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Executive Summary
1. ACS (Association of Convenience Stores) represents over 50,000 convenience retailers across the UK. This submission reflects the experience of those retailers, who are increasingly exposed to the impacts of serious and organised crime through organised shop theft and the growing presence of rogue businesses selling illicit and non-duty-paid goods.

2. While public discussion of organised crime often focuses on large-scale international networks, retailers more commonly experience it as persistent, repeat offending at neighbourhood level. This includes organised shop theft across multiple stores and rogue operators embedded in local high streets, often linked to wider criminal supply chains. Enforcement activity, including Operation Pegasus, alongside intelligence from the police-led OPAL reporting platform, demonstrates that these localised offences are frequently connected to broader organised criminal networks involving money laundering, tax evasion and illicit distribution.

3. ACS’ 2026 Crime Report shows the scale of this issue in practice, with 85% of retailers reporting that illicit trade has increased in their area and 52% reporting greater involvement of organised crime groups.[footnoteRef:2] These activities have direct consequences for staff safety, business viability, and the long-term confidence of local high streets. [2:  ACS 2026 Crime Report] 

Key Recommendations
4. Strengthen cross-agency coordination and intelligence sharing 
Police should be granted powers to be able to access tobacco track-and-trace data to improve the identification of illicit supply chains and strengthen intelligence-led enforcement. This would support more effective data sharing between police, HMRC, Trading Standards and local authorities to ensure coordinated action against organised rogue trading networks.
5. Modernise reporting systems for businesses and the public 
The current Citizens Advice reporting system should be reformed to ensure it is clearly recognised as an enforcement intelligence channel rather than a general consumer advice service. Accessibility should also be improved, particularly given that the online reporting form is currently only available at weekends, limiting real-time reporting during the working week. A reporting route should be available 24/7 for businesses and the public.
6. Expand and strengthen closure order powers 
Closure order powers should be extended beyond their current focus on anti-social behaviour to explicitly cover organised rogue trading activity. This would enable more consistent and effective use against premises involved in the sale of illicit tobacco, vaping products, alcohol and counterfeit goods, particularly where there is repeat or cross-boundary offending. Safeguards and evidential thresholds should remain in place to ensure proportionate application.
7. Increase funding for Trading Standards 
Trading Standards services require sustained additional funding to address long-standing resource constraints and enable more proactive enforcement activity against illicit markets. ACS estimates £140 million is needed over the next five years to address the illicit market. Consideration should be given to ring-fencing a proportion of revenue generated from the forthcoming Vaping Products Duty (from October) to support frontline enforcement capacity and improve disruption of rogue trading activity.
How do different types of serious and organised crime manifest in local neighbourhoods?
8. The evidence set out below reflects the experience of convenience retailers, who are often on the frontline of dealing with the consequences of serious and organised crime in the communities they serve. While serious and organised crime is often associated with highly structured criminal organisations operating across regional, national and international borders, retailers are more likely to experience it through persistent offending at a neighbourhood level, through organised shop theft and rogue businesses selling illicit products. Although these activities can appear localised, intelligence from the police-led OPAL (Organised Retail Crime) reporting platform and enforcement operations such as Operation Pegasus demonstrate that they are frequently linked to wider organised criminal networks involved in offences including money laundering, tax evasion, labour exploitation and illicit supply chains. It is through organised shop theft and the activities of rogue operators that most convenience retailers experience serious and organised crime, and these two areas form the focus of this submission.

9. Organised shop theft 
Convenience retailers increasingly report being targeted by organised groups engaged in systematic theft. Typically, these offences are carried out by groups usually consisting of two or three offenders, who travel between multiple stores stealing high-value products for onward resale. These groups can operate more widely across local authority and police force boundaries, targeting dozens of businesses over a short period of time. The products targeted are typically high-value and easily resold, including alcohol, vapes, meat, confectionery, as well as health and beauty products. Retailers consistently report that these thefts are not motivated by necessity, but by organised resale and the funding of wider criminal activity, including drug dependency and organised illicit markets. Retailers regularly identify stolen stock being openly resold in local communities, markets and through social media channels.
10. Rogue Traders 
A major and growing concern for convenience retailers is the increasing visibility of rogue operators selling illicit and non-duty-paid goods on local high streets and within neighbourhoods. Responsible retailers are subject to extensive regulatory requirements, including age-restricted sales laws, tobacco and vape regulations, food standards, tax obligations and employment law. Rogue operators routinely undermine compliant businesses by selling unregulated and unsafe products at significantly lower prices. There are three main types of rogue operators that convenience retailers are impacted by:
Established businesses
These include otherwise legitimate retail premises such as convenience stores, mobile phone shops, barber shops or vape stores that supplement their income through the sale of illicit or counterfeit products. 
“Pop-up” shops
These businesses operate for short periods before enforcement action is taken, often reopening shortly afterwards under a different trading name or at a nearby location. Retailers report that this creates a cycle of enforcement without long-term disruption to criminal activity. 
Online and social media sellers
Criminal operators increasingly use social media platforms and online marketplaces to advertise illicit products, with goods distributed locally through home delivery, collection points or informal community networks.
What proportion of neighbourhood crimes are driven by serious and organised criminal networks?
11. ACS does not hold data on the proportion of neighbourhood crime that is driven by serious and organised criminal networks. Where evidence is available, it is generally drawn from national-level datasets rather than neighbourhood-specific analysis.

