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Tobacco - scale and nature of smuggling 
problem

• Negligible in the mid-90s 

• By 2000, over 1 in 5 cigarettes smoked in the UK was 
smuggled and rising fast.  

It was: 

• Costing over £3.5 billion in lost tax revenue

• Creating serious law and order problems

• Undermining Government health objectives



Tackling Tobacco Smuggling Strategy 
2000 - 2008



Strategic Approach

• Initial investment of £209 million 

• Disruption: striking at the economics of tobacco smuggling 
to remove sufficient profit 

• Up to 1000 extra staff  - Detection, Investigation and 
Intelligence

• National network of x-ray scanners

• Tougher seizure policy

• Fiscal Marks introduced on tobacco packs

• New powers to punish those caught selling unmarked 
tobacco products 



Strategic Approach continued

• Publicity campaigns

• Working with tobacco manufacturers

• Closer working with other Government Agencies, both 
UK and abroad

• New legislation placing obligations on tobacco 
manufacturers to control their supplies

• Introduction of anti-counterfeit security marks

• Creation of the UK Border Agency



Impact



Scale of Tobacco Smuggling
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Tobacco Revenue Receipts and Tax Gap
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Wherever there is an action, 
there is a reaction



Points of 

interception

2006/07

Cigarettes 
seized 

2007/08

Cigarette seized

Overseas 580m 726m (+25%)

Maritime 686m 491m (-28%)

Air 367m 478m (+30%)

Inland 256m 98m (-62%)

Total 2.0bn 1.8bn (-5%)



The incentive to smuggle



Pack of 20 premium 50g pouch of HRT 
cigarettes
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Counterfeit cigarettes



Postal smuggling

In 2007/08, 311m 

counterfeit cigarettes 
were seized in postal 

traffic.



Anti-counterfeit security readers

• Introduced in October 
2007

• Aim to prevent 
counterfeit tobacco 
products infiltrating the 
retail sector.



Just a few extra ‘duty-free’ cigarettes?



Example- vehicle concealment



Non-UK Brands of cigarettes



Cheap White seizures 2007/08

– Prior to the launch of 
the strategy in 2000, 
the illicit cigarette 
market was 
predominantly made 
up of genuine 
cigarettes UK brands. 

– Since then, the brand 
mix found on the UK 
illicit cigarette market 
has been 
progressively 
diversifying. Initially, 
we saw a rapid 

Brand Country of 
Origin

No. of 
Seizures

Total 
seized

Raquel Cyprus 31 49m

Richman UAE 7 23m

Jin Ling Russia 14 22m



New risk: Cheap whites



Multi-Agency approach

The North of England  Cheap & Illicit tobacco Health action 
plan

Seven key areas

– Developing partnerships 

– Marketing and communications

– Intelligence sharing and gathering

– Mapping informal markets

– Enforcement 

– Working with business

– Engaging health professionals and front line staff



Looking ahead
• Crucial part of Government’s anti-smoking health 

agenda

• Little scope for revenue raising - duty rates close to 
revenue maximisation

• New, more sophisticated smuggling threats emerging 
constantly

• Identifying new smuggled commodities – counterfeit 
HRT, “cheap whites”, etc

• Research on public attitudes and resultant publicity

• Ongoing struggle: incentives remain strong



No silver bullets and no failsafe 
indicators



Any Questions?

Contact: Judith.kelly@smokefreenorthwest.org.uk


