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MUSIC  

 

MACKAY: I was on call that weekend and they rang me at  

6 o’clock and said, ‘There’s been a murder in Gloucester.’  I probably got here about  

8 o’clock that night; by the time I arrived it was dark, it was cold, wet and just trying to work 

out where I was going.  

  

COX: It was October 2016 and Detective Chief Inspector 

Julie Mackay was called to a block of flats in Gloucester.  She made her way to a flat where a 

man called Paul Pass lived.  He was a known long term drug user. 

 

ACTUALITY – WALKING BY FLATS 

 

MACKAY: As we walk through, we’re just in the centre of the 

flats now and then Paul’s is over at the back there.  To the left, you open the door into the 

sitting room and it was a bloodbath, you know, it was horrific.  It was a very, very violent 

scene.  And seeing Paul there, I just think about you poor man, because he was clearly 

vulnerable.  There was no doubt about it, there was no question in my mind that that was a 

vulnerable person, and then it’s like, well what on earth has happened? 
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COX: Within days she had the answer.  Paul had been 

tortured and stabbed by a pair of young drug traffickers - one of them from London - who had 

taken over his flat to deal class A drugs.  It’s a practice known as cuckooing.  The case 

uncovered a murky subculture that existed in Gloucester and in other rural cities and towns, 

involving young teenagers sent from places like London and Birmingham to sell drugs. 

 

MUSIC 

 

MICHAEL: You have to have that hunger inside you, you know 

what I mean?  I had that hunger of making money.  When someone was talking about money, 

that struck, caught my interest. 

 

COX: Now an adult, Michael was just 13 and living in 

London when he was approached by friends at school, who asked if he wanted to make some 

money.  An adult gang member suggested ‘going country’ - leaving London to deal drugs for 

them.  It’s what the police call ‘county lines’ - urban gangs recruiting children as young as 12 

to travel to small towns and cities to sell drugs using dedicated mobile phones or ‘lines’.  To 

protect Michael’s identity, we have had an actor voice his words. 

Do you remember that first time you went out of London, what that was like? 

 

MICHAEL: Yeah, I was a bit shaky.  I was actually scared.  I was 

also dealing with the pressure where I need to be aware of police as well, or aware of the 

people that I’m selling to or I might just get lost in this area.  

 

COX: And where did you go to when you actually reached 

there? 

 

MICHAEL: I went to someone’s house that was already set up.  All 

I had to do is just go there and get there and start the mission. 

 

COX: And when you go that first time, how long was that 

for? 
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MICHAEL: The first time was, like, I think it was like two weeks, I 

think.  Yeah, two weeks. 

 

COX: And wasn’t that a bit scary? 

 

MICHAEL: Yeah, it was a bit scary, but from the time you see the 

money, you’re just thinking, ‘Okay I can, I can just bear a bit more, like I’ve made a 

commitment, so it was … I had to do what I had to do and I was there already.  

 

COX: He was sent to towns in the Midlands to live in a drug 

user’s house that had been taken over by the gang - or cuckooed.  The addict would get free 

drugs for letting the dealers use their property.  Michael had to go out onto the street and sell 

heroin and crack cocaine. He could earn up to £500 a week, but he was putting himself in 

danger. 

 

MICHAEL: At that age, I didn’t really recognise the risks, do you 

know what I mean, but it could be a moment where druggies might think they’re going to 

stick you up with needles and take everything from them.  

 

COX: He did this for three years, spending up to a month 

away from his family.  They tried to stop him, but the gang had become his new family.  One 

night, in a town far from London, he ended up on the street with nowhere to go.  

  

MICHAEL: There was times where I didn’t, I actually didn’t have a 

place to stay, where I had to stay in a graveyard for like a whole night literally. 

 

COX: What was that like, staying in a graveyard? 

 

MICHAEL: Wow, it was, well, … well, that experience was crazy. 

 

COX: Does that not make you think, all right, that’s enough? 