12. Organised Shop theft
Evidence from the convenience sector suggests that a significant proportion of shop theft is driven by persistent and organised offending rather than isolated opportunistic incidents. ACS’ 2026 Crime Report estimates that there were 5.8 million incidents of shop theft in the convenience sector over the last year, compared to 519,381 offences recorded by police nationally.[footnoteRef:3] In terms of the profile of offenders, our report indicates the percentage of repeat offenders has increased from 49% in 2024 to 65% in 2026.[footnoteRef:4] Recent government data also suggests that 67% of convicted shoplifters reoffend within 12 months and this is reinforced by our members whom report strong links between shop theft, organised resale and drug or alcohol dependency, with stolen goods commonly sold locally to fund addiction.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  ACS Crime Report 2026]  [4:  ACS Crime Report 2026]  [5:  Proven reoffending statistics] 

13. Rogue Traders
ACS evidence suggests that the sale of illicit goods is now a visible feature of many local communities and is closely linked to wider organised criminal activity. Recent polling found that 25% of independent retailers have identified products stolen from their stores being resold locally. Among retailers who have observed illicit goods being sold in their area, the most commonly identified products are tobacco (32%), vapes (31%), counterfeit food products (15%), products stolen from other businesses (11%) and toys (10%). 
These findings are consistent with HMRC's tax gap estimates, which demonstrate the substantial scale of illicit tobacco and alcohol markets operating across the UK and indicate the involvement of sophisticated criminal supply chains rather than isolated offending.
· Alcohol: The beer duty gap is 16.0% of the theoretical beer duty liability, or £0.7 billion in absolute terms, in the 2023 to 2024 tax year.  The spirits duty gap is 1.4% of the theoretical spirits duty liability, or £0.1 billion in absolute terms, in the 2023 to 2024 tax year.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Tax gaps: Excise (including alcohol, tobacco and oils) 2025] 


· Tobacco: the latest government data the duty gap for tobacco duty is 13.8% of the theoretical tobacco duty liability, or £1.4 billion in absolute terms, in tax year 2023 to 2024.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Tax gaps: Excise (including alcohol, tobacco and oils) 2025] 


14. Retailers tell us that the sale of illicit tobacco and alcohol product is most likely to be part of organised criminal gangs. These gangs will have established distribution networks servicing rogue businesses with regular supplies. These businesses often sell the products with impunity, not fearing enforcement activity.

15. While HMRC estimates have remained relatively stable in recent years, ACS’ own evidence suggests that the visibility of illicit products within local communities has increased. ACS’ 2026 Crime Report found that 85% of retailers believe illicit trade has become more visible in their local area.[footnoteRef:8] Retailers attribute this in part to insufficient enforcement action against rogue operators, alongside policy changes which can have unintended effects on illicit market demand. For example, ACS consumer polling conducted by Yonder in July 2025 found that following the disposable vape ban, while 51% of users switched to reusable products, 14% continued to use disposables because they were still able to obtain them from local shops. [8:  ACS Crime Report 2026.] 

