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FOREWORD

Theft has a profound impact on victims, businesses and communities. Whether it is a
tradesperson losing the tools they rely on to earn a living, a retailer facing repeated theft, or an
individual targeted for their mobile phone, the consequences extend far beyond the value of
the property stolen. These offences undermine confidence, damage livelihoods and contribute
to a wider sense of insecurity in our communities.

That is why tackling crime that affects town centres, high streets and neighbourhoods remains
a priority. This important report shines a light on illicit markets. By bringing together insights
from policing, retailers, industry, enforcement agencies, online platforms and offenders
themselves, it explores a question that has received too little attention: where do stolen goods
go?

The findings demonstrate that stolen goods markets are diverse, adaptive and increasingly
complex. They operate through a combination of physical and online channels, ranging from
local informal networks to sophisticated organised criminal enterprises. They exploit gaps in
intelligence, traceability and accountability, creating opportunities for offenders to profit while
reducing the likelihood of detection.

Importantly, the report challenges us to think differently about prevention. It highlights the
need not only to tackle offenders, but also to disrupt the markets that sustain them.
Strengthening intelligence sharing, improving traceability, increasing accountability across
physical and online marketplaces, and embracing technological solutions that make stolen
goods harder to sell or use all have a role to play.

The report also reflects the importance of partnership. No single organisation can address this
challenge alone. Success will depend on continued collaboration between law enforcement,
retailers, manufacturers, online platforms, regulators, local authorities and government. By
working together, we can make stolen goods easier to identify, harder to move and less
profitable to sell.

[ welcome this contribution and all those who have supported the research. It provides
valuable evidence, practical recommendations and a strong foundation for future action. Most
importantly, it reminds us that reducing theft requires more than catching thieves; it requires
disrupting the markets that make theft worthwhile in the first place.

Superintendent Lisa Maslen
National Business Crime Centre
2026
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Handling stolen goods.

(1) A person handles stolen goods if (otherwise
than in the course of the stealing) knowing

or believing them to be stolen goods he
dishonestly receives the goods, or dishonestly
undertakes or assists in their retention, removal,
disposal or realisation by or for the benefit of
another person, or if he arranges to do so.

(2) A person guilty of handling stolen goods
shall on conviction on indictment be liable
to imprisonment for a term not exceeding
fourteen years

-The Theft Act 1968 (Section 22)
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The illicit trade in stolen goods represents one of the most consequential yet under-addressed
dimensions of acquisitive crime in England and Wales. Recent years have seen the spotlight
shone on several types of theft (e.g. mobile phone snatches, shop theft and tool theft) but
intelligence and enforcement action on the illicit markets through which they are sold on has
been largely absent.

This report presents findings from a research project commissioned by the National Business
Crime Centre (NBCC) to explore and map the disposal routes for stolen goods. To better
understand the illicit markets that facilitate and support the onward sale of stolen property,
the project applied a mixed methodology comprising stakeholder and offender interviews,
the collation of case studies and scrutiny of the existing policy and legislative framework (full
details of which can be found in Appendix A).

Three Key Strategic Findings

] Stolen goods markets drive theft and facilitate further crime.

We must flip the perceived relationship between theft and stolen goods.
Stolen goods markets are a driver of theft - not a consequence of. By
understanding the scale, profitability, speed, adaptability and harms
associated with these markets (captured in the Six Vs Framework),
policymakers, law enforcement agencies and retailers can develop more
effective strategies to disrupt the economic incentives that make theft
worthwhile in the first place.

Offenders repeatedly describe established buyers, repeat customers,

online resale channels and businesses willing to purchase stolen goods.

In many cases, the existence of reliable disposal routes is as important as

the theft opportunity itself. Disposal routes exist along a spectrum ranging
from hyper-local exchanges to sophisticated national and international
distribution networks. At one end, stolen goods may be sold within minutes
to established buyers operating from shops, pubs, market stalls or residential
properties. At the other, online platforms and organised networks enable
goods to be distributed nationally and internationally at scale.

Irrespective of the context in which theft occurs, it is rarely in isolation - stolen
goods markets are often just one element of a wider criminal ecosystem
alongside drug supply, exploitation, money laundering, tax evasion, and other
serious organised crimes.
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Intelligence on disposal routes is the critical gap.

While police and retailers often know who is stealing and where offences are
occurring, far less is known about the disposal routes and end markets that
sustain acquisitive crime. Many of the actors sustaining stolen goods markets
are neither thieves nor direct members of organised crime groups. Instead, they
operate as intermediaries, handlers, repeat buyers, market landlords, storage
providers, online resellers and businesses willing to purchase, store, distribute
or facilitate the sale of stolen goods. These actors often sit within what

policing intelligence agencies have described as the “missing middle” between
prolific offenders and organised crime networks and represent a significant
opportunity for disruption.

Existing intelligence is fragmented across retailers, BCRPs, BIDs, Trading
Standards and policing, with few mechanisms for bringing these insights
together. The newly established High Street Organised Crime Unit presents

a significant opportunity, but its success will depend on creating systematic
pathways through which local intelligence can be aggregated, shared and acted
upon at a national level.

Traceability and accountability offer the biggest opportunities for
disruption.

The ability to establish provenance remains one of the greatest weaknesses

in efforts to disrupt stolen goods markets. Manufacturers, retailers and
policymakers should work towards a more comprehensive provenance
ecosystem, combining forensic marking, upstream product identification at the
point of manufacture, default opt-out product registration and warranty schemes,
and interoperable ownership databases. While many of these mechanisms
already exist, adoption remains inconsistent and systems such as Tobacco Track
and Trace remain significantly underutilised. Enhancing traceability is also the
foundation of the development of risk-based accountability frameworks for
both physical markets (e.g. car boots sales) and online platforms by enhancing
transparency and removing plausible deniability.

For too long, acquisitive crime strategies have focused primarily on thieves and theft events.
This report argues that equal attention must now be paid to the markets that enable stolen
goods to be monetised. If stolen goods become harder to sell, less profitable to handle and
easier to trace, the economic incentives that drive theft begin to collapse.

The recommendations that follow are grounded in a market reduction approach. Rather than
focusing exclusively on thieves, they seek to increase the risks, costs and barriers associated
with handling, distributing and monetising stolen property.
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Recommendations at a Glance

n Create a National Stolen Goods Intelligence Framework.

A national intelligence framework focused specifically on stolen goods markets,
should systematically bring together intelligence from policing, retailers, Business
Crime Reduction Partnerships (BCRPs), Business Improvement Districts (BIDs), online
platforms, Trading Standards, and other relevant stakeholders. The newly established
High Street Organised Crime Unit presents a significant opportunity to coordinate
intelligence working alongside OPAL, the National Crime Agency (NCA), Regional
Organised Crime Units (ROCUs) and local police forces.

Reduce Demand for Stolen Goods.

The cultural normalisation of purchasing goods with suspect origins sustains demand
and undermines enforcement. Tackling demand - not just supply - is a necessary
component of any effective strategy. To achieve this, the development of educational
public campaigns to highlight the multiple harms that underpin the stolen goods trade
should be explored.

Improve the Visibility of Stolen Goods Markets.

The Home Office should increase the strategic visibility of stolen goods markets

by enhancing the way handling stolen goods offences are analysed, reported and
monitored. While the current classification of handling stolen goods as a non-victim-
based offence is operationally appropriate, it should be recognised as a key indicator of
the markets that sustain acquisitive crime. A dedicated annual statistical bulletin should
bring together handling stolen goods data, enforcement activity, crime outcomes,
intelligence on disposal routes and emerging trends. This would support more
effective strategic analysis, intelligence-led policing and performance management,
while reinforcing the role of handlers and facilitators as active enablers within the wider
theft ecosystem.

Risk-Based Accountability Framework for Physical Markets.

High-risk secondary markets such as some car boot sales illustrate how stolen goods
markets persist not because they are invisible, but because they sit at the intersection
of fragmented regulation, limited traceability and constrained enforcement resources.
Rather than new legislation, Government should explore whether the principles
underpinning the Know Your Customer requirements and Scrap Metal Dealers Act
2013 - traceability, seller identification, record keeping and market accountability -
could be adapted for higher-risk secondary markets.

Risk-Based Accountability Framework for Online Platforms.
The UK does not lack a regulatory framework capable of addressing illicit online trading.
Rather, the challenge lies in ensuring that existing obligations are effectively aligned
with the realities of stolen goods markets. There are four pillars of accountability that
can be enhanced for online platforms without requiring new or extended legislation:
improved seller transparency,
enhanced high-risk product scrutiny and requiring images that clearly show the
serial number for relevant items,
trusted notifier schemes (formal, structured partnerships between online
platforms, law enforcement, retailers and brand owners), and;
routine and Al-assisted behavioural indicator analysis to flag suspicious activity.
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Expand Provenance, Traceability and Benefit Denial Applications Across High-
Risk Product Categories.

Government should work with manufacturers and retailers to expand traceability and
benefit denial measures across high-risk product categories to include kill switches,
immobilisers, tracking and traceability, default (opt-out) product registration and
warranty schemes, as well as removing the barriers that prevent existing traceability
mechanisms such as Tobacco Track and Trace from fulfilling their potential.

Improve the disposal of recovered property.