 

MICHAEL: Yeah it did.  It made me step back a bit.  I was under 

pressure to actually go back again. 
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MUSIC 

 

COX: Michael was eventually arrested and he decided it was 

time to stop, but the gang wouldn’t leave him alone.  He only escaped by moving away from 

the area.  Claire Hubberstey has come across many young people like Michael.  The charity 

she runs, Safer London, works with young people exploited by gangs.  She says the lure of 

money can draw young people in, but then they find it comes with strings attached. 

 

HUBBERSTEY: Lots of young people tell us that they expected that 

they would go and come back within 24, 48 hours.  The reality is that they get there and then 

they’re asked to do things that they weren’t originally expecting, or actually that they are 

coerced into other sorts of criminal activity whilst they are there that they hadn’t appreciated 

would be part of the deal that they have sort of signed up to, and often as part of that, the 

method of transportation home will be withheld from the young person, so either it’ll be train 

tickets or money will be taken off them or the lift that they were promised back will never be 

forthcoming.  Young people often talk about being physically locked in premises, so they’re 

not able to actually get out or there’s the threat of coercion or violence if they do, so actually 

they’re too scared to try to make their own way back, even if they had the means to do so. 

 

COX: If these children do escape, they will have return 

interviews, which are mandatory for young people who have gone missing.  Fabrizio Proietti 

is from St Christopher’s Fellowship Runaway Service, which conducts these interviews for 

many London boroughs.  He has seen the immense pressure placed on children involved in 

county lines. 

 

PROIETTI: It’s really hard.  We’ve been interviewing young 

people who, even when they had returned, they were still very scared of possibly being found 

by other young people who were affiliated to those who have been exploiting them.  We had 

a case of a child who, even after he came back from a long period of absence and clearly been 

exploited in county lines, he was absconding not because he was running away from his 

family, but because he was actually scared of bumping into someone locally who could 

seriously harm him.  
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COX: How far have you had to go to move young people, to 

get them out of this situation? 

 

PROIETTI: In one occasion, as far as taking them out of the 

country, and most importantly, to take that child away from the danger of being killed, 

because that is the reality. 

 

COX: That was the only way to get him away, was to get him 

out of the country? 

 

PROIETTI: That was the only option.   

 

COX: There are no accurate figures of how many children are 

involved, but Claire Hubberstey from Safer London found a worrying picture when the 

charity looked at the ten thousand young people in London on their books.  

 

HUBBERSTEY: We have started recording when we’ve got concerns 

around county lines or trafficking, and we’re estimating that 40% of our cohort are 

potentially affected by this. 

 

COX: So 40% of the 10,000 you think could be involved in 

county lines activity? 

 

HUBBERSTEY: Yes, 40% have either concerning risk indicators that 

would suggest trafficking or county lines exploitation. 

 

COX: And how is it being dealt with when it is picked up? 

   

HUBBERSTEY: It’s very much a fragmented response, I would say, and 

I think that’s a real part of the challenge in relation to this.  Criminal gangs are always one 

step ahead and they know that a really good way of staying ahead of statutory agencies is to 

move people, and it’s incredibly easy actually, if you move somebody from one place to 

another, that they just drop off, that they disappear from one system, they aren’t picked up on 

another, and too often our systems just don’t join up.  So a young person may get arrested or 
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HUBBERSTEY cont: picked up in Essex, for example, and unless that force 

or a local agency there proactively makes a referral back to the sort of home agency, so say 

it’s a Hackney young person, contacts Hackney to let them know that, that might not be 

something that is automatically shared, purely because it happens lots and it’s at a fairly small 

scale.  It’s only when you start trying to put the bigger picture together that you see that this 

is actually part of the much bigger orchestrated exploitation of young people for criminal gain 

on a massive scale.  

 

COX: Is it as big a problem, do you think, as we saw with 

grooming and sexual exploitation, this criminal exploitation of these young people? 