What impact do these crime types have on people living in those communities?
16. Rogue traders 
The impact of rogue operators extends well beyond the sale of illicit goods. Legitimate retailers lose sales to businesses that can undercut prices by avoiding tax and regulatory obligations, placing additional pressure on already challenging trading conditions. Retailers also report growing frustration with the difficulty of reporting illicit activity and a perceived lack of enforcement action, which can erode confidence in regulatory and enforcement systems. In some cases, businesses are reluctant to report rogue operators due to fears of retaliation from individuals linked to organised criminal networks. Over time, the visibility of illicit trading can undermine confidence in compliance, create an uneven playing field for responsible businesses, and damage the reputation of local high streets. For communities, this contributes to a perception that criminal activity is being tolerated, weakening trust in both local enforcement and the legitimate businesses that serve those areas.
17. Organised shop theft
Organised shop theft has a significant impact on both local communities and the people who work within them. These offences are often committed openly and repeatedly, contributing to a perception that criminal behaviour is becoming normalised on local high streets. Retail staff and customers can be exposed to violence, threats and intimidation, while persistent offending has a considerable emotional impact on shopworkers, increasing levels of stress, anxiety and fear. The resale of stolen goods within local communities can also fuel wider anti-social behaviour and support other forms of criminal activity, including drug-related offending. In addition, the financial cost of repeat theft reduces retailers' ability to invest in their businesses, staff and services, weakening the role that many convenience stores play as essential community assets.
To what extent are local communities aware of the role that serious and organised crime plays in driving local crime?
18. Convenience retailers report that the indicators of organised criminal activity have become increasingly visible within local communities. Our 2026 Crime Report found that 52% of retailers believe incidents involving organised crime groups have increased over the last year, while 85% believe illicit trade has become more visible in their local area. As set out above, retailers are increasingly identifying the local resale of stolen goods, the operation of rogue businesses selling illicit products, and repeat offending by individuals and groups operating across multiple locations.
To what extent is the police response to serious and organised crime prioritised at a local level, for example by Police and Crime Commissioners?
19. Retail crime is now recognised as a priority by almost all Police and Crime Commissioners, with many PCC Police and Crime Plans including specific commitments on shop theft and business crime. While this is welcome, retailers continue to report a significant gap between national commitments and operational delivery at a local level. ACS’ Crime Report highlights a disparity between the volume of shop theft experienced by retailers and the number of incidents formally reported to police, largely because many retailers remain unconvinced that reporting will result in attendance, investigation or meaningful outcomes for prolific offenders.

20. There have been encouraging improvements in retailer engagement with neighbourhood policing over the last year, with 62% of retailers rating their relationship with neighbourhood police as good or very good and 64% reporting more crime than the previous year. The next stage is ensuring that improved engagement leads to visible enforcement outcomes and disruption of repeat offending.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  ACS Crime Report 2026] 


21. In relation to rogue operators and illicit trade, enforcement is primarily led by local Trading Standards teams. However, Trading Standards services have seen their responsibilities increase significantly over many years without a corresponding increase in funding or resource. This has limited their ability to undertake proactive enforcement activity and contributed to the proliferation of rogue businesses selling illicit products. A report we commissioned by Trading Standards experts which provided analysis on vape enforcement alone estimated that local enforcement services would require an additional £140 million over five years to effectively regulate the market.[footnoteRef:10] The challenge is therefore not just about prioritisation, but ensuring that enforcement agencies have the resources required to deliver against those priorities. [10:  ACS Resource Analysis for Vape Enforcement 2024] 


22. It is also clear from ACS’ engagement with police, Trading Standards and other local partners that tackling rogue operators and organised criminality requires a coordinated cross-departmental response. These businesses are often not solely engaged in the sale of illicit goods, but linked to a wider range of criminal activity including money laundering, labour exploitation, immigration offences and organised resale networks. As a result, enforcement action cannot rely on police or Trading Standards alone. Effective disruption requires a whole-system approach involving local authorities, HMRC, Border Force, Trading Standards and policing bodies working together across the supply chain.
What role does neighbourhood policing currently play in preventing and tackling serious and organised crime?
23. Neighbourhood policing plays an important role in providing a visible and accessible point of contact for local businesses and communities. For convenience retailers, neighbourhood officers are often the primary route for sharing intelligence on prolific offenders, organised shop theft, anti-social behaviour and rogue operators. Strong local policing relationships can help identify repeat offenders, build intelligence on organised criminal activity and coordinate enforcement action with other agencies, including Trading Standards and local authorities.

24. This role is particularly important for convenience stores operating in neighbourhood and residential areas outside major town centres, where retailers may otherwise have limited day-to-day engagement with policing. A visible neighbourhood policing presence can have a significant impact on retailer confidence, staff safety and wider community reassurance. ACS has therefore welcomed the Government’s Neighbourhood Policing Guarantee and the progress made to strengthen engagement between retailers and local policing teams.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  ACS Welcomes Progress on Neighbourhood Police Presence in Communities] 


25. There is, however, a need to improve crime reporting systems and intelligence sharing processes for businesses. Many retailers continue to find existing reporting mechanisms for reporting shop theft time-consuming and difficult to use, particularly when dealing with persistent repeat offending. More effective local retail crime partnerships and reporting platforms, where businesses can securely share standardised intelligence, CCTV images and information on prolific offenders with police and neighbouring retailers, have delivered positive results in a number of areas and should be encouraged further (see Northumbria example further below).

