in their 2018 

assessment
4
 that 30 additional forces have 

reported at least one exporting County Line, 

highlighting an increase in the diversity of 

exporting areas. The Southern and Eastern areas 

of England have the highest reports of importing 

County Lines, with the highest area currently 

being Swindon with 70 importing lines. The same 

importing areas were reported in 2018
5
, thus 

there has been minimal change in this area of 

County Lines. 

 

It is generally acknowledged that the true scale of 

County Lines activity is difficult to determine with 

any real accuracy as intelligence surrounding the 

                                                
1
 National Police Chiefs Council, 2019 

2
 ‘County Lines, Violence, Exploitation & Drug Supply’, National Crime Agency, 2017 

3
 ‘Strategic Assessment’, National County Lines Coordination Centre, November 2019 

4
 ‘County Lines Drug Supply, Vulnerability and Harm’, National Crime Agency, January 2019 

5
 The Times, 1

st
 November 2018 
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threat is not always clear, nor is it recorded consistently across forces. 

 

Profit margins for these County Line enterprises are significant. Estimates between law enforcement 

agencies vary slightly but typically a single active line can gross between £2,000 and £3,000 per day 

(£14-£21, 000 per week). Whilst this is a single line it is common for networks to have multiple lines 

in various locations. It is also usual for an established line to have more than 10,000 incoming 

communications a month
6
. 

 

Establishing a County Line 
 

The National Crime Agency (NCA) identified a number of factors that helped determine why groups 

embark on County Lines drug supply. One of these was the perception of “space”, i.e. that space 

existed in which to operate in county based markets compared to the saturated urban markets in 

which they were operating. This is obviously in turn linked to increased profits and potentially higher 

levels of anonymity in the county based markets where they may be unknown. 

 

Initially a mid-level member of the group will visit the area to scope the available drugs market, 

potentially following a period of law enforcement activity that has created space for this to occur, 

although family and community links have also been used. Above all it is believed that it is the 

perception of an easy market space that draws groups to these areas, characterised by an ample 

supply of customers and the lack of resistance from local dealers. 

 

The next step is to establish an operating base which is most commonly achieved by exploiting local 

drug users. This is achieved by either paying them in drugs, by building up a drug debt or by using 

threats and/or violence in order to coerce them. This is known as “cuckooing”. Usually an enterprise 

such as this requires two persons in the county location, one to stay in the location that they are 

operating from and another to run the drugs to the customer. 

 

Key to this drug activity is the “line” (the telephone number that is marketed and that users call). 

Unlike other criminal businesses where phone numbers change frequently to avoid Police detection, 

drug lines do not change frequently. In most cases the line is closely guarded and kept well away 

from the county location (i.e. most lines run by London gangs are kept in London). In a situation 

where nominals change frequently and are expendable, and multiple addresses are used, the phone 

lines can be the only consistent feature and are usually held by the more senior members of the 

group. 

 

Following this is the marketing of the line which may be carried out in a number of ways including 

“penetration” pricing and introductory offers such as buy one get one free in order to quickly 

establish a market share. Group messages are sent out periodically to the customer base to 

advertise the availability of drugs and orders are placed back to this line in response. A relay system 

(another phone) is then used to pass orders onto dealers in the rural marketplace. 

 

As the enterprise is established, the use of runners allows higher level group members to withdraw 

from the area at an early stage. A common theme in County Lines is the use of local drugs users to 

act as runners delivering the drugs, having often been exploited through the establishment of a 

drugs debt. For the criminal groups this provides a level of security as these individuals are not out of 

place and are cheap and can be bullied.  

 

                                                
6
 ‘County Lines, the children exploited to deal drugs by criminal networks’, Safeguarding Hub, 11/11/17. http://safeguardinghub.co.uk 
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In some instances children are exploited, often high risk missing persons, by these gangs and can be 

recruited in both home and county forces and can be used to run the operations on the ground. This 

can include delivering drugs and money between locations, staying in safe houses to look after the 

drugs and money or in some cases selling drugs to local users. Children are believed to be used as 

they are inexpensive, easily controlled and are less likely to be detected by the Police. Children may 

initially be groomed by a member of the group who will provide items such as clothes and mobile 

phones. They will then be told they owe the group money before being threatened and forced to 

take part in County Lines drug dealing. Alternatively some children will be willing to take part in 

County Lines and do not consider themselves victims of exploitation, particularly when they believe 

they will be rewarded with large sums of money or higher status in the group. 