 

HUBBERSTEY: Yeah, I think it’s on a bigger scale than even that, 

because there is a huge financial gain to be made from it, that it’s just too attractive a 

proposition for criminal gangs not to go down this route. 

  

ACTUALITY IN ISLINGTON 

 

COX: At the moment we’re walking into Canonbury ward, 

and you can see, you know, a typical Islington scene where you have the very rich and the 

very poor living side by side in every ward. 

In the London borough of Islington, they were so concerned about the number of children 

involved in county lines drug dealing that they carried out their own mapping exercise.  They 

analysed all of the arrests for drug dealing outside of the borough and then looked at whether 

these children had any gang affiliation.  Joe Caluori, the lead member for children and 

families at Islington council, told me what they discovered. 

 

CALUORI: We found that we had young people as young as 13 

running drugs.  We saw that we had lines running up to Aberdeen, to South Wales, and we 

saw that the problem was a far bigger factor in children going missing then we had ever 

previously thought. 

 

COX: When you did your mapping and saw where all these 

young people from the borough were ending up, were you surprised at that? 
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CALUORI: I was amazed when I saw the first version of the map 

we did. Our young people were going to towns hundreds of miles away that they had 

probably never heard of, and I think it was at that point that I realised the level of 

organisation that must be behind this. 

 

COX: Did you get a sense of the scale of it, how many kids 

might be involved, how prevalent it was? 

 

CALUORI: Figuring out how many kids are involved is tricky, but 

we were seeing that between 75 and 100 young people were involved, and I think it would be 

a conservative estimate to think that most London local authorities would have that number 

of young people involved in county lines. 

 

COX: With 32 London boroughs, that starts to become a big 

number.  But this isn’t just a problem for London.  Gangs are sending children from other big 

cities, like Manchester, Birmingham and Liverpool.  A report by the National Crime Agency 

last year found that 70% of police forces who responded had seen county lines activity. There 

is emerging awareness of the problem, but a lack of consistency, which is being exploited by 

the gangs. Duncan Ball leads on county lines for the National Police Chiefs Council. 

 

BALL: One thing that is consistent across policing is the need 

to safeguard those people and those young children that are being exploited by these gangs, 

whilst at the same time relentlessly pursuing those that organise it and those that commit the 

violence.  So I think if you were to go to different forces, there may be a variation, but the 

overriding commitment of police and partners is clearly safeguarding those children that are 

exploited - that will be consistent - but also tackling those people that do commit the violence 

and that’s something that we’re not prepared to see continue.   

 

COX: One of the problems we’ve come across is no one 

seems to be collating the scale of the problem, so I don’t understand if there isn’t that 

collation, how you can actually tackle it. 
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BALL: In terms of gaining that broader understanding, this is 

something that is very much ongoing work, and as we progress our work nationally across 

policing, working with partners, we get a much greater understanding of the nature of young 

people that are involved in this and also those numbers.  

 

MUSIC 

 

COX: There’s the added difficulty of the young people 

involved in this recognising themselves as victims of exploitation. 

 

JOHN: I earned about £800, but people can earn like 

thousands.  When I went back I was happy.  I had £800 in my pocket and I didn’t really have 

to do a lot. 

 

COX: This is a young man who we are calling John.  When 

he was 15, John was sent for a week at a time to deal drugs in the houses of addicts whose 

homes had been taken over by a gang from London.  For his protection, we’ve had an actor 

say his words. 

 

JOHN: I never really slept because, like, I didn’t really trust 

the person’s house I was staying in. 

 

COX: Why didn’t you trust them? 

 

JOHN: Because we had to give them something so we could 

stay in the house like we did.  Sometimes they want more, or they could be high and then I, 

like, didn’t really sleep.  Some people had, like, knives and things on them, like, I had a knife 

with me, so I felt all right, yeah. 

 

COX: So you felt you had to protect yourself in case someone 

tried to take things from you? 

 

JOHN: Yeah, because I didn’t really trust the person’s house, I 

think, that’s all just in case. 
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COX: What were they like, those houses? 