Recovered property that cannot be reunited with its rightful owner is often sold
through public police auctions. While this enables police forces to recover value from
unclaimed items, current disposal processes may have unintended consequences
for efforts to disrupt stolen goods markets. Non-itemised or insufficiently detailed
auction receipts can be exploited to create an appearance of legitimate ownership,
while the recirculation of unmarked and unregistered high-risk goods perpetuates
the provenance problems that make stolen property difficult to identify. Police forces
should strengthen disposal processes by requiring high-risk items e.g. power tools
to be forensically marked and/or registered before disposal, issuing detailed and
verifiable itemised receipts, and maintaining digital records that preserve provenance.
Where practical, high-risk recovered property should be diverted to charities, training
providers or community organisations, or, where provenance cannot be reliably
maintained, considered for secure destruction rather than re-entering anonymous
commercial markets.
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I. INTRODUCTION:

THE SIX VS OF STOLEN GOODS MARKETS

The illicit trade in stolen goods remains a persistent yet often poorly understood component
of the acquisitive crime landscape. While established localised methods of disposal - such as
selling stolen property face-to-face in licensed premises and through independent businesses
- continue to operate, the emergence of new digital marketplaces and encrypted instant
messaging has significantly transformed the resale ecosystem. In particular, the widespread
adoption of peer-to-peer e-commerce platforms has expanded opportunities for both
opportunistic offenders and organised criminal groups to distribute stolen goods with greater
speed, reach, and anonymity. The use of encrypted mobile messaging applications further
facilitates these activities by enabling discreet communication, coordination of transactions,
and the rapid movement of illicit goods between sellers and buyers.

At the same time, organised crime groups are increasingly exploiting international illicit
markets. A range of geopolitical, economic, and regulatory factors - including import
restrictions, supply shortages, trade disruptions, and consumer concerns regarding product
authenticity and safety - can create significant demand for goods outside legitimate supply
chains. As a result, products that would otherwise be considered commonplace can become
highly profitable commodities within illicit markets, generating substantial opportunities for
criminal exploitation.

A central theme emerging from this report is the increasingly “We know who’s
diffuse and mterconnectgd nature of illicit markets, vvhlch stealing. We know
now operate across multiple scales - from highly localised h thev're steali
informal networks to sophisticated international supply chains. where theyre stealing

Understanding and mapping these markets is essential from. But we have
to informing a coordinated and effective response from really, really limited
businesses, law enforcement agencies, and government. Yet intelligence in terms

intelligence on what happens to stolen goods after the point of
theft is critically weak, with police describing it as the "biggest
intelligence gap” in relation to acquisitive crime.

of what happens to
the goods next. I think
that’s the biggest

Much of the discussion surrounding theft focuses on the act intel/igence gap there
itself: who stole what, from where, and at what cost. While these
questions are important, they tell only part of the story. Theft

is rarely an end in itself. The economic value of stolen goods

lies in their ability to be moved, exchanged, and converted into
financial profit. Understanding stolen goods markets therefore requires a shift in focus from
theft as an event to theft as a process embedded within far wider illicit economies that are
simultaneously involved in activities such as illegal drug supply, counterfeit goods, immigration
offences, weapon offences, amongst many others - the true scale and depth of which are only
just beginning to surface.

is out there.”
- Policing
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To better understand how these markets function, this report introduces the Six Vs of Stolen
Goods Markets: Volume, Value, Velocity, Volatility, Visibility and Violence. Together, these
dimensions provide a framework for understanding the characteristics, drivers and harms
associated with the trade in stolen goods.

Volume

Volume refers to the scale of stolen goods circulating through illicit markets. While
individual theft incidents may appear relatively minor, collectively they can generate
substantial quantities of merchandise entering informal and illicit supply chains.
The volume of goods available for resale influences market opportunities, offender
participation, and the capacity of illicit networks to operate profitably.

High-volume stolen goods markets are typically associated with fast-moving consumer
goods (FMCGs) such as food, alcohol, toiletries, and household products. While individual
items may hold relatively little value, they benefit from consistent demand, broad
consumer appeal and rapid turnover. Understanding volume is therefore essential to
understanding the cumulative impact of theft and the extent to which stolen goods have
become embedded within local, national and increasingly global resale networks.

The challenge for investigators is that many of these products are difficult to trace back
to a specific theft. Unlike luxury goods, mobile phones or power tools, FMCGs rarely
possess unique identifiers that enable straightforward proof of ownership. Yet the very
characteristics that make them difficult to trace also create opportunities for scrutiny.
Low-value products must typically be sold in significant quantities to generate meaningful
profits for thieves, handlers and fences. As a result, the volume of goods entering
secondary markets can itself become a useful indicator of illicit activity.

Where large quantities of everyday consumer products are offered for sale through
informal markets, social media platforms, car boot sales or businesses with little visible
supply chain documentation, legitimate questions arise regarding their provenance.
Additional indicators -including damaged or torn packaging, security tags still attached,
unusual product mixes, repeated low-volume listings of identical items, and pricing
significantly below market value - can further strengthen suspicions that goods may have
been acquired unlawfully.

Several jurisdictions have sought to address this challenge by introducing seller verification
requirements and transaction thresholds that trigger additional scrutiny. The principle is
straightforward: while it may be difficult to establish the provenance of an individual bottle
of shampoo or packet of coffee, the repeated sale of large quantities of such products
without a credible explanation of ownership or supply should attract greater regulatory
and enforcement attention.

Value

Value refers to the economic worth of stolen goods, and their potential profitability once
resold. Not all stolen goods are equally attractive to offenders. The relationship between
risk and reward plays a significant role in determining which products are targeted and by
whom.

STOLEN GOODS Mapping Illicit Markets and Identifying Opportunities for Disruption



Some goods command high resale prices because of their scarcity, desirability or ease of
movement. Others generate profit through repeated theft and resale of relatively low-
value items as outlined above e.g. chocolate, toothpaste, or coffee. An important finding

in this report is that stealing to order fulfilment not only creates less risk for thieves (i.e.
less time in possession of the goods, less uncertainly about converting into cash) but also
commands a higher financial return. As such, establishing a network of buyers and fences
becomes a crucial aspect of a professional or prolific thieves operating model.

Velocity

Velocity refers to the speed at which stolen goods can be converted into money or
exchanged for other commodities. In many cases, the attractiveness of a product is
determined not solely by its value but by how quickly it can be sold.

The emergence of online marketplaces, social media platforms and informal digital trading
networks has dramatically increased the velocity of stolen goods markets. Goods can now
be advertised, sold and distributed within hours of being stolen, reducing the likelihood of
recovery and increasing the efficiency of illicit trade. For offenders, rapid resale minimises
risk and maximises return. For retailers and law enforcement agencies, high-velocity
markets present significant challenges for detection, intervention and recovery.

Volatility

Volatility refers to the dynamic and adaptive nature of stolen goods markets. Demand for
particular products can fluctuate rapidly in response to economic conditions, seasonal
trends, shortages, supply chain disruption, and changes in consumer behaviour.

Products that are relatively unattractive to offenders at one point in time may become
highly desirable when market conditions shift. Previous examples have included baby
formula during periods of shortage, premium alcohol during festive periods, and
consumer electronics linked to overseas demand. Stolen goods markets are therefore
not static; they respond quickly to changing opportunities and incentives. Understanding
volatility is essential for anticipating emerging threats and identifying future areas of risk.
By way of illustration, Spotlight 1 provides greater explanation of three ‘hot products’.

T BBC News (2020) One iPhone led police to gang suspected of sending up to 40,000 stolen UK phones to China.
Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c20vipwrzwdo.

STOLEN GOODS Mapping Illicit Markets and Identifying Opportunities for Disruption 11


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c20vlpwrzwdo

Spotlight 1. How International Market Volatility Interplays with Hot Products

@ Baby Formula
Baby formula has repeatedly become a “hot product” during periods of

shortage and heightened consumer demand. Following contamination
scandals involving domestic formula in China, demand for trusted Western
brands surged, creating lucrative export markets and encouraging organised
theft. Concerns about counterfeit products, purchasing restrictions and
supply shortages further increased resale values. What appears to be an
everyday household item can quickly become a highly profitable commodity
when scarcity and consumer trust collide.

Cheese

TR The 2024 Neal's Yard Dairy fraud, in which more than 22 tonnes of artisan
cheddar worth around £300,000 were stolen, demonstrated how market
conditions can transform an unlikely product into a lucrative criminal target.
Premium cheeses command high prices, have strong demand and can be
moved through legitimate supply chains with little suspicion. The scale and
sophistication of the operation suggested that the offenders already had
a destination market in mind rather than simply stealing opportunistically.
Industry speculation suggested the cheese may have been destined for
overseas markets where premium Western food products are scarce or highly
sought after. Whether true or not, the case highlights how organised criminals
respond to changing demand and identify profitable opportunities
in unexpected places.

Mobile Phones

Q Mobile phones remain one of the world's most stolen consumer products
because they combine high value with exceptional resale potential. Devices
can be resold, exported, stripped for parts or repurposed through secondary
markets. Demand is influenced by international price differences, import
restrictions and access to affordable technology, meaning local theft patterns
are often driven by global market forces. For example, the Metropolitan Police
estimate that one criminal gang were responsible for smuggling up to 40,000
stolen mobile phones from the UK to China in one year where they can be sold
for up to £4,000 each if they are internet-enabled and can bypass censorship.?
The popularity of smartphones among organised criminal groups reflects not
only their value, but the speed and ease with which they can be monetised.

Visibility

The fifth element of the framework is Visibility. It refers to the extent to which stolen
goods markets and the actors who facilitate them remain hidden from scrutiny. Unlike
many other forms of crime, stolen goods markets often operate in ways that render

2 BBC News (2025) One iPhone led police to gang suspected of sending up to 40,000 stolen UK phones to China.
Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c20vipwrzwdo.
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them difficult to identify, measure and regulate. This invisibility is not simply a function

of criminal behaviour; it is also shaped by the systems used to record, categorise and
respond to offending. For example, handling stolen goods is frequently classified as a
“non-victim-based" offence, a designation that risks obscuring its direct relationship to
theft and the harms experienced by victims. Furthermore, in government reporting tables
it is classified as ‘Miscellaneous crimes against society'.

