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Subject: County Lines 

 
 

 
 
1. Purpose of the report 

 

To provide an update to Police and Crime Commissioner and Chief Officers on the issue of County 

Lines. 

 

 

2. Background 

 

The term “county lines” is used to describe a gang (usually young males) from a large urban area 
travelling to smaller locations (often a market/county or coastal town) to sell Class A drugs specifically 
crack cocaine and heroin. These gangs may be part of an established organised crime group and may 
challenge existing groups from the local area which often causes incidents of violence.  

The gang members will travel between the urban and county locations on a regular basis to deliver 
drugs and cash. They will tend to use a local property or properties generally belonging to a vulnerable 
person as a base for activities. This is often acquired by force or coercion and is referred to as 
“cuckooing”. 

Gang members operating outside their home borough are less likely to be known by local police or be 
identified by their competitors, thus making them difficult to identify. 

Gang members are usually known to law enforcement in the urban location from which they originate 
and often have reputations for violence and weapons, including firearms. This can result in feuds 
between rival gangs in the local area which can result in violent incidents.  

 

3. National Picture
1
. 

 

The NCA requested information from Police forces in England and Wales and found that 71% of police 
returns reported established county lines activity. 

It was not possible to confirm how many of these gangs were impacting on multiple police areas but it 
was noted that gang size varies as does levels of violence and volumes of drugs being supplied.  

NCA also report that gang members are generally in their late teens / early twenties and Gangs from 
London were predominately Black British or Afro Caribbean. However, gang members from Liverpool 
and Manchester were made up of White British or European males. 

The returns sent to NCA confirmed that groups take over addresses of local vulnerable adults by force 
or coercion. Typically this involves the home of a class A drugs user who is supplied with drugs to 
initiate a relationship. Gangs then establish control since the user falls into debt and they are told they 
must make their property available and or work to pay off the debt. This is referred to as “debt 
bondage”. 90% of areas saw drugs users acting as runners or dealers on behalf of county line groups.  

Gangs also typically move to / or between addresses to evade detection. Vulnerable adults may be 
exploited repeatedly by different gangs. 

                                                        
1
 NCA report: County Lines Gang Violence, Exploitation and Drug Supply 2016. 
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The NCA highlight that that 90% of areas reported that gangs are utilising consenting adult females to 
assist criminal activities. However the issue of consent is questionable as many of the females have 
been targeted because they are vulnerable.  

The NCA also report that children also continue to be exploited by county line gangs. Children from 
urban area are recruited by gangs to courier drugs and money to the county location, often by train, 
but also in cars and coaches. The ages of the children ranged from 12 – 18 years, but typically 15-16 
being the most common age.  

 

Regional Picture 

“County Lines” was highlighted in the Regional Strategic Assessment as a risk; both from OCGs from 
the North West region and from London based gangs.  

XXXXX – S31 

Force Picture 

County Lines is still considered a threat for the North East region due to the large number of rural and 
coastal towns / villages across and just beyond the region and is a trend that requires monitoring. 
Whilst these incidents are difficult to identify as county lines issues there is a clear intelligence 
requirement to highlight this as an emerging trend. 
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4. Points of Note 

The issue of County Lines is considered at Operation Magnet meetings within the Force, 

providing scrutiny and direction to investigative action.  This also receives oversight at RTIG 

meetings, ensuring a consistent approach across the region. 

 

Consideration is being given to a training module for neighbourhood officers to provide them 

with guidance on what to look for and how to deal with it.    

 

 