 

The groups engaged in this type of activity at the street level are often fluid although the drug lines 

(and the higher level nominals that underpin them) have often been established for significant 

amounts of time. Lines often appear to be a form of franchise where the brand name is the same but 

a different number is used for a different area.  The use of violence is an intrinsic part of County 

Lines drug supply. Violence is either used as a mechanism to enforce the recovery of debts, to obtain 

retribution for drug losses or to settle drug turf wars.  

 

Northumbria Picture 

 
Intelligence and investigations have confirmed the existence of six importing County Lines across the 

Northumbria region, SECTION 31 

 

There is no intelligence to suggest that these lines are embedded, rather the Northumbria area has 

not appeared attractive to County Lines groups previously.  
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SECTION 31 

 

Background: 

 

It was reported that two males (Section 40) were dealing high quality crack cocaine around  

(SECTION 31 .)  Whilst in the area they were staying at the address of a vulnerable couple who were 

believed to be selling crack cocaine and heroin from the address. 

 

SECTION 31 

Section 40  

 

Further intelligence identified a male  (Section 40) , and telecoms analysis surrounding phones linked 

to both (Section 40)  and then travelling up the country into the Northumbria Force area.  

 

(Section 40) 

 

(Section 40) were jailed for human trafficking offences.  

(Section 40) was sentenced to 9 years and (Section 40) to 10 years. Both were also made subject of a 

20 year slavery trafficking prevention order. 

 

(Section 40) 

(SECTION 31)  

there has been no intelligence to suggest that any of the nominals are still associating or that the 

County Line is still active, however this will continue to be monitored. 

 

(Section 40) 

 

Liaison with (SECTION 31) provided the first indications that the County Line business model of 

dealing drugs was present within the Northumbria force area.   

 

(Section 40) 

 

(Section 40) was believed to have numerous runners that operated on his behalf within the area 

who are believed to be predominantly juvenile. He was also believed to have teams of runners 

working the County Lines for him. There were believed to be at least two lines stemming from 

(Section 40 & SECTION 31) 

 

(Section 40) is believed to sit mid-ground in the (SECTION 31) gang hierarchy and intelligence 

(SECTION 31)  

 

(Section 31) 

 

(Section 40) 

(SECTION 31) 

  

Coinciding with the appearance of the potential (SECTION 31) in Northumbria, (SECTION 31) 

 

A report of attempted murder was recorded following a vehicle being deliberately driven at a group 

of people causing serious injuries  

(Section 40) 

(SECTION 31) 
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Concerns were raised regarding a male (Section 40)  after a vehicle was stopped on (SECTION 31)  

after it had been spotted acting suspiciously by officers. There were four people in the(Section 40). 

Concerns had previously been raised that (Section 40) was being exploited (Section 40) 

 

Intelligence suggested that the OCG/County Line was exploiting an Urban Street Gang (USG) 

(SECTION 31) potentially as a distribution network.  

More recently, intelligence has been received that local drug dealers were aware of the County Lines 

activity and it was expected that there would be trouble between the groups.   

 

Update: 

 

(Section 40) 

(SECTION 31) 

 

A missing youth (Section 40) was located at an address (Section 40) who had been identified as being 

at risk of County Lines activity. The young male was found in possession of 14 grams of crack cocaine 

and a few thousand pounds in cash along with two mobile phones and a machete. He stated that 

another male had brought in the drugs along with the mobile phone. (Section 40) 

 

(SECTION 31) 

 

Further analysis carried out by (SECTION 31) (Section 40) showed a distinct hotspot in the ( SECTION 

31) which is home to (Section 40 ) and is recognised as a “holding area” for young people prior to 

them being moved to their various rural locations. 

 

A further member of the ( Section 40)  was also discovered to have connections to  

(Section 40) 

(SECTION 31) 

 

(SECTION 31) contacted the Northumbria force in relation to a missing person (Section 40), who was 

deemed susceptible to County Lines activity. 

