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Disrupting crack markets

Who is this guide for?
• Police
• Crime and Disorder Reduction

Partnerships (CDRPs) and Drug Action
Teams (DATs)

• Law enforcement agencies

The purpose of this guide is:
• To offer practical suggestions to help the

police and their partners disrupt crack
markets

• To help the police and their partners
understand how crack is sold and used,
and how buying is financed

• To offer practical advice on mapping a
crack market

• To offer advice on tactics that may help
disrupt a crack market

• To offer advice on how to evaluate the
success of police action

• To stimulate more action against crack
markets using a variety of methods

Written for police and partnerships in
England and Wales, this guide may also
be applicable to situations in Scotland and
Northern Ireland.

The guide will be supported by additional
material produced by the Association of
Chief Police Officers (ACPO) drugs business
area. These publications will be produced
during 2003 and should be used in
conjunction with this guide.

There may be legislative change during
2003 which could affect the legal powers
available to control or disrupt certain
aspects of crack markets, such as crack
houses. Until any such proposals are put
forward and approved by Parliament the
legal situation as described here applies.
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Introduction

The sale of crack is one of the most acute
problems in policing. Uncontrolled crack
markets have a propensity for violence and
intimidation that affects whole
communities. The criminality associated
with crack houses and street markets can
be a profound bar to regeneration activities
and can depress and further stigmatise
deprived areas.

This guide shows how the police can work
with partners to implement a range of
actions that will reduce demand and
control, shrink and close crack markets.

The guide is designed for those working
within England and Wales, especially at
street level. Whilst its primary audience is
the police and law enforcement partners, it
is also aimed at partners who assist them
with local control and disruption strategies.

This guide does not suggest that disrupting
supply is the only way of addressing crack
problems in the UK. However, demand-
reduction measures, such as treatment and
education, are on their own unlikely to lead
to the decline of drug markets in the short
term. Enforcement tactics and the
disruption and reduction of opportunities to
sell crack are an essential part of any local
action to tackle crack problems.
Nevertheless, action to reduce demand
should also be developed to support
enforcement activity.

Drawing on best practice from the UK and
beyond, this guide brings together tried
and tested approaches to controlling crack
markets. It builds on the hard work and
commitment of the police and law
enforcement and community workers
everywhere to show that a body of effective
work is emerging. Where possible, project
examples are included.

Note: the problems of crack have been
more acute in the United States than any
other country. As a result the US has had
more time and experience in managing the
problem. US research literature has been
reviewed and US experts have been
consulted for relevant learning. However,
differences in culture, patterns of crack use,
demographics, and in the US criminal
justice and police system, mean that not
everything that has worked in the US can
be easily applied in the UK nor with the
same results. Where possible, this guide
identifies and cites UK best practice.











Section 1

How crack markets operate

1.1 How cocaine gets to
the UK

Crack sold in the UK is imported as cocaine
and turned into crack by dealers (see box:
What is crack?). Crack itself is rarely
imported. Cocaine is produced mostly in
Latin America, especially in Colombia,
Peru and Bolivia.

Figure 1.1 (overleaf) shows the main routes
by which cocaine is imported to the UK.
The majority is shipped from producer
countries via Spain, Portugal or countries in
West Africa and then onto France, the
Netherlands or Belgium, before arriving in
the UK. Between 10 and 15% of all cocaine
imported to the UK is brought in by
couriers travelling by air. A significant route
for this method is via Jamaica. This
is because, of all the Caribbean islands,
Jamaica is closest to the Latin American
mainland.

What is crack?
Crack is a smokeable form of cocaine. It is a white or cream wax-like solid, which is usually sold
at street level in small lumps or 'rocks'.

To produce crack, the following are needed:

• Cocaine hydrochloride
• A heat source, such as a microwave or a hot plate of a cooker
• An alkali, such as ammonia solution or sodium bicarbonate

The most common way of producing crack is to dissolve the cocaine hydrochloride in hot water
and then add the alkali. The water evaporates and the insoluble cocaine base settles as a clear or
yellowish oil. On cooling, a solid mass is formed, and the liquid layer is discarded. This method
produces a product which, apart from the presence of added cutting agents (for example
lignocaine), will be free of sugars, salts or related substances.

The solid material can be 'cracked' out of the container and broken up into lumps or 'rocks' for
distribution. The name crack may also be derived from the cracking sound that is made when
rocks are smoked.

Smoking crack has euphoric effects, producing an intense but short lived - no more than half an
hour - rush of pleasure. This is followed by an equally rapid come-down, or feeling of depression,
which is followed by intense craving for the euphoric reaction.



Figure 1.1 How cocaine gets to the UK
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