Similarly, large-scale acquisitive crimes can become hidden within broader offence
categories. The theft of £70,000 worth of tobacco from a vehicle may be recorded simply
as "theft from a vehicle”, concealing the organised criminality and downstream illicit
markets associated with the offence.

Persistent narratives that frame theft primarily as a consequence of poverty or the cost-
of-living crisis, often implying that stolen goods are acquired for personal use also serve

to obscure the true driving mechanisms. While such offending undoubtedly exists, a
significant proportion of theft is linked to established resale markets, organised disposal
routes and repeat buyers. Focusing exclusively on the act of theft risks obscuring the wider
economic ecosystem that enables stolen goods to be converted into profit.

Visibility is further reduced by the absence of provenance indicators. Many high-volume
stolen goods, particularly fast-moving consumer goods (FMCGS), lack serial numbers,
ownership records or other means of establishing provenance. Limited adoption of
forensic marking, inconsistent product traceability and the absence of manufacturer-led
tracking systems all contribute to a landscape in which stolen goods can move through
markets with little risk of detection.

Yet stolen goods markets are not necessarily hidden; they are often hiding in plain sight.
Goods are openly sold through online marketplaces, independent shops, market stalls
and car boot sales. The challenge is not always one of discovering these markets, but of
recognising them, connecting intelligence and making visible the networks, facilitators
and disposal routes that sustain them. Increasing visibility - through intelligence-sharing,
traceability, regulation and public awareness - may therefore be one of the most effective
means of disrupting stolen goods markets.

Violence
Violence refers to the human and social harms associated with stolen goods markets.
While theft is often viewed primarily as an acquisitive offence, the markets that sustain it

can generate significant harms for workers, businesses, communities and individuals.

At the most visible level, violence may manifest in assaults, threats and intimidation
directed towards retail workers and security personnel.* However, the harms extend

* For example, see: Gov.UK Crime Outcomes Data, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/crime-outcomes-in-
england-and-wales-2024-to-2025/crime-outcomes-in-england-and-wales-2024-to-2025#section1-3

4 See for example: Taylor, E. (2019) It's Not Part of the Job: Violence and Verbal

Abuse Towards Shopworkers, the Co-op. Available at: https://assets.ctfassets.
net/5ywmq66472jr/22QfMejeWYbimJ9ykX9W9h/0e99f15c0ed24c16ab74d38b42d5129a/It_s_not_part_of_the_job_
report.pdf; Usdaw’s Campaign To End Violence And Abuse Against Retail Workers, Available at: https://usdawlive.b-
cdn.net/live/media/bzjmwbbt/fff-survey-report-2025.pdf
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beyond physical violence. Stolen goods markets can contribute to wider forms of social
and economic harm, including fear of crime, community decline, exploitation, modern
slavery, and the strengthening of organised criminal networks. In this sense, violence
represents not only the immediate harms associated with theft, but also the broader
damage inflicted upon individuals, businesses and communities by the illicit economies
that enable and profit from stolen goods.

Taken together, the Six Vs highlight that stolen goods markets are not merely a
consequence of theft; they are a key driver of it. By understanding the scale, profitability,
speed, adaptability and harms associated with these markets, policymakers, law
enforcement agencies and retailers can develop more effective strategies to disrupt the
economic incentives that make theft worthwhile in the first place.

From Displacement to Disruption:
Tackling the Markets that Drive Theft

The existence of stolen goods markets and the relatively little attention they have received

in recent years (from law enforcement, legislators and regulators) not only allows crime to
flourish but it also undermines legitimate businesses who struggle to compete with the

lower prices of stolen (and counterfeit) goods that are widely available. But there is another
reason why tackling demand is so important and that's because of displacement. Most people
are familiar with spatial displacement: you introduce an intervention that reduces crime in
one location, but it simply moves somewhere else. But we talk far less about other forms of
displacement. It can take a variety of forms, including:

Spatial/Geographical Displacement: the same crime is moved from one location to
another

Temporal Displacement: the same crime in the same area but committed at a
different time

Tactical Displacement: the offender uses new methods (modus operandi) to commit
the same offence. E.g. purse snatches shift to distraction thefts

Target Displacement: offenders choose a different victim within the same area e.g.
moving from one store to another

Functional Displacement: offenders change from one type of crime to another, .g.
theft from the person shifting to store robberies or out-of-hours break-ins

Perpetrator Displacement: occurs where a crime opportunity remains compelling
but the offender is no longer available / able to take advantage e.g. an offender is
incarcerated so another steps in to continue to exploit the opportunity.

This is important to understand because it helps explain why theft can persist even when
enforcement intensifies. Police may focus on hotspot locations and invest in operations and
tactics to tackle a specific spike in theft. While those efforts can and do have impact, invariably
the crime just evolves and adapts. There is only so much that law enforcement can achieve if
the underlying incentive remains unchanged. So long as goods (mobile phones, power tools,
bikes, jewellery, clothes, etc.) retain value in criminal markets, offenders will continue to target
them. In other words, the efficacy of any strategy to reduce acquisitive crime hinges on its
ability to deny benefit from committing the theft; making stolen goods harder to sell, less
lucrative, and riskier, is likely to have a meaningful impact on levels of acquisitive crime.
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Handling Stolen Goods: Increasing Visibility

While the current classification of handling stolen goods as a “non-victim-based offence”

is operationally appropriate, it should be recognised as a key indicator of the markets that
sustain acquisitive crime. In publications it is often grouped with other offences rather than
reported separately. This risks obscuring the very real harms experienced by victims of
theft and underestimating the role that handlers play within the wider theft ecosystem. It

is recommended that the Home Office should seek to increase the visibility of stolen goods
markets by enhancing the way handling stolen goods offences are analysed, reported and
monitored. A dedicated annual statistical bulletin should bring together handling stolen goods
data, enforcement activity, crime outcomes, intelligence on disposal routes and emerging
trends. This would support more effective strategic analysis, intelligence-led policing and
performance management, while reinforcing the role of handlers and facilitators as active
enablers within the wider theft ecosystem.

Unlike offences where harm is more diffuse, handling stolen goods is inextricably linked to
an underlying acquisitive crime. Every stolen item that is purchased, received, transported,
stored or resold originates from a theft that has already caused financial loss, inconvenience,
emotional distress or, in some cases, violence.

Moreover, the relationship between theft and handling is not “All day I get people
always sequential. The traditional view positions handlers as ringing me saying,
passive actors who become involved only after a theft has taken
place. In reality, handlers often play a much more active role. By
creating reliable outlets for stolen property, they help generate
the demand that makes theft profitable in the first place. Some money.”

offenders interviewed for this study described stealing to order,

targeting specific products for known buyers, while others relied on established networks of
fences, traders and informal resellers who could rapidly convert stolen goods into cash. In
such cases, handling is not simply a consequence of theft; it is a key facilitator of it.

‘Get me this, get me
that and I'll give you

* The study compared the results of a 2011 study of 2,000 adults, with a 2023 study of 1,000 adults to explore how
attitudes towards certain ‘deviant acts’ have changed over time. In 2011 approximately 70% of respondents believed
that buying stolen goods was “never justified” - falling to around 60% in 2023.

Shepherd, D., Button, M., and Hawkins, (2024) ‘The dishonest disposition and everyday economic criminality of the
British public’, Journal of Economic Criminality. Vol 5. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/
$2949791424000423
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This distinction is important because it shifts attention from individual acts of theft to the
markets that sustain them. Stolen goods do not retain their value because they have been
stolen; they retain their value because there are individuals and businesses willing to acquire,
distribute and resell them. As the market reduction approach has long recognised, disrupting
these disposal routes can be as important as preventing theft itself.

Evidence suggests public tolerance of purchasing stolen goods may be increasing. A recent
study found that more people now view buying stolen property as justifiable compared to a
decade ago.° There is a whole range of complex factors that are potentially driving this from
the cost of living crisis to a sense of ‘everybody’s doing it' (amplified by the huge amount of
media focusing on shop theft in recent years), from a lack of perceived consequence and a
general mistrust and lack of confidence in societal institutions. Understanding these broad
socioeconomic and political actors that underscore the occurrence of acquisitive crime are
beyond the remit of this report. Instead, we focus squarely on understanding different types of
theft, the goods stolen, and the markets that they are commonly sold into. Having highlighted
some of the trends we seek to identify realistic, actionable and proportionate policy avenues to
assist in dismantling and disrupting common routes for the onward sale of stolen goods.

Research Aims and Objectives

This research seeks to explore the evolving nature of illicit stolen goods markets in England
and Wales, with a focus on both traditional and emerging resale methods.

Drawing on interviews with a diverse range of stakeholders, the study maps key actors,
platforms, locations and dynamics involved in the distribution and resale of stolen goods. The
methodology is outlined in Appendix A. The following section explores the types of goods that
are stolen and, importantly how they are monetised.

Spotlight 2. A Note on Definitions: Property Crime, Acquisitive Crime and Handling
Stolen Goods

Property crime is a broad category that includes any unlawful act committed
against someone's property, whether or not the offender intended to gain financially.
Examples include arson, vandalism, trespassing, and property destruction.

Acquisitive crime is a narrower, specific subset of property crime where the
offender’s primary motive is to illegally acquire material or financial gain. Acquisitive
crime is defined by the offender’s intent to derive a material, physical, or financial
benefit by illegally taking possession of someone else’s assets. All acquisitive crimes
are property crimes, but not all property crimes are acquisitive.