 

(Section 40) 

(SECTION 31) 

This is the home address of (Section 40) who confirmed both males were guests and were ( Section 

40 ) could be classed as vulnerable. 

 

(SECTION 31) 

 

A male ( Section 40 ) was again referenced in intelligence related to the potential cuckooing of an 

address ( Section 40 )  which belonged to a vulnerable male. Intelligence referred to ( SECTION 31 ) 

attending the address who were in possession of drugs and cash and had taken over the address. 

 

A number of further young males missing ( Section n40 ) are also reported to have been ( SECTION 

31 )  with a number of properties being identified as potentially involved in County Lines activity.  

 

Update: 

 

(Section 31) 
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(SECTION 31) intelligence suggested that (SECTION 31 )  had been successfully disrupted and the 

offenders displaced from the North East, ( SECTION 31 )  

 
 
Although historic links ( SECTION 31 ) since 2018/2019 there has been increased reporting of 

nominals for the purposes of supplying Class A drugs. Intelligence suggested that the nature of this 

fit the County Lines methodology.  

 

(SECTION 31) 

(Section 40 )  

Intelligence suggested that the deal line number was operated by a male ( Section 40 )  would then 

arrange for the drugs to be supplied by ( Section 40 )  

 

Nominals ( Section 40 )  appeared to be cuckooing the addresses of local drug dealers and users, in 

particular that of ( Section 40 ) who was known to be a drug user and vulnerable to exploitation. The 

(Section 40 ) , who is regularly seen in her company and at her address, is ( Section 40 )  Recent 

intelligence suggests that ( Section 40 ) . Intelligence throughout 2019 suggested that multiple 

(Sction 40 )  and dealing from there.   

 

(Section 40) 

(SECTION 31 ) 

 

 
Intelligence linked the group to serious violence, with reports of a planned shooting of a rival drug 

dealer (who was remanded prior to this being carried out), petrol bombing of a residential property 

due to drug debts, and a machete attack due to a drug debt.  

 

(Section 40) 

(SECTION 31) 

 

Commodity 
 

According to the NCLCC, crack cocaine and heroin are the most commonly supplied drugs through 

the County Lines model, and are typically supplied together
7
. This is reflected in Northumbria, where 

intelligence generally refers to the supply of crack cocaine and heroin. The combination of these two 

drugs is suspected to be common due to the short-term effects of crack cocaine (20-30 minutes) and 

the steep comedown experienced once the drug wears off
8
. In order to avoid this users often take 

heroin during or prior to the comedown, thus elongating the effects of the high. This is often 

referred to as ‘speedballing’, whereby the depressant and stimulant effects of the two drugs are 

mixed
9
.  

 

In North Tyneside, the crack cocaine supplied via the “Northern” Line was of a particularly high 

quality which attracted a number of new customers. By selling drugs that have a high addiction rate 

they can ensure that the demand for their product is consistently high. 

 

                                                
7
 ‘Strategic Assessment’, National County Lines Coordination Centre, November 2019 

8
 ‘Crack Cocaine’, Talk to Frank, https://www.talktofrank.com/drug/cocaine#duration 

9
 ‘The Dangers of Using Heroin with Crack Cocaine’, Addiction Campuses, 03/10/19, 

https://www.addictioncampuses.com/polysubstances/heroin-crack-cocaine/ 
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The traditional County Lines model predominantly catered to the addicted day time economy drugs 

markets supplying heroin and crack cocaine.  Nationally, some forces have evidence to suggest 

groups are targeting different drugs scenes, including the night time economy and selling other Class 

A drugs. 

 

Intelligence suggests cannabis and MDMA are also being supplied but these are viewed as secondary 

drugs which may be supplied by runners as an independent supplementary side-line to generate 

additional income. 

 

Due to the prevalence of heroin and crack cocaine in the North East, the Heroin and Crack Cocaine 

Action Area (HACCAA) was established in 2019, funded under the Home Office’s Serious Violence 

Strategy, with the aim of better understanding these drug markets and identifying harm reduction 

opportunities. The HACCAA lead has created an action plan in relation to this, some of the aspects of 

which include the creation of a North East drugs bulletin; a drug information sharing group 

consisting of police and partner agencies; and training for police officers in relation to drug 

awareness. These, along with other actions, are currently being implemented across the North 

East
10

. 