 

JOHN: Dirty, very dirty.  There were things in the house, 

people using needles, like needles was everywhere. 

 

COX: And when you were in these houses, did you see things 

that made you think, I really don’t want to be here? 

 

JOHN: Yeah, I saw someone overdose, yeah, the last time. 

 

COX: John went from exploited to recruiter as he started 

getting other young people to be county lines drug traffickers.   

 

JOHN: I done persuading a couple of times, and like some 

people you have to like proper persuade some people, tell them about the money, they are up 

for it and yeah and things like that. 

 

COX: So you ended up trying to get other people involved? 

 

JOHN: Because, like, if I brought someone in, I can make 

money off them. 

  

COX: Do you think if you’d stayed in, that you would have 

ended up recruiting more people? 

 

JOHN: Yeah, I think like, you’d try and get like a bigger 

status, so you bring people in then you start your own little thing.   

 

COX: After a few trips away, John was able to stop before he 

got in too deep. 

And do you feel lucky that you got out of it? 
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JOHN: Definitely, because it could have led to me getting 

arrested, me being killed, me using the drug - it could have led to anything so I felt lucky 

getting out when I could have, yeah. 

  

COX: So, do you think it could have been that serious, you 

could have ended up being killed? 

 

JOHN: Yeah, yeah, it could have been that serious. 

 

MUSIC 

 

COX: Remember all this was happening while John was just 

15.  Charities like Safer London think that young people like him should be treated as victims 

of trafficking and not young criminals, but Claire Hubberstey says that isn’t happening often 

enough. 

 

HUBBERSTEY: I would say in the vast majority of cases, they’ve been 

picked up a number of times with possession, with intent to supply and yet they have still 

been prosecuted for that.  Nobody has viewed that as them being a victim of something and 

put the pieces together. So if a young person is somewhere that it’s really odd that they 

should be, miles from home, with no means whatsoever of getting back and no local contacts 

there, that in of itself for me should trigger some questions around the welfare of that child, 

before they’ve even been found with drugs, and we need everybody to get into that sort f 

mindset.  They aren’t criminals, they are exploited children and they are being manipulated 

and exploited, even if they don’t see it.  That doesn’t mean that it’s not happening. 

 

COX: The Home Office has recognised this too.  In July it 

issued guidance to police forces, councils and other agencies about spotting the signs of 

county lines activity and treating it as Child Criminal Exploitation or (CCE). It advises 

greater use of the National Referral Mechanism or NRM.  If a child is accepted onto this, 

they are treated as a victim of trafficking or human slavery and it can break the cycle of 

criminality.  It shows there is some movement forward, but still no overall national strategy. 
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ACTUALITY ON TRAIN  

 

COX: Parents whose kids are caught up in county lines are 

normally really reluctant to talk about it, but I’ve been in touch with a mum whose son has 

been involved for a couple of years now and she’s agreed to talk to me, so I’m just heading 

on a  train heading out to the suburbs of London, to find out what’s it’s been like for her and 

how she’s coped with what I imagine must have been a really tough time. 

 

ACTUALITY KNOCK AT THE DOOR, DOOR OPENING 

 

COX: Hi. 

 

JANE: Hi.  Come in. 

 

COX: Thanks.  Where shall I sit? 

 

JANE: Have a seat … 

He was an absolutely lovely child, very sensitive.  He would not look at anybody in the eye 

that he, you know, he didn’t know very well.  He was very shy and he lacked confidence and 

he would have quite a hard time really, even getting him to make eye contact.    

 

COX: This woman, who we are calling Jane, lives in a street 

of well-kept houses.  She has a good job, her son went to a prestigious school, but when he 

was 13, she noticed some worrying changes. Once again, for her safety and her son’s, an 

actor is saying her words. 

 

JANE: So we found secret mobiles in the house.  He went 

missing for a lengthy period and he was eventually found and it was confirmed to us that he 

had been exploited by a gang well-known for extreme violence to the police, and they hadn’t 

encountered that level of criminality with any minor who had gone missing, so they were 

gravely concerned for his safety. 