This report focuses on acquisitive crime and predominantly on those crimes that result
in physical goods being stolen (this could be through theft, robbery or burglary).
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e Theft is categorized as taking property without the use of force or the threat of
violence (e.qg., picking a pocket or shoplifting). It can happen anywhere (theft from
a vehicle, theft from a person, theft from a shop, etc.)

e Robbery occurs when force or a threat is used to take the property, the offence
escalates to robbery.

e Burglary specifically involves trespassing into a building or structure with the
intent to steal, damage, or commit another crime.

Within these broad categories there are multiple different techniques and modus
operandi used by offenders. Sometimes these can be obscured by broader trends or
recording practices.

Handling Stolen Goods is classified within policing and criminal justice systems
as a “‘non-victim-based"” offence. Other offence types in this category include public
disorder, drug offences, possession of weapons and other items.
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2. MAPPING THE MARKET:

HOW GOODS ARE STOLEN, SOLD AND
MONETISED

Acquisitive crime encompasses a broad range of offences, including theft from the person,
residential and commercial burglary, shop theft, and theft from vehicles. Within these
categories, several notable trends have emerged in recent years, including the theft of tools
from tradespeople, mobile phone snatches, rising levels of shop theft, and the targeted theft
of high-value personal items such as luxury watches and jewellery.

While these offences differ in their methods, locations, and victims, they share a common
underlying driver: the existence of a market for stolen goods. Whether operating through
local networks, online platforms, organised criminal enterprises, or international distribution
channels, these markets provide offenders with the means to convert stolen property

into profit. Understanding how such markets function - and, critically, identifying effective
mechanisms for their disruption - is therefore central to reducing acquisitive crime.

Historically, enforcement efforts have focused predominantly on the act of theft itself rather
than on the markets that incentivise and sustain offending. While apprehending thieves
remains important, a more holistic approach requires greater attention to the demand,
distribution networks, and enabling infrastructures that underpin the illicit trade in stolen
goods. Addressing these factors offers the potential not only to disrupt criminal profits but
also to reduce the incentives that drive acquisitive offending in the first place.

Who Steals, What, From Where and Why
Measuring Acquisitive Crime

The Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) is considered to be the most reliable measure
for assessing long-term trends in common acquisitive crimes, including theft, experienced

by the public. However, an important limitation of the CSEW for understanding some types

of acquisitive crime is that it excludes businesses. Historically, the Commercial Victimisation
Survey (CVS)” provided a complementary source of data on crimes affecting businesses, but
this survey has not been conducted in recent years. As a result, there is currently no equivalent

5 The Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) is a face-to-face victimisation survey that asks thousands of randomly
selected residents about their personal experiences of crime over the previous 12 months. Conducted by the Office for
National Statistics (ONS), it is the primary tool used to measure long-term crime trends. Unlike police recorded crime,
the CSEW includes crimes that are not reported to or recorded by the police and is therefore considered to be a more
reliable estimate of crime.

7 The Commercial Victimisation Survey (CVS) was a survey of businesses in England and Wales. The CVS was previously
runin 1994, 2002 and then annually from 2012 to 2024 (although it did not run in 2019 and 2020 while it was paused
to review user needs and further delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic). Previous surveys and results can be found at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/crime-against-businesses
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national victimisation survey capable of
providing comprehensive estimates of
acquisitive crimes experienced by the
retail sector and other commercial entities.
This creates a significant evidence gap,
particularly given the growth in retail crime
and longstanding concerns regarding the
under-reporting of shop theft.®
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against businesses - including shop theft,
commercial burglary, and other forms of
retail crime - are not captured within its
estimates. Instead, this data is drawn from
police recorded crime data from the 43
police forces in England and Wales and
combined with the CSEW to produce annual
estimates of crime and victimisation.
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Overall Declines in Acquisitive Crime and Hidden Trends

The CSEW for the year ending (YE) December 2025 estimated 2'6 m n
that there were 2.6 million theft incidents, representing an 11% estimated theft
decrease compared with the previous year (2.9 million incidents). incidents for Dec

This figure was 35% lower than that recorded in the YE March 2015~ 2025
survey (4.0 million incidents) and 78% below the peak recorded in

the YE December 1995 survey (11.6 million incidents). The overall ¢ 220/0
reduction in theft was driven primarily by declines in domestic

burglary and vehicle-related theft. Domestic burglary fell by 22%, decline of

from approximately 422,000 incidents in the YE December 2024 domestic burglary
survey to around 327,000 incidents in the YE December 2025

survey. Vehicle-related theft also declined by 14%, falling from ¢ 1 40/o
approximately 695,000 to 596,000 incidents over the same period.

These reductions continue a broader downward trend observed decline of vehicle-

across many traditional forms of theft over the past three decades. related theft

However, aggregate trends can obscure significant variation between offence types. While
some categories of theft have fallen substantially, others have increased, evolved, or emerged
in new forms. Recent examples include the theft of tools from tradespeople, mobile phone
snatches, and the sustained growth in shop theft. Importantly, these developments are not
always adequately reflected in headline crime statistics, particularly if the victim is a commercial
entity.

Between April 2024 and March 2025, police recorded 530,643 shoplifting offences
representing a 19.5% increase on the previous year and a 55% rise compared to 2022/23. As

& See Taylor, E., Taylor, J., and Unsworth, J. (2024) ‘The Politics and Pitfalls of Policing High-Volume Crime: Responding
to the Shoplifting Epidemic’, The Political Quarterly. Vol 95: 3. Available at: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
full/10.1111/1467-923X.13432
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the ONS notes, shoplifting offences have seen a sharp rise since the pandemic and now stand
at their highest level since 2002/03. Yet many retailers claim that the true figure is far higher as
the vast majority of incidents are not reported to the police for a number of reasons (including
lack of time, belief nothing will be done, fear of reprisal, concern about the impact on
licensing®). Some estimates suggest that as few as 3% of shop theft incidents are reported to
the police. If accurate, this would imply that the true volume of shop theft alone could exceed
20 million incidents annually.™

Number of incidents (thousands)

15,000
10,000
//
5,000
0
Dec Dec Dec Mar Mar Mar Mar Dec
1983 1989 1995 2001 2007 2013 2019 2025

Vehicle-related theft
Theft from the person

— Alltheft —— Domestic burglary
—— Other household theft

Source: Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) from the Office for National Statistics

Figure 1. Annual Estimates, England and Wales 1983 - 2025

Stolen Goods Crime Data: A Paradox

Police recorded offences for handling stolen goods have fallen substantially over the past

two decades, declining from almost 19,000 offences in 2002/03 to fewer than 4,000 by 2025.
While this could indicate a genuine reduction in offending, such an interpretation sits uneasily
alongside evidence presented throughout this report of resilient and evolving stolen goods
markets.

An alternative explanation is that handling offences have become increasingly difficult to
detect and investigate, reflecting evidential challenges around provenance, changing disposal
routes, the growth of online resale, and the limited investigative capacity available to pursue
what are often complex offences. The data should therefore be interpreted with caution;
declining recorded offences may reflect reduced visibility and enforcement as much as any
reduction in the underlying activity.

9 As currently structured, licensed premises that report high crime volumes face potential licence review, even when
crime is wholly unrelated to alcohol sales. This creates a perverse incentive: retailers with alcohol licences are deterred
from reporting theft (and other criminal / ASB issues), because doing so increases their risk of regulatory action.
Retailers argue that the focus should shift from penalising compliant businesses to addressing offender behaviour - and
with licensing legislation currently under review, this was identified as an opportunity for reform.

9 Taylor, E., Taylor, J., and Unsworth, J. (2024) ‘The Politics and Pitfalls of Policing High-Volume Crime: Responding

to the Shoplifting Epidemic’, The Political Quarterly. Vol 95: 3. Available at: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
full/10.1111/1467-923X.13432
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As handling stolen goods has become less visible within both crime recording and policing
activity, attention has increasingly focused on theft itself rather than the markets that sustain
it. The result is a paradox: recorded handling offences have declined at precisely the time
that many stakeholders describe stolen goods markets as becoming more sophisticated,
geographically dispersed and digitally enabled.

Outcomes Data for Handling Stolen Goods: April to December 2025

Outcomes Number %
Charged/Summonsed 1,181 43.2%
Evidential difficulties (suspect identified; victim supports action) 648 23.7%
Evidential difficulties (victim does not support action) 110 4.0%
Further investigation to support formal action not in the public 21 0.8%
interest - police decision

Investigation complete - no suspect identified 100 3.7%
Out-of-court (formal) 45 1.6%
Out-of-court (informal) 108 3.9%
Prosecution prevented or not in the public interest 33 1.2%
Responsibility for further investigation transferred to another body 11 0.4%
Taken into consideration 8 0.3%
Diversionary, educational or intervention activity, resulting from the 7 0.3%

crime report, has been undertaken and it is not in the public interest
to take any further action.

Not yet assigned an outcome 464 17.0%

Grand Total 2,736 100%
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Although police recorded handling stolen goods offences have fallen substantially over the
past two decades, those offences that are recorded have a comparatively high charge rate.
This should not be interpreted as evidence that handling stolen goods is routinely detected
and prosecuted. Rather, it reflects the way in which the offence is recorded. Unlike victim-
based offences, handling stolen goods is generally only recorded once investigators have
already established sufficient evidence that the offence has occurred. Consequently, recorded
offences represent a relatively small subset of all suspected handling activity - those cases
where evidential thresholds have already largely been met. The statistics therefore point to a
potential visibility problem rather than a detection success.