Location 
 

 

The County Lines which have affected Northumbria have been traced back to London, Birmingham 

and Liverpool. These have mainly impacted on the Wallsend area of North Tyneside, Hendon/City 

Centre are of Sunderland, Newcastle, Gateshead, and Berwick.  

 

Overall it is not possible to identify the specific reasons for a County Lines group choosing a specific 

location but it is generally recognised that there are certain factors which potentially make areas 

more attractive. 

 

Areas with a lower socio-economic status and an existing Class A drugs market will immediately 

appear attractive to such gangs. There is also the supposition that areas with higher rates of social 

and tenanted housing and a steady unemployed population appeal to County Lines groups as “easy 

targets”; perhaps due to the perceived susceptibility to incentives, such as rent money or drugs, that 

can entice individuals to get involved with the group’s activities
11

.  Areas such as Wallsend, Hendon 

and Berwick may appear to outsiders to have less law enforcement intervention than areas such as 

Newcastle City Centre and other areas where local OCGs have historically maintained market 

dominance. 

There is no evidence in the region of OCGs being displaced by County Lines groups; where OCGs 

operate in the area they are involved in a separate market, often cannabis and/or cocaine rather 

than heroin and crack cocaine, and therefore do not work in conjunction with County Lines but also 

they are not in direct competition either. 

 

There is no suggestion that County Lines groups are moving into the North East due to familial 

connections or family links. 

 

The perception of an easy market, the lack of visible policing (due to the lack of highly visible 

criminality), the lack of resistance from local drug dealers and the existing client base is what draws 

groups to these locations. 

                                                
10

 ‘North East Regional Tactical Assessment’, NERSOU Regional Tasking and Coordination Group, April/July/October 2019 & January 2020 
11

 SWROCU, County Lines Problem Profile, Partnership Version 2016 
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Structure of the groups 
 
Individuals at street level are often very fluid and are typically comprised of those who have been 

trafficked into the area, including children and missing persons.  There is a high turnover of nominals 

at this level, with changeovers taking place every few days or weeks; this contributes to the difficulty 

in determining who works for which line.  

 

 

Within Northumbria, as with all other forces, there is an intelligence gap between what we know 

about street level dealers and those at the senior management level which are located in the 

exporting force. Intelligence sharing has been developed recently between Northumbria and the 

Met and West Midlands Police and the introduction of the Regional County Lines Co-ordinator 

(situated within NERSOU for Northumbria Police), alongside the NCLCC, have assisted significantly in 

dealing with a crime type which is, by definition, committed over many force areas. 

 

Due to this targeting key players within a County Lines group in order to achieve a major disruption 

is difficult as we mostly know about the lower levels. Individuals at this level are easily replaced, 

often changing over regularly, which mean it can often be difficult to target these people and if we 

do it may not create a lasting impact. 

 

It is noted that the dividing lines between street gangs and organised crime, the retailers and the 

wholesalers, has become blurred as older gang members have evolved into middle-market drug 

wholesalers
12

.  

 

The stages of gang evolution are shown in the following chart and there is clearly the incentive to 

prevent gangs developing along this continuum, particularly in respect of the transition between 

“Recreation” and “Crime”. 

 

 

 

                                                
12

 Densley, J. (2014) “It’s gang life, but not as we know it: The evolution of gang business”, Crime and Delinquency, 60(4), 

pp. 517-546. 
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Vulnerability and Exploitation 
 

The exploitation of vulnerable adults and children is central to a successful County Lines business 

model. Created by the NCLCC, the below diagram displays a breakdown of the eight main areas of 

harm and vulnerability associated with known branded County Lines.
13

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vulnerable Persons – Cuckooing 

 

Vulnerable adults can often become involved in County Line activity willingly. County Line members 

may ask to stay at the address in exchange for money or free drugs. At the point at which the County 

Line members have “outstayed their welcome” the cuckooed victims may ask them to leave and at 

this point the members will resort to intimidation and violence in order to coerce the individual into 

cooperating. They may also coerce the victims to become more involved in County Line activity by 

                                                
13

 ‘County Lines Drug Supply, Vulnerability and Harm’, National Crime Agency, January 2019 
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acting as runners or hiring vehicles to courier money or drugs, making it harder for them to escape 

the County Lines lifestyle. 