 

COX: And what do you think was happening when he’s 

going away and he’s missing all this time? 
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JANE: I think it was very clear very quickly that he was 

moving drugs for somebody and was being paid for doing so. 

 

COX: His behaviour continued to deteriorate at school and at 

home.  His mum started keeping a close watch on him.  When he was 14, the police found 

him with a man in his late twenties who was a known criminal. 

 

JANE: It’s horrible.  It’s a horrible feeling that an adult is out 

there who has some kind of control over your son that you’re not aware of in the slightest and 

you don’t even know who they are, but they are acquainted with your child. 

 

COX: Worse was to come when she was asked to visit a 

police station in central London. 

 

JANE: We were being shown CCTV images of adult males 

we’d never seen in our lives,  These people have got control over your children and you don’t 

even know who they are, so you’re already in that mindset where you’re thinking, ‘What on 

earth is going on here?’ and then you are then being told, ‘Actually, there was a murder and 

we need to identify or eliminate him.’  I mean, how do you even begin to get your head 

around that?  You know, it’s just massive and you just don’t know what you’re dealing with.  

 

COX: Her son wasn’t involved, but the people he was 

working for were.  Jane’s son was still under 16 and she had seen how he had been exploited 

by older gang members, but found it difficult to get the police to see it that way.   

 

JANE: They more or less had viewed him as somebody who 

had made a lifestyle choice towards a criminal lifestyle, and I was not going to accept that, 

because I knew my son better than them.  He’s a child in amongst it all.  No matter what the 

journey that’s led him there, this has been done to him.  He hasn’t willingly gone out there to 

do it, and for me that was the key point in all of this, that whatever it was, that whatever he’s 

involved in, somebody’s doing that to him.   

 

COX: Jane pushed to get her son accepted onto the National 

Referral Mechanism for victims of human trafficking and modern slavery. 
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 JANE: If you know that child is running drugs in the car that’s 

being driven from A to B, that is trafficking under the modern slavery legislation, they should 

be referred to the National Referral Mechanism, who will make a decision on whether that 

child is trafficked or not.  And that itself for us, in our case, was extremely difficult, because 

a) it wasn’t done when he went missing for the lengthy period, which is quite inexcusable, to 

be completely frank.  And when he went missing for the 200 or so episodes after that, you 

know, at the early stages of those episodes the police were still not keen to refer him because 

they didn’t feel he met the criteria. 

  

COX: Eventually did you get him recognised as being a 

victim and that he was being exploited? 

 

JANE: I did, but it came too late.  It came far too late. 

 

COX: She worries that the gang still has a hold on him, but he 

is being helped under the National Referral Mechanism.  We asked how many other county 

lines children had been referred to the NRM, but were told those figures aren’t available.  The 

modern slavery legislation isn’t just there to protect child victims.  It also gives authorities the 

power to prosecute the senior gang members as child exploiters, as Duncan Ball from the 

National Police Chiefs Council explains.  

 

BALL: The Modern Slavery Act brings a different dimension 

and it’s an innovative approach in terms of how we use the legislation to tackle county lines. 

So, previously drug dealers would have been looked at for drugs legislation, or if they were 

committing violence, it would have been offences around the use of that particular violence. 

How we are using Modern Slavery Act legislation is it goes one step further, in that what it is 

saying is that to commit your crimes, you are trafficking young children, you are trafficking 

vulnerable people to then obviously undertake your criminal activity, and that then gives us 

additional tools and that gives additional options for the court, for example, around 

sentencing that we can then exploit as well.  

 

COX: We were talking to a mum whose son has been 

involved in county lines activity for years and who was saying it took her three years for him 

to be recognised as a victim rather than as a criminal. 
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BALL: Now obviously I completely sympathise in terms of the 

journey undoubtedly that mother has gone through.  It is very, very difficult obviously and I 

can’t comment on any individual cases.  What I will say though is that nationally, across 

police, across partners, knowledge and understanding and awareness of these issues is 

increasing on a sort of day by day basis.  