S SN G G

=

A Spectrum of Offending

The (ex) offenders who participated in this study were diverse in terms of age, background,
motivation and offending behaviour. Their trajectories into offending are equally varied. Some
described entering acquisitive crime because of substance dependency, homelessness or
financial hardship, while others were introduced to offending through family members, peers
or established criminal networks. Several interviewees spoke of being exploited by more
experienced offenders or handlers, whereas others described theft primarily in economic
terms, motivated by profit, status or lifestyle. These motivations are neither fixed nor mutually
exclusive; they often overlap and evolve over time as offenders become more embedded
within criminal markets and networks. Some offenders specialise in particular forms of theft,
such as shoplifting, burglary, vehicle crime or theft from the person, while others move
between offence types as opportunities emerge. Over time, many offenders develop specialist
knowledge, refining their methods to maximise reward while minimising effort and risk.

STOLEN GOODS Mapping Illicit Markets and Identifying Opportunities for Disruption



While it is difficult to construct a single profile of a “typical” thief, the evidence gathered for
this study suggests that offenders can be understood along a spectrum according to both the
scale of their activity and their relationship to stolen goods markets.

At one end of this spectrum are opportunistic offenders (see Table 1). These individuals
steal infrequently and often in response to immediate circumstances. The goods taken
may be for personal use or occasional resale, and offending is typically sporadic rather
than systematic. Motivations vary and may include financial pressure, peer influence,

thrill-seeking or situational opportunity.
Table 1. Typology of Acquisitive Criminals

Offending Type Main characteristic Typical Disposal Route
Opportunistic Steals occasionally None (other than sharing stolen
goods with friends and family).
Local Prolific Steals frequently as a life- Physical markets - will sell to an
style/income source or to intermediary e.g. nearby businesses,
fund a drug addiction second-hand retailers or commu-
nity members (who might then sell
online)
Market-driven Steals in response to demand | Online platforms
entrepreneur and resale opportunities
Organised Operates within structured Online platforms, car boot sales,
criminal network | criminal enterprises international sales.

A second group comprises prolific offenders, many of whom described theft as their
primary means of generating income. Substance dependency features prominently within
this group, with several interviewees describing theft as a means of funding drug use,
avoiding withdrawal symptoms or meeting immediate financial needs. However, not all
prolific offenders were motivated by addiction. Some viewed theft as an occupation or
business model, targeting products with known resale value and developing extensive
networks of buyers and handlers over time.

The interviews also revealed a distinct category of market-driven offenders. Rather
than stealing opportunistically, these individuals respond to known demand. They often
have established buyers, handlers or disposal routes and may steal specific products

to order. Unlike traditional or opportunistic thieves, these individuals run organised,
business-like operations by targeting niche items that turn a quick profit, such as
premium confectionary, designer toys (e.qg., Jellycats)."" For these offenders, the ability to
sell stolen goods is often as important as the ability to steal them.

At the far end of the spectrum sit organised criminal networks. These groups operate
at greater scale, often across multiple locations and offence types. They may coordinate
theft, transportation, storage and resale activities through established networks and

are frequently linked to other forms of criminality, including fraud, drug supply, money
laundering and the distribution of counterfeit goods. In some cases, organised networks
were reported to exploit vulnerable adults and children to undertake theft on their behalf.

" For example, see BBC News (2025) The new breed of ‘shoplifting entrepreneurs’ fuelling the UK's petty crime problem.
Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/videos/c4g32wn030qo
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Importantly, these categories are not fixed. Offenders may “It's been very clear
move between them over time as circumstances, opportunities
and market conditions change. Nevertheless, the typology
highlights a central finding of this report: the key distinction
between many offenders is not simply what they steal, but how  People are stealing to
connected they are to the markets that enable stolen goods to order.” - Retailer

be converted into profit.

now for numerous
years that these

Although motivations matter, they do not fully explain patterns of theft. Regardless of whether
offenders are driven by addiction, necessity, greed or exploitation, their offending depends
largely on the existence of markets capable of translating what they steal into cash.

Hot products

Not all goods are equally attractive to offenders.
Even within the same product category, some

items are targeted far more frequently than others.
Certain vehicle models are stolen disproportionately,
particular brands of clothing command higher resale
prices, and even everyday household items such as
toothpaste, baby formula, laundry detergent and
razors can become highly sought-after commodities
within illicit markets. For every form of acquisitive
crime, there are products that consistently emerge
as preferred targets, reflecting the fact that
offenders make rational assessments about what is
worth stealing and, crucially, what is worth selling.

Products that become established within stolen goods markets typically possess a combination
of characteristics that make them easy to steal, transport and resell. High-demand items with
stable resale values, broad consumer appeal and limited traceability are especially attractive,
enabling offenders to convert stolen goods into cash quickly and with relatively little effort. The
criminologist Ronald Clarke captured many of these attributes through the well-known CRAVED
framework, arguing that “hot products” tend to be Concealable, Removable, Available, Valuable,
Enjoyable and Disposable.?

While CRAVED remains highly influential, the contemporary landscape of theft and stolen
goods markets suggests that some refinement is necessary. Much of today’s high-volume
acquisitive crime involves products that are neither particularly concealable nor especially
enjoyable. Brazen shoplifters routinely leave stores carrying large quantities of laundry
detergent, coffee, alcohol, meat, over-the-counter medicines and other everyday consumables
in full view of staff and customers. Similarly, what matters is not necessarily whether an item
can be concealed or enjoyed, but whether it can be monetised quickly and reliably.

12 Clarke, RV. (1991) Hot Products: Understanding, Anticipating, and Reducing Demand for Stolen Goods, Police
Research Series: Paper 112. Available at: https://popcenter.asu.edu/sites/g/files/litvpz3631/files/hot_products_
understanding_anticipating_and_reducing_demand_for_stolen_goods_clarke_1999.pdf.
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This shift reflects the increasing importance of downstream resale markets in shaping offender
behaviour. The products targeted by thieves are determined not simply by opportunities for
theft, but by the characteristics of the markets into which those goods will eventually be sold.
As outlined in the Six Vs framework, product selection is heavily influenced by value, velocity
and volatility: how much profit can be generated, how quickly goods can be converted into
cash, and how demand fluctuates in response to changing economic and market conditions.

The distinction between theft driven by demand and theft driven by opportunity was
particularly evident among offenders fulfilling “steal-to-order” requests. These individuals
reported typically receiving around half of the recommended retail price (RRP) for goods
that had already been requested by a buyer. By contrast, offenders who stole goods first
and then searched for a purchaser generally reported receiving closer to one-third of the
RRP, sometimes less. Extrapolated out across days and weeks, the difference is significant.

[t demonstrates how profitability is shaped not just by the product, but by the certainty of
demand and the speed with which goods can be moved. In this sense, stolen goods markets
operate according to many of the same principles as legitimate markets: products that are in
demand can be sold quickly and generate the greatest returns.

Despite shifts in trends, and brand specificity, certain product categories consistently emerge

as high-risk across multiple retail sectors. These include:

-\ = Health, beauty and personal care products (including fragrance, skincare,
?ﬁq cosmetics, vitamins, oral care, grooming, pregnancy tests and razors);

i Cleaning Alcohol, particularly @ Meat and
ii%- and laundry éé@ wines, spirits and f premium food

products premium beers; products;

LS
Baby items (including Designer
. - ~—] Tobacco :
formula milk, medicines, A~ fashion
products;

nappies and clothing); = brands;
S G R e i
Y hand tools; o000 gp g

2222l Jellycat toys).

These products are particularly attractive because they combine strong brand recognition
with steady consumer demand and can often be resold with little scrutiny regarding their
provenance. As such, they should invite additional scrutiny when offered for sale at below
market prices, online or off.

Offenders described avoiding own brand items because not only were they harder to sell, they
attracted a far lower price (although it should be noted that several retailer interviewees in
this study stated that they had personally seen the sale of their own branded goods for sale

in independent bricks and mortar stores). One offender explained that the goods sometimes
would be sold on to other shops for a profit, changing hands multiple times (see Spotlight 3).
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Spotlight 3. Stolen Spirits: “There’s Days Where I've Took 60 Bottles to Him"

Beginning in his early teens, one offender developed a highly organised operation
centred on the theft and resale of spirits. Rather than stealing opportunistically,

he had established disposal routes and trusted buyers already in place. Premium
alcohol was a particular target because it was easy to transport, generated reliable
returns and was in constant demand.

As he explained: “It's a lot easier to sell spirits. Most backstreet shops are taking it.”

Using foil-lined bags and commercial de-tagging devices, he would routinely steal
bottles of spirits from supermarkets before transporting them to retailers willing to
purchase the goods. A bottle of Jack Daniels, Smirnoff or Bacardi would typically sell
for £10. The scale of offending was considerable. On a typical day he would steal
around 40 bottles, generating approximately £400 in cash.

“There’s days where I've took 60 bottles to him.”

The relationship between offender and buyer was built through intermediaries.
Initially, he sold through other offenders before establishing direct contact with
shop owners, allowing him to bypass middlemen and increase his profits, as he
explained:

“I got tired of it because they were creaming some off the top. I wanted to sell direct to
the shop where there’s always cash waiting. So, Id just keep going back and forwards
to him. He would never sell it on in his own shop just in case the police came looking -
hed sell on to another shop maybe 10 miles away for £12 a bottle.”