  

It has been noted by forces that it is at this point that the victim might try to engage with the police. 

There is no set protocol for responding to a child found working on County Lines, meaning police 

officers must choose whether to arrest them, refer them to the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) 

for modern slavery or let them go in each case. 

 

Vulnerable Persons – Exploitation of children 

 

Due to the limited evidence of County Line activity within Northumbria it is difficult to make 

generalisations about the children involved. There is currently no evidence of local children being 

exploited by County Lines groups in Northumbria which is typical of the business model. County 

Lines groups rarely exploit children within the area they are operating in as these children may have 

support networks and find it easier to report unwanted attention, preferring instead to recruit from 

the where the County Line originates. Children are generally regarded as being easier to control by 

coercion and intimidation, and children who overtly signs of poverty or looked after care are often 

viewed as being especially vulnerable. There is also the belief that young people may receive lesser 

sentences if caught and can claim to be a victim of exploitation.  

 

However it has been recognised nationally that in time local “hubs” seem to be being established, 

recruiting more local children to distribute drugs that are supplied either by a runner from the 

export area, or, increasingly by an experienced child from the local area being sent on a day return 

trip for supply. A major advantage of this is that it avoids the potential trigger of children going 

missing overnight or longer, and local children are likely to be a cheaper work force, more easily 

intimidated and coerced, and less likely to be noticed in a local area. 

 

The majority of children being recruited into County Line networks are 15-17 years old and are 

predominantly male. A number of the children used are vulnerable not only because of their age but 

may also come from a “broken” or chaotic home, are regular missing persons or may have addiction 

issues. This is not always the case however as County Line owners/managers may try to recruit 

children that blend in with the drug market that the line is intended to exploit.  

 

Quite often the children used are missing persons in their own force with young males tending to be 

found in cuckooed properties, acting on directions from a more senior member. These 

characteristics were reflected in the missing youths which arrived in Sunderland from Birmingham as 

part of the “Mitch” Line. 

 

Almost half of forces who identified County Line activity mentioned children in care homes and 

those excluded from mainstream education as being particularly susceptible to advances from 

County Line members
14

.  Money is reported by children, parents and professionals as a major factor 

driving involvement in county lines activity. 

 

It is recognised that a young person’s involvement in County Line activity often leaves signs and any 

sudden changes in a young person’s lifestyle should be discussed. 

 

Some of the indicators are listed below, with those at the top of particular concern
15

; 

 

                                                
14

 County Lines Violence, Exploitation & Drug Supply, 2017 NCA. 
15

 Criminal Exploitation of children and vulnerable adults: County Lines Guidance. Home Office July 2017 
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• Persistently going missing from school or home and/or being found out-of-area 

• Unexplained acquisition of money, clothes or mobile phones. 

• Excessive receipt of texts/phone calls 

• Relationships with controlling/older individuals or groups 

• Leaving home/care without explanation 

• Suspicion of physical assault/unexplained injuries  

• Parental concerns 

• Carrying weapons 

• Significant decline in school results/performance/attendance 

• Gang association or isolation from peers or social networks 

• Self-harm or significant changes in emotional well-being 

 

For several years a series of awareness events have taken place highlighting County Lines 

methodology in particular recognising the signs within children and vulnerable adults of being 

exploited utilising such methodology. 

The training targeted front line staff, specialist departments and partners who work within children 

and adult services. 

 

Each of the six local authorities, at all levels including executive, has received bespoke training 

packages. Local charities and independent education have included County Lines awareness training 

within training events.   

 

Media campaign highlighting this crime type has been supported ensuring the public also have an 

awareness of the crime and consequences of it on children and vulnerable adults. 

 

A 2018 report
16

 highlighted the fact that children often fluctuate between “willing workers on a 

County Line and, after a beating or when they have a drug debt, become aware of the risk and 

exploitation and want to leave”. However within this cycle there are a number of what are called 

“reachable moments” in the cycle where interventions from the police and other statutory agencies 

or voluntary sector organisations could enable the child to avoid getting further entrenched, and 

ideally, to exit the activity. These are shown in the chart below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
16

 County Lines Scoping report May 2018 Jo Hudek, St. Giles Trust. 
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Violence and Weapons 
 

 

Approximately a quarter of forces reported intelligence relating to the use of firearms to threaten, 

however there were no reported incidents of guns being discharged in relation to County Lines 

activity. 