 

COX: The first prosecutions are imminent and, if successful, 

would mean offenders facing a possible life sentence and being treated as child abusers.  It’s 

the job of the Anti-Slavery Commissioner, Kevin Hyland, to make sure that police forces use 

this new law to help the victims and tackle the perpetrators.  And that means changing the 

mindset of some police officers.  

 

HYLAND: A child that’s been pushed there by a gang, yes they 

may be troublesome, yes, they may be difficult, but it’s up to those in authority, those with a 

duty to respond to understand that and build responses around that.  It’s not always easy, but 

it’s what’s got to be done. 

 

COX: How do you decide whether someone is a victim or 

they’re a criminal? 

 

HYLAND: You know, that’s not for me to decide, that would be 

an operational decision in each individual case, but if we look at it, sometimes it’s very 

obvious.  If we look at, you know, young girls and young boys turning up in counties some 

distance away from perhaps where they live, that they’re carrying small amounts of drugs, 

there are obvious things that then, if you start putting the puzzle together and you see this as a 

routine, then you can actually identify, you know, is that really a criminal or is it someone 

who is being used and exploited because of their vulnerability. The tell-tale signs are there, 

but what we need is the authorities and those in the position to respond to identify those, put 

the puzzle together and then look at what the problem is and who is causing the problem.  

 

COX: Why has it taken so long for police forces, councils to 

actually wake up to it and do something about it?  
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HYLAND: I think we’re waking up to it.  Are we fully awake to it 

yet?  Probably not, but we are starting to.  We need to, you know, make sure that the 

agencies, CPS, police and local authorities are aware of this so that then, at the earliest stage, 

and when I mean the earliest stage, I mean at the point of first intervention, so when the 

police stop them, when they end up perhaps being taken to a police station, when they’re 

identified as missing or, you know, when the Social Services are involved, that they realise at 

that point that this person hasn’t committed a crime, but this person is a victim of crime.  It 

makes an enormous difference. You get it right, the whole process changes, because you 

don’t have that person in the dock, you start looking for someone else to put in the dock. 

 

COX: Get it wrong and you end up with exploited teenagers 

crossing over into more serious criminality, which can lead to violence and even murder, 

which is what they have witnessed in Gloucester.  

 

ACTUALITY OF POLICE RADIO 

 

MAN 1: … Foxtrot 61. 

 

MAN 2: Go ahead. 

 

BRUCE: My name is Rich Bruce and I’m a sergeant on the 

Force Crime Operations team 

 

GODWIN: And I’m Darren Godwin and I’m a detective sergeant 

from the Force Crime Operations team 

 

BRUCE: All around now there’s numerous addresses where we 

have taken out dangerous drugs networks that have established themselves.  I think probably 

just over here was one that we had from Birmingham which had three lads - really, really 

violent.  Allegations of sexual assault against females and violence towards members of the 

public and things like that. 
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COX: I’m on a drive through the city with Richard and 

Darren.  They tell me they know of at least ten separate county lines from Birmingham and 

London that are operating in the area.  

How much of it is going on in Gloucester? 

 

GODWIN: In truth lots, I think.  Regularly we’re probably dealing 

with two to three different setups each week  We’ve got a proactive unit attached to us and if 

we were to send them out now, I’m pretty sure in Gloucester, once they start going around 

asking questions they’d probably turn one up within one or two hours. 

 

COX: And what’s the difference, when you get those coming 

from outside of the area, what’s the difference you’re seeing if they are from London or 

Birmingham, compared to if it’s just local? 