Tobacco is such a valuable commodity its sometimes considered £54 3 bn

a form of currency. It is therefore not surprising that it attracts °

large numbers of organised criminals seeking to gain from its estimated loss in
illicit trade. Tobacco related crime presents huge financial losses tax revenue due

to the public purse. Since 2000, HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC)  to illegal sale of
estimate that £54.3 billion in tax revenue has been lost due to cigarettes since

the illegal sale of cigarettes and hand rolling tobacco productsin 2000 in the UK

the UK." Furthermore, it is widely acknowledged that the profits

generated are used to fund further illicit activities. A recent policy paper, Stubbing out the
Problem, co-published by the UK Border Force and HM Revenue and Customs, outlines that
the proceeds of tobacco crime are used to fund 'the smuggling of weapons, drugs, and even
human beings across the globe.”” On a more local level, the pervasiveness of illegal tobacco
products impacts on the livelihoods of law-abiding business owners and their staff; their ability
to operate profitably is impeded when other businesses in the same vicinity trade illegally.
Experienced criminals know that if they refrain from the use of violence when stealing tobacco
then, irrespective of the value, the likelihood is that the punishment (if they are identified and
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prosecuted) will be relatively minor.'® In other words, the financial rewards of stealing tobacco
far outweigh the risk of being caught and then any likely punishment.

There is an intelligence gap relating to the onward sale of tobacco. Anecdotally, key industry
stakeholders and representatives believe that a large proportion of it quickly re-enters the
market and is sold in independent convenience stores that are either not permitted to sell
tobacco (i.e. they do not have an EOID™) or they sell it alongside legitimate tobacco products
at a higher profit margin. Test purchasing exercises and GPS tag trials that were given as
examples in a recent research report appear to support this assertion.’

Tobacco Track and Trace (TT&T), introduced in the UKin 2019, could potentially be the ‘golden
thread’ for illuminating stolen goods and the networks that facilitate their trade yet the TT&T
technology is chronically underutilised and is severely restricted by the limited agencies

that can access it - TT&T legislation specifies that only HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC)
have access to the database, although National Trading Standards can now access the ‘app’
following the enactment of The Finance Act 2022) (this is explored further later in the report).

Beyond retail, tool theft represents one of the clearest examples of a highly profitable
stolen goods market. In 2025, there were 26,724 reports of tool theft made to police across
the UK, equating to approximately one offence every 20 minutes. Around three-quarters
(approximately 76%) of incidents involved thefts from work vans, and the average loss per
incident exceeded £3,000. While tool theft from work vans

highlights the volume of this theft type, other targets highlight 2 6, 724

the value and links with organised crime. As a police officer

‘ reports of tool theft
explained:

made to police across

. . . , the UK in 2025
“We soon realised that it wasn't just your tradesman getting

his drill stolen, it was going right the way up and affecting national infrastructure projects -
equipment worth £50, £60,000 pounds. It opened our eyes and we realised just how big the
issue was then.” (Policing)

The scale and persistence of tool theft reflect both the high resale value of professional-grade
equipment and the relative ease with which such items can be sold online, at car boot sales,
and second-hand trading platforms.

“The people that are stealing the tools [and specialist equipment] have got multiple disposal
routes; they've got the car boot sale route, they've got people [intermediaries] they can
distribute to who then sell online, and then they've got the international route where they're
selling it overseas.” (Policing)

> The current Home Office classification codes used to record tobacco-related crimes are broad. It can fall under ‘Theft
from a Motor Vehicle’ (for cargo crime), ‘Theft from Shops' (for kiosk breaches), ‘Commercial Burglary’ or ‘Other Theft'.
This means that the true scale of these offences, their seriousness, the level of organisation involved, and the links
between individual offences are often obscured.

# An EQID is an Economic Operator Identifier code. In the UK, it is a specific reference number required by businesses
and operators involved in the tobacco supply chain to comply with Tobacco Track and Trace regulations.

12 Taylor, E. (2024) Lighting Up: How Tobacco Track and Trace Could Help Illuminate Stolen Goods Markets and Other
Serious Crimes, National Business Crime Centre. Available at: https://nbcc.police.uk/images/2024/NEWS%2024/
Lighting%20Up_FINAL%202024.pdf
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At the time of writing, the government is
consulting on extending the Equipment Theft
(Prevention) Act 2023 to introduce mandatory
forensic marking requirements for power
tools, reflecting growing recognition of the
role that traceability can play in disrupting
secondary markets.

At the time of writing, the government is
consulting on extending the Equipment Theft
(Prevention) Act 2023 to introduce mandatory
forensic marking requirements for power
tools, reflecting growing recognition of the
role that traceability can play in disrupting
secondary markets.

Mobile phones provide another illustration of how product characteristics influence offender
behaviour. In the year ending (YE) December 2025, approximately 83,900 mobile phone
thefts were recorded across the UK, remaining close to record levels, with most incidents
occurring in London. The appeal of smartphones lies not only in their value but also in

their liquidity: devices can be resold domestically, exported

overseas, dismantled for parts, or repurposed within informal 83 90 o
markets. The estimated value of phones stolen in London alone r

exceeded £50 million in 2025. In response, law enforcement mobile phone thefts
agencies have increasingly called on manufacturers to recorded in 2025
strengthen device security measures and expand the use of

technologies capable of rendering stolen phones unusable - and therefore worthless.

Importantly, the products most frequently targeted by offenders are not static. Stolen goods
markets are highly responsive to changing economic conditions, supply shortages, consumer
trends and enforcement activity. During periods of scarcity, products that would ordinarily

be regarded as mundane can rapidly acquire significant resale value (see Spotlight 1 for an
overview of how cheese, baby formula and mobile phones have

acquired 'hot product’ status).

“If stolen phones cannot
be reactivated, their

value collapses, and so

Ultimately, so-called “hot products” are not simply those

that are easy to steal. They are products for which efficient,
profitable and adaptable resale markets exist. Understanding ) )
what makes certain products attractive to offenders therefore ~ does the incentive to
provides important insights into the wider market dynamics steal them,” - - Met Police
that sustain theft and shape contemporary stolen goods Commissioner Sir Mark
economies. Rowley'®

1 BBC News (2026) Make stolen phones unusable, Met Police urges tech giants. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/articles/ckg4dey905yo
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Spotlight 4. An Offender’s Insights from Three Decades Trading Stolen Goods

Craig (pseudonym) grew up around stolen goods markets. His father acted as a fence,
buying stolen property from shoplifters and burglars before reselling it or returning
items to retailers for fraudulent refunds. By his own account, theft and resale were
normalised from an early age. As a teenager, he stole toiletries, medicines, batteries,
clothing and food, often targeting products he already knew he could sell through
market traders, pubs, independent retailers and other contacts. Over time, he built a
network of trusted buyers and specialist outlets for different goods. As he explained:

“I'would go out with that in mind; you know, steal this, and I know I can sell it to that
person.”

His account highlights the importance of Value and Velocity within stolen goods
markets. Premium brands were prioritised because they generated better returns and
sold more quickly. Own-brand products could be sold, but they were generally less
attractive.

“If somebody’s buying stolen stuff, they want the top stuff. That's how they're saving their
money.”

The speed of disposal was equally important. Holding stolen goods increased the risk
of detection, meaning successful offenders focused on converting products into cash
as quickly as possible.

“I didn’t want to hold on to goods. I wanted to get rid of it as soon as I got it.”

His account further illustrates how stolen goods markets have adapted over time.
Whereas market traders and public houses once provided common outlets for stolen
property, Craig believes that social media and online marketplaces have increasingly
assumed this role, sometimes acting as an entry point for previously non-criminal
actors (see the market-driven entrepreneurs profile above) and other times being the
outlet for more organised groups.

“All this online stuff has just made it a lot easier for people that perhaps wouldn't
necessarily have been involved in crime to get involved and make easy money.”

S| S
T | #4&,

o
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Scratching Beneath the Surface: Established Links Between Theft, Handling

and Wider Criminality

Multiple policing stakeholders emphasised that retail theft
and stolen goods markets rarely exist in isolation. Local
stolen goods networks were consistently described as
embedded within wider ecosystems of harm - linked to

drug supply, exploitation, and in some cases county lines.
Addiction-driven shoplifters often operate as the retail-facing
end of organised supply chains: stealing goods, converting
them to cash, and spending the proceeds within the same
local criminal economy.

Independent retailers and Business Crime Reduction
Partnerships (BCRPs) observed this most directly, describing
resale locations that functioned simultaneously as cash
conversion points for addicted offenders and informal
suppliers to local drug markets. This has been further
evidenced in recent policing operations. For example,
Operation Zoridon focused on disrupting venues handling

“Every time we scratched
below the surface we
kept finding more
patterns of really
harmful behaviour.
What would have been
once considered “just

a shoplifter” is now
what I'd describe as

a whole ecosystem of
crime linked to prolific
offenders stealing from
shops.” - Policing

stolen goods but in doing so uncovered multiple areas of criminality including possession of
weapons, modern slavery, counterfeit tobacco, etc. This intersection of criminality means that
disrupting stolen goods markets can yield disproportionate benefits for community safety

beyond the direct reduction in retail crime.

Disposal Routes: From Hyper-Local to International Trade

Disposal routes for stolen goods exist along a spectrum that ranges from highly localised
informal exchanges to sophisticated national and international distribution networks. At the
most immediate end of this spectrum, stolen goods are often moved through local physical
markets. Offenders, retailers and law enforcement described goods being walked directly
from supermarkets and retail premises to nearby independent shops, pubs, market stalls and
known buyers, sometimes within minutes of the theft occurring.”

This early stage of the disposal process is particularly important. The Director of Operational

Standards at the College of Policing highlighted that stolen goods are often most vulnerable to
disruption during the first two to four days after a theft, when they remain within local physical
networks and have yet to pass through multiple handlers. Once goods move beyond this initial
phase, opportunities for recovery diminish significantly as they are dispersed, repackaged,
blended with legitimate stock or moved into more complex resale channels. This “golden
window” for intervention has important implications for both intelligence gathering and
enforcement activity.