 

It has been suggested that there has been a general increase in knife carrying which is not related to 

gang membership but more a result of a fear of gangs.  There is abundant evidence that social media 

is fuelling violence as rivalry and status is maintained through music videos and You Tube is used by 

gangs to raise their profile and to threaten and intimidate
17

. 

 

Transportation 
 

Both the rail and road networks remain components in the facilitation of County Lines drug supply, 

used to transport drugs and money between the urban hub and rural marketplace.  

 

Challenges include the identification of those travelling, assessing if they are vulnerable, a 

perpetrator or potentially both, and confirmation of potential links to County Lines activity.  

 

Although some forces report that seizures are taking place at railway stations there is intelligence to 

suggest that County Lines groups prefer to use cars as the mode of transport for their commodity 

and those trips to supply will be conducted every couple of days.  

 

In Northumbria there has been evidence of private and hire cars being used by County Lines groups. 

 

Financing the Line 
 

A financial investigation
18

 into a County Lines found that the groups moved money through the use 

of money mule accounts and by couriering cash. Funds will be fed into a bank account in the area 

that the group is conducting criminal activity and is then withdrawn in the area that the County Line 

originates from. The bank accounts are typically held by people not directly connected to the County 

Lines criminal activity but may be a family member, relative or member of the same social circle. 

 

Each transaction is of a low value but there will be a high volume of transactions. Forces may believe 

that County Lines groups are cash rich by inferring that they are aware of law enforcement’s ability 

to track funds through bank accounts. However searches of vehicles associated with County Lines 

activity have generally found amounts of cash only totalling in the hundreds when clearly they are 

making much more. 

 

Law Enforcement Response 
 

The emergence of the County Lines business model presents a number of challenges to law 

enforcement and partnership agencies. 

 

                                                
17

 County Lines – a national summary and emerging best practice May 2018, ATCM, Violence & Vulnerability Unit. 
18

 South West ROCU: County Lines Problem Profile. Partnership Version 2016 
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It is clear that the County Lines business model transcends traditional departmental boundaries 

(serious and organised crime, missing persons, CSE/Safeguarding and drugs) and as such requires 

significant joining up of intelligence and co-ordinated action. County Line and gang activity does not 

fit into any of the current partnership work programmes or structures that have been set up in local 

areas. 

 

It is evident though that a number of the structures put in place in order to deal with CSE will be 

useful as will structures such as Multi Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) and community safety 

teams. 

 

Adding to the complexity of this new form of criminality is that Police forces are now faced with a 

challenge in terms of distinguishing between criminality and vulnerability and how to deal with 

children identified as being involved in County Lines.   

 

The use of the national referral mechanism (NRM) and Modern Slavery Act (MSA) – this is new 

legislation which was not written specifically to encompass the child trafficking and criminal 

exploitation taking place through County Lines. 

 

Officers may decide to release a child with no further action with the best of intentions, in order to 

not criminalise a child. There are however risks when a child is released. They may indeed be in 

immediate danger if money/drugs have been confiscated. If the child is not known to services, there 

may be no safeguarding mechanism in place. To reduce overnight custody for children they may be 

released during out of office hours which results in further safeguarding issues. 

 

Missing children are known to be heavily exploited within the County Lines business model and a 

child returning home has been identified as presenting a key “reachable moment”. It is important at 

this stage to offer help to exit the County Line activity and provide safeguarding and the completion 

of a Return Home Interview (RHI) is critical. These are often not completed or the intelligence from 

them shared. 

 

Northumbria Police continues to develop a response to the County Lines threat and have agreed a 

‘4P’ plan both locally and regionally which will target not only law enforcement but key partners. 

This is broken down into: Pursue, Protect, Prepare, and Prevent.   

 

Northumbria Police have participated in the County Lines Intensification Weeks organised by the 

NCLCC and will continue to do so. In July 2019 Northumbria Police hosted a Regional County Lines 

Conference in partnership with the NCLCC with the aim of continuing to promote awareness of the 

crime type and identifying tactics which meet the criteria under the ‘4P’ plan. 