 

GODWIN: I think it’s just threats of violence etc and the way they 

deal with people.  They’re not afraid to carry knives, they’re not afraid to assault people, 

they’re not afraid to sexually assault people.  I think that’s the main difference compared to 

local dealers.  They will use violence or threats of violence to get what they want. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CAR DOOR CLOSING 

 

BRUCE: Excuse me, mate, can you do us a favour and open the 

door for us … 

 

COX: We head up the stairs of a neat, low rise block, to a 

front door hanging off its hinges after a recent police raid.  They arrested a teenager from 

Birmingham, who had taken over the flat of a vulnerable drug user, creating yet another 

victim. 

 

ACTUALITY OF KNOCK AT DOOR 

 

GODWIN: It’s the police, can you just open, mate? 
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COX: You’ve just come out of the flat and you’ve got this 

sort of mannequin’s head with you. 

  

BRUCE: Yeah, so as you can see, on this mannequin’s head, 

there’s a number of slash marks on it and cuts and things, so when they’ve come into his flat, 

what they’ve done is they have had a machete and been slashing at it at this, saying if he 

didn’t allow them to operate out of this flat, that’s what they’d do to him. 

 

COX: Pretty scary. 

 

BRUCE: Yeah, and that’s a 17 year old lad with no previous, 

nice family. 

 

COX: And the sums that are involved that they might be 

making, have you any idea how much they can make from it? 

 

BRUCE: We’d expect probably that they would bring a hundred 

wraps of heroin and a hundred wraps of crack, which seems to be about the standard, so each 

one of those being worth £1,000, so that’s a day’s dealing - that’s £2,000 in a day, so … 

 

COX: Wow, so there’s a lot of money they’re going to be 

making. 

 

BRUCE: It’s not a bad return on a £30 train ticket. 

 

COX: And that’s what you’re up against? 

 

BRUCE: That is exactly what we’re up against.  You know, we 

can ask these kids to go for apprenticeships and they can get paid £100 a week or they can 

make two grand in a day. 

 

COX: With this big money, there is added pressure and 

higher stakes, which was behind the murder of Paul Pass - killed in Gloucester by two 

teenagers involved in county lines drug dealing. 
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ACTUALITY WITH PHOTOS 

 

PASS: He would have been 11 there.  New bike for his 

birthday.  And then school photographs.  That was one of his early school photographs.  I 

haven’t got many photographs of him when he was older. 

 

COX: These are the few mementoes Lin Pass still has of his 

son, Paul.  He remembers the moment he found out that his 49 year old son was dead. 

 

PASS: I went to bed Friday the 7th of October 2016.  The 

middle of the night, I was woken up by a loud knocking on the door, on the front door.  I 

looked out of the upstairs window and there was a policeman stood on the drive.  I let him in, 

and he came in and he said, ‘I’m sorry to tell you that your son is dead.’  

 

COX: Paul had been a heroin user for many years.  A keen 

guitarist, he was a familiar figure in Gloucester town centre, busking to make money to buy 

drugs.  Lin initially assumed that he had died from an overdose, but he later found out that 

Paul’s flat had been taken over by young drug dealers 

 

PASS: They’d taken his key away from him, so that he had to 

ask them if he could go out or come back in.  His friends, however, they realised that he was 

being used and abused.  What they did was they decided to raid the flat.  They went into the 

flat armed with knives and machetes and they kicked out the two drug dealers.  They also 

unfortunately stole the drugs that were there - quite a considerable amount apparently.  Now 

the two drug dealers, they were liable for those drugs, they were responsible.  They had to 

explain to some Mr Big in London what had happened to them.  And of course, they were 

scared then, so they had to get the drugs back, and so they took retribution on Paul - with 

tragic consequences. 

  

COX: They lured Paul and a friend back to his flat, where 

they attacked and tortured them, smashing a guitar over Paul’s head before stabbing him in 

the leg and leaving him to die. 
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PASS: When you think about what he must have gone 

through, Paul was there on his own.  He’d been stabbed whilst he was sitting in a chair.  