7 This has previously been documented. See, Taylor, E. (2024) Stealing with Impunity: The Policing of Prolific

Local Offenders and the Impact on Our Shops and Communities. Available at: https://assets.ctfassets.
net/5ywmq66472jr/3Re0b6dWQGHGCd1KW5iMDo/00caf6bc62f8b4062aa92663cd5b11b4/20240206_-_STEALING_
WITH_IMPUNITY.pdf
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Beyond these hyper-local markets, disposal routes increasingly extend into online and regional
networks. Offenders, fences and other stakeholders consistently identified C2C (consumer to
consumer) and B2C (Business-to-Consumer) platforms as having transformed the speed, scale
and reach of stolen goods markets. However, interviews with prolific and former offenders
revealed that those stealing the goods were often not the individuals selling them online.
Instead, specialist buyers, handlers and intermediaries frequently acted as the bridge between
theft and resale, purchasing goods in bulk before listing them through established online
accounts and marketplace profiles.

Several interviewees also described the use of residential properties as part of these handling
chains. Some homes functioned as informal “Aladdin’s Cave” showrooms, where stolen goods
were displayed and sold directly to trusted buyers. Others operated as storage hubs or
"warehouses” for stolen property, including tools, clothing, consumer electronics and parcels
stolen from residential doorsteps. These locations served multiple purposes: consolidating
goods from different thefts, facilitating online sales, and preparing stock for onward
transportation elsewhere in the UK or overseas.

At the most organised end of the spectrum, stolen goods become part of wider criminal supply
chains. Here, products may be consolidated from multiple sources, distributed nationally
through networks of handlers and resellers, or exported to international markets where
provenance is difficult to trace and demand remains strong. The journey from theft to resale

is therefore rarely linear. Instead, stolen goods often move through a series of interconnected
physical and digital markets, becoming progressively harder to identify and recover at each
stage of the process.

Physical disposal markets

The most consistently identified disposal routes

in the immediate aftermath of theft are physical:
independent retail shops, market stalls, indoor
markets, and pubs. These routes share common
characteristics: face-to-face transactions, immediate
cash exchange and minimal oversight or record-
keeping. Unlike online marketplaces, where

sellers may leave a digital footprint, physical
disposal markets offer anonymity, immediacy and
convenience. For offenders seeking to rapidly
convert stolen goods into cash, these attributes are
highly attractive.

el
+
=

Offender interviews suggest that physical disposal routes remain deeply embedded within
local stolen goods economies. Several described having established buyers and disposal
networks long before entering a store to steal. Rather than stealing opportunistically and
searching for a purchaser afterwards, many offenders already knew who would buy particular
products and how much they would receive.
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Independent “dodgy” shops

Independent stores such as vape shops were widely cited as primary receivers of stolen food,
tobacco, alcohol and household goods. Several interviewees - including offenders - described
shopkeepers providing lists of products they wished to purchase, indicating established and
organised arrangements rather than ad hoc transactions. These “shopping lists” could be
communicated verbally, written down or sent via text message.

The products most frequently mentioned included alcohol, tobacco, energy drinks, coffee,
chocolate, laundry products, toiletries and health and beauty products - all categories
characterised by strong consumer demand, rapid turnover and relatively low traceability.
Where established relationships existed, transactions could be completed within minutes
of the theft occurring ensuring minimal time that the thief was in possession of the stolen
items.’®

The significance of these physical disposal routes lies “I watched someone leave
not only in the volume of goods they absorb but also our store with a bag of
in their role as trusted local marketplaces for thieves. stolen goods, walk to the

As one offender observed, “Everybody knew where

) . shop next door, hand them
to take stuff.” Such comments suggest that, in some

communities, disposal routes may become normalised over, get cash, and receive
and embedded within local economies, creating a list of what to bring next
enduring markets for stolen property. time.” - Retailer

Second-Hand Retailers: Not a Homogenous Group

Several offenders identified second-hand retailers and pawnbrokers as disposal routes,
particularly for stolen items such as jewellery, games, toys, electronics and bicycles. These
businesses were viewed as attractive because they offered immediate cash, required less
effort than finding private buyers, and provided a seemingly legitimate outlet for goods.
Some offenders questioned the level of provenance checks undertaken, although others
acknowledged that identification requirements, serial number checks and scrutiny of certain
products had increased in recent years.

Cash Converters'™ and CeX?° participated in this study and highlighted the extent to which
some formal second-hand retailers have invested in systems designed to prevent the handling

¥ The Retail Crime Uncovered podcast episode, ‘Smoke and Mirrors', provides stories direct from shopworkers

about the onward sale of goods stolen from their stores. Available here: https://open.spotify.com/
episode/6kZwhYawDwAGDN2ZKass)W?si=0ltyfRa2ShCCOKdI7rJg8A

19 Cash Converters has over 190 stores across the UK. The store network consists of a mix of corporate owned stores
and stores that are operated by franchise firms, trading as Cash Converters. They buy a wide range of second-hand
items, including electronics, jewellery, gaming consoles, collectibles and musical instruments. They are also one of the
UK's biggest pawnbrokers. https://www.cashconverters.co.uk

20 CeX operates nearly 400 stores in the UK and are described as ‘the UK's biggest second-hand electronics and
entertainment specialist’ on their website. They buy and trade mobile phones, games consoles, laptops and tablets,
and other electronics including digital cameras, smart watches, Apple Watches & Fitbits. https://uk.webuy.com
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of stolen goods. The representative from Cash Converters described the business as operating
within a highly regulated environment, subject to anti-money laundering requirements,
consumer credit regulation and extensive internal compliance procedures. Individuals wishing
to sell goods are required to provide identification, photographs are recorded, transaction
details are retained, and item information, including serial numbers where available, are
checked against a range of databases and verification systems, such as Recipero?, to identify
stolen or finance-linked property. In addition, their system tracks an individual's transaction
volume by value and volume along with identifying when attempts are made to sell items
across multiple locations. These factors were described as ‘extremely useful intelligence’, but
the challenge was finding a way to consistently share it with enforcement agencies/bodies.

“Anything that has a serial number must be checked. That is our hard and fast rule; if we
can't check it, we won't buy it.” (CeX)

“You'd have to be really stupid to think, T'm going to come in and sell you something stolen,”
because we're going to send all of that detail to the police.” (Cash Converters)

CeX highlighted a significant traceability challenge within the second-hand electronics market.
According to the interviewee, only around a quarter of the items purchased by the company
carry serial numbers that can be checked against police and property databases, leaving
approximately three-quarters of goods without a readily verifiable identifier. This represents a
substantial gap in the ability to establish provenance and identify stolen property, reinforcing
the case for greater traceability across high-risk product categories, particularly consumer
electronics.

However, the interview also revealed that traceability is not solely dependent on serial
numbers. CeX described the volume and pattern of transactions as important indicators of risk.
While an individual selling a single electronic device may not attract attention, attempts to sell
multiple identical items can trigger further scrutiny and investigation. As discussed throughout
this report, the volume of goods entering secondary markets can itself become a useful
indicator of illicit activity. In the second-hand retail and pawnbroking sector, the attempted sale
of as few as two identical products may be sufficient to raise concerns regarding provenance
and ownership.

This finding has wider relevance beyond the second-hand
electronics market. While individual low-value goods may
be difficult to trace, the repeated sale of identical products,
unusually large quantities of stock, or commercial-scale
activity conducted through ostensibly private seller
accounts can all serve as indicators of potential illicit
trading. The challenge is therefore not simply identifying
stolen goods but recognising suspicious patterns of supply
that may indicate the existence of a stolen goods market.

’I Recipero's services are used by individuals, traders, retailers, and recyclers to check the background history or

status of a device or other personal possession prior to its sale or purchase. Their ecosystem includes systems like
CheckMEND, Immobilise, and the NMPR, which work together to identify and address theft and fraud related to mobile
devices and other items. They hold over 150 billion records of information including serial number identification,
ownership, theft, loss, contract, insurance, and warranty information. https://www.recipero.com
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Both interviewees also highlighted concerns about inconsistencies across the wider second-
hand economy. While supporting greater information sharing with police and stronger
regulation of secondary markets, they argued that levels of due diligence vary considerably
between operators. Formal second-hand retailers have invested heavily in compliance
systems, provenance checks and police partnerships, but not all businesses operating within
the secondary market are subject to the same standards. This creates uneven levels of
accountability and potentially allows stolen goods to migrate towards markets where scrutiny
is weakest.

“The problem is a lot of our competitors out there don’t do any of the checks and balances
that we're talking about.” (Cash Converters)

“IYou will always get] the people that walk out of one shop and walk into ours with their
stock. They want to see cash hard and fast. We've changed how we pay people to try and
push bank payments as much as possible which deters a certain cohort. If we identify a
thief, we ban their account instantly. But if they can’t get the cash from us, they might try
Cash Converters. If they can't get it from them, they're going to an independent that will
buy it without asking any questions. (CeX)

Taken together, the offender and retailer interviews suggest that the second-hand sector
cannot be viewed as a single, homogeneous market. While some operators have invested
heavily in traceability, compliance and information sharing, standards vary considerably across
the wider resale ecosystem. The findings point towards the importance of strengthening
provenance checks, improving access to property databases, encouraging greater information
sharing between retailers and law enforcement, and considering whether minimum traceability
standards should apply more consistently across both physical and online secondary markets.
The challenge for policymakers is therefore not simply preventing stolen goods from entering
the second-hand economy but ensuring that all participants in that economy are subject to
comparable levels of accountability and scrutiny.

Markets and Car Boot Sales

Car boot sales were consistently identified by retailers, offenders and police as one of the
most significant and challenging disposal routes for stolen goods. Their combination of

cash transactions, limited seller verification, absence of licensing requirements, lack of fixed
premises and minimal enforcement presence makes them particularly attractive to offenders
seeking to convert stolen goods into cash quickly and with little risk of detection.

While often perceived as informal low key community events, intelligence from policing

and retail stakeholders suggests that some car boot sales operate as key sites within wider
stolen goods markets. Rather than simply providing opportunities for casual ad hoc sellers,
evidence indicates that goods stolen from multiple locations across large geographic areas
may be consolidated and transported to specific sites for resale, suggesting higher levels of
organisation than is commonly assumed. In some cases, car boot sales appear to function as
distribution hubs connecting theft, handling and onward resale.
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A Metropolitan Police Sergeant with extensive experience investigating tool theft described
car boot sales as the single largest and fastest-moving disposal route for stolen tools,
surpassing online marketplaces in both volume and speed. While online platforms remain
significant, they create digital records and transaction histories that can support investigations.
By contrast, car boot sales allow large quantities of stolen goods to be moved rapidly with
limited traceability.

The scale and sophistication of some operations was demonstrated by the Metropolitan
Police's recovery of approximately £2 million worth of stolen tools and equipment in what

was reported as the largest recovery of stolen tools in UK history.?? The investigation began
when officers tracked a GPS-enabled piece of stolen construction equipment from Essex

to a warehouse in Ilford. Subsequent searches uncovered an estimated ten lorry loads of
stolen tools and machinery linked to an organised network involving car boot sales, online
marketplaces, freight theft and suspected international disposal routes. The investigation also
revealed specialist equipment stolen years earlier, illustrating how stolen goods can remain
hidden within criminal supply chains for extended periods before re-entering the market.

Despite widespread awareness of the role that some car boot sales play in the disposal of
stolen goods, enforcement remains extremely challenging. Responsibility is fragmented
between police, local authorities and Trading Standards, with no single agency possessing
either the powers or resources to tackle the problem alone. Large-scale enforcement
operations are resource intensive, with one police officer estimating that a single operation
may require 50-70 officers and generate crime scenes requiring management for more than
a week. Such demands make sustained enforcement difficult and often result in only the most
prolific offenders being targeted.

Car boot sales operate in what several interviewees described as a legislative vacuum. There is
no modern legislation specifically governing car boot trading. Police rely on outdated market
laws (some dating to the nineteenth century), fraud legislation requiring seller knowledge,
and closure powers under the Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act - the last of which
requires linking activity to “disorder”, a threshold that is often legally complex to establish in
the context of commercial trading. The Real Deal have produced ‘A National Charter for Safe,
Fair Markets?® which outlines a code of practice for marketplaces particularly in relation to
counterfeit goods rather than stolen but they outlined that the two practices often go hand in
hand.

22 Met Engage (2026) £2 million worth of stolen tools recovered in police operation. Available at: https://
www.metengage.co.uk/Alerts/A/388653/2-million-worth-of-stolen-tools-recovered-in-police-
operation#:~:text=Neighbourhood%?20officers%20were%20the%20first,ever%20discovered%20in%20the%20UK.
2 The Charter can be accessed via the Real Deal website here: www.realdealmarkets.co.uk.
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“The charter is a very simple set of procedures, so that the market operator can show
due diligence; that means that they will know who their traders are, what their traders
are selling, take ID details for traders, etcetera. It's a very simple but very robust set of
procedures.” (Real Deal)

Interviewees consistently called for minimum due-diligence standards for car boot sales -
vendor registration, ID checks, and record-keeping requirements - arguing that car boot
operators should face the same kind of regulatory obligations as other secondary market
traders.

The Director of Operational Standards, College of Policing highlighted the existing regime for
scrap metal dealers, captured in the Scrap Metal Dealers Act 2013%, as a template, noting
that legislation in this area had successfully addressed a problem with similar traits: a physical
secondary market with minimal oversight that was facilitating significant volumes of theft.
The Act introduced a robust framework for the scrap metal industry in England and Wales,
including:

e Mandatory licensing of scrap metal dealers by local authorities.
e Aban on cash payments for scrap metal.

® Requirements to verify and record the identity of sellers.

e Record-keeping obligations for transactions.

®  Powers for police and local authorities to inspect premises and close unlicensed
operators.

The central objective was to improve traceability and make it more difficult for offenders to
dispose of stolen metal anonymously. The post-implementation evidence suggests that it has
had a substantial impact on disrupting the market; a Home Office review found that reported
metal theft fell dramatically, by approximately 71% following the introduction of the Act.?®

The Scrap Metal Dealers Act 2013 offers one of the clearest examples in the UK of market
regulation being used to reduce acquisitive crime by targeting disposal routes rather than
thieves themselves.

Property marking emerged as a particularly important theme in relation to tool theft.
According to the Metropolitan Police, proving that goods are stolen depends upon the

ability to identify an owner. Without traceability, goods become increasingly difficult to link

to an offence or victim. The Ilford operation highlighted this challenge: despite recovering
thousands of tools, only a small proportion had been marked, making owner identification and
reunification difficult.

Car boot sales therefore illustrate a broader challenge identified throughout this report: stolen
goods markets persist not because they are invisible, but because they sit at the intersection
of fragmented regulation, limited traceability and constrained enforcement resources. Their
continued attractiveness lies not simply in their ability to absorb stolen goods, but in their
ability to do so quickly, anonymously and at scale.

4 Home Office (2022) Review of the Scrap Metal Dealers Act, Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/review-of-the-scrap-metal-dealers-act-2013
»>Home Office (2022) Review of the Scrap Metal Dealers Act, Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/review-of-the-scrap-metal-dealers-act-2013
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Police auctions of recovered goods were highlighted as an issue (see Spotlight X) as were
goods marketed as ‘liquidation’ or ‘bankruptcy stock’. Genuine insolvency sales are subject
to established legal processes, with Insolvency Practitioners required to maintain records

of assets and sales, meaning legitimate stock should ordinarily be capable of being traced
through documented provenance. However, the use of terms such as liquidation stock or
bankruptcy clearance can also create a perception of legitimacy that discourages further
scrutiny. While many such sales are entirely lawful, where large quantities of desirable goods
are offered for sale with little evidence of provenance, these claims should not be accepted
at face value. They may provide an opportunity for proportionate, intelligence-led enquiries,
particularly where other indicators of illicit trading are present.

Spotlight 5. Are Police Auctions Unintentionally Fuelling the Stolen Goods Market?

One of the more surprising findings from this research concerns the disposal of
unclaimed stolen property by police forces.

According to a serving police officer with extensive experience investigating tool theft,
recovered tools that cannot be reunited with their owners are often sold at public
auction. While this process is intended to recover value from unclaimed property, it
may have unintended consequences for efforts to tackle stolen goods markets.

The concern is straightforward: once auctioned, tools are frequently sold without

any form of forensic marking or ownership identification. If those tools subsequently
re-enter illicit markets, they become difficult to distinguish from legitimately owned
property. In some cases, offenders may even purchase tools from police auctions,
obtaining a legitimate receipt that can later be used to explain possession or support
a subsequent resale.

As the officer observed, the result is that stolen property can effectively be recycled
back into the same markets from which it originated.

This issue highlights the importance of traceability throughout the entire lifecycle of
recovered property. While considerable effort is invested in recovering stolen goods,
less attention has been paid to what happens when owners cannot be identified or
located.

Potential policy responses include:

e Forensically marking all high risk goods prior to disposal and encouraging
change of owner updates if selling on.

e Recording identifying details and linking them to auction records.
* Requiring detailed and verifiable itemised and digital receipts.

e Diverting certain categories of recovered property to charities, training providers
or community organisations, e.g. tool banks.

® Scrapping high-risk items where provenance cannot be reliably maintained.

* Establishing national guidance on the disposal of recovered tools and equipment.
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Online platforms

Online platforms?®, including social commerce and C2C (consumer-to-consumer) marketplaces,
have transformed the stolen goods landscape as access to vast consumer markets is an
attractive proposition for offenders, handlers and organised criminal networks.?” Several
offenders interviewed for this study identified platforms such as Facebook Marketplace,
Vinted, eBay, Instagram and Snapchat as routes for the disposal of stolen property. These
platforms can facilitate direct communication between buyers and sellers, enable localised and
nationwide transactions, and significantly reduce the effort required to find purchasers.

The availability of ready and reliable markets lowers the risks associated with theft and
increases the potential rewards, making online platforms a potential driver of acquisitive
crime. Interviews with offenders revealed, however, that those stealing goods were often not
the individuals selling them online. Instead, specialist buyers, handlers and intermediaries
frequently acted as the bridge between theft and resale, purchasing goods in bulk before
listing them through established online accounts and marketplace profiles.

Several brand owners argued that online platforms continue to underestimate the scale

of stolen goods activity occurring on their platforms and highlighted notable differences
between different sites. Social commerce platforms that are akin to digital classified ads, such
as Facebook Marketplace, were repeatedly identified as particularly problematic due to the
ease with which goods could be listed and sold locally. Interviewees described listings openly
displaying damaged packaging, removed security devices and, in some cases, active security

% eBay are the only exclusively online platform that participated openly in this project and therefore are directly
referenced in places.

27 Approximately 28% of retail sales in Great Britain are made online; one of the highest digital commerce adoption
rates in the world and far exceeding that of European neighbours. Office for National Statistics (ONS), Retail Sales,
Great Britain, April 2026 released 22 May 2026, ONS website, statistical bulletin. Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/
businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/bulletins/retailsales/april2026
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