When the ambulance arrived, apparently they found him laid on the floor and there was a 

copious amount of blood around in the flat, and he must have, I don’t know, I don’t know 

what he was thinking, but whilst he was dying, but I wake up every night in the middle of the 

night between 2 o’clock and 3 o’clock, and that’s the only thing I’m thinking about, and most 

nights it takes two or three hours to get back to sleep again - if at all.   

 

COX: The killers, who were 17 and 19 years old, were given 

life sentences.  A third man was sentenced to nines years for manslaughter.  Lin Pass went to 

their trial and was there to see them convicted. 

  

PASS: Well first of all, I was so surprised at how young they 

were. 

 

COX: What did you think about them? 

 

PASS: I felt sorry for them in some ways, because I knew that 

they had, they’d had miserable lives themselves, but I was also angry.  I was also very angry 

towards them for what they’ve done; they’ve taken someone’s life away who meant no harm 

to them at all.  A totally unnecessary killing, and I hope they suffer every day that they are in 

jail, I really do - they deserve to. 

 

MUSIC 

 

ACTUALITY OUTSIDE FLATS 

 

MACKAY: You can see some of this is lovely, you know.  There’s 

good people live here, nice people live here.  Do you expect this to be the scene of a really 

violent murder? 

 

COX: Detective Chief Inspector Julie MacKay and her team 

caught the killers of Paul Pass, but they never got to the people who had sent the young drugs 

runners in the first place and were making the big money. 
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MACKAY: We’ve never, ever got to the bottom of where it all 

came from.  I have no idea how they met Paul, no one has ever said, but it’s not difficult, you 

know.  They are almost like parasites, aren’t they?  They will feed off whatever is available 

for them.  And it’s so easy - they come in on the train, they go out on the train, you know, it’s 

almost like a day trip, come and go and do what they need to do.  

 

COX: Paul Pass’ death was a wake-up call for Gloucester. 

They now have a dedicated team looking at county lines.  Julie MacKay says one of Paul 

Pass’s killers had been sent around the country to other cities before arriving in Gloucester, 

and wonders what would have happened if he had been picked up earlier on. 

 

MACKAY: Twelve months earlier, he was that vulnerable kid out 

on the streets, he’s been preyed upon and turned around, and so we need to make that better 

and get in there straightaway at the earliest opportunity instead of waiting until we get further 

down the line. Would it have prevented it?  We’ll never know that, but we can try for the 

future. 

 

MUSIC  

 

COX: Back in London, where many of the gangs originate, 

Councillor Joe Caluori has been trying to get a better national response to county lines. He 

recently got a group of twenty London councils to visit a Home Office minister, Sarah 

Newton, to lobby for more action.  

 

CALUORI: It was a frustrating meeting, because their response 

was essentially that they won’t set up a national strategy for county lines, they see it as part of 

the wider work on vulnerability.  Councils aren’t required to do anything in particular, the 

guidance is weak and flimsy, the police aren’t clear what they should be doing and they don’t 

have the resources to do it, and I think the Home Office know about this and I don’t think 

they can claim, if something terrible happens, that they didn’t know or it was a surprise. 

 

COX: We wanted to speak the minister, but she wasn’t 

available.  In a statement Sarah Newton told us the Government had taken measures, 

including passing legislation to allow police to shut down the phone lines used to market 
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COX cont: drugs.  She added that these terrible crimes had 

absolutely no place in this country.  The Home Office has also announced today that it’s 

putting £300,000 into a new pilot project to help young victims caught up in county lines 

drug running. 

 

MUSIC 

 

COX: There has been a step forward by raising awareness, 

but unless there’s better co-ordination and criminals higher up the chain are routinely caught 

and prosecuted, Joe Caluori says county lines exploitation will continue to flourish  

 

CALUORI: There should be a national strategy on tackling county 

lines, with a clear action plan telling us how to look for and how to disrupt and how to 

safeguard young people, because ultimately what we’re talking about are older men who are 

running slave networks and grooming children for involvement in organised crime. You can 

arrest children dealing drugs until the cows come home, but until you deal with the 

gangmasters who are running this trade, it won’t stop. 

 

 