26. There are even greater challenges in reporting rogue operators and illicit trade. In many areas, businesses are no longer able to report concerns directly to local Trading Standards teams and are instead directed through the Citizens Advice consumer reporting system, which acts primarily as a national data collection and referral service. Retailers frequently report that this system is not well understood as a route for reporting organised criminal activity and lacks the visibility, responsiveness and feedback needed when businesses are reporting the open sale of illicit products within their communities. 

27. There are also accessibility concerns with the current Citizens Advice reporting process, including the fact that the online reporting form is only available during the weekend, limiting the ability of retailers to report incidents at the point they occur. The lack of accessible local reporting routes and direct engagement with enforcement teams risks reducing business confidence in reporting and limits the intelligence available to local partners tackling organised criminality. 
How effective is cooperation across the serious and organised crime system, including: neighbourhood teams; local forces; regional organised crime units; national policing bodies; the UK intelligence communities; and international policing bodies?
28. There is evidence of effective partnership working in tackling organised criminality linked to illicit trade and rogue operators, including through multi-agency operations such as Operation Machinize and Operation Zoridon. These operations demonstrate the value of coordinated activity between police, Trading Standards, HMRC and other enforcement bodies in disrupting organised criminal networks. However, retailers believe there is scope for significantly greater coordination and intelligence sharing across agencies. Businesses themselves hold valuable information and evidence on prolific offenders, organised shop theft patterns and rogue operators, but there is often inconsistency in how this intelligence is collected, shared and acted upon. Greater use of shared intelligence systems, hotspot mapping and coordinated enforcement activity would strengthen the response to organised criminality affecting local communities.
How effective is co-operation between policing and outside agencies, such as local authorities?
29. ACS believes cooperation can be highly effective where it happens. Many of the offences seen in local communities span multiple areas of enforcement, for example policing powers relating to theft and organised crime, Trading Standards powers relating to product safety and illicit trade, and local authority powers relating to licensing and anti-social behaviour. Because these powers are often siloed, effective action against rogue operators and organised criminality frequently depends on strong coordination between agencies rather than any single body being able to resolve the issue alone.

30. This is particularly relevant for high street rogue traders, where the same premises may be involved in illicit tobacco sales, counterfeit goods, tax evasion and wider criminal activity. In these cases, no single enforcement route is sufficient on its own, and outcomes tend to be strongest where police, Trading Standards, HMRC and local authorities work jointly and share intelligence.

31. ACS strongly welcomes the Government’s High Street Organised Crime Taskforce as a step towards improving this coordination and has been engaging with the taskforce to deliver more action to support responsible businesses. We also support provisions in the Crime and Policing Act to extend the duration of closure orders and notices. However, current closure order tools are often rooted in anti-social behaviour legislation, which does not always align with the nature of organised and commercially driven offending. There is therefore a clear opportunity to ensure enforcement powers are better aligned and more flexible, so they can be used effectively across different types of serious and organised criminal activity without being constrained by agency-specific or offence-specific thresholds.
What good practice examples exist where neighbourhood policing has played an effective role in tackling serious and organised crime?
32. There are a number of positive examples where neighbourhood policing, working in partnership with local businesses and other agencies, has helped to improve the response to organised shop theft and associated offending.

33. One example is the development of dedicated retail crime reporting routes and local intelligence systems managed by neighbourhood policing teams in Northumbria Police, which have introduced more streamlined ways for businesses to report shop theft and share intelligence on prolific offenders.[footnoteRef:12] These approaches help improve consistency of reporting, reduce administrative burden on retailers, and enable police to identify repeat offenders and emerging hotspot locations more quickly. [12:  Operation Canvas Reporting Success.] 


34. Other community examples include informal but valuable relationship-building initiatives such as retailers hosting police officers in-store, supporting regular engagement through local visits, and participating in community events. While simple in nature, these interactions help build trust and familiarity between officers and local businesses, which in turn improves the flow of intelligence on issues such as prolific offenders and organised shop theft. Over time, this stronger day-to-day relationship can make it easier for retailers to report concerns early and for police to act more quickly on emerging patterns of offending.

35. More broadly, where neighbourhood policing teams are resourced and closely connected with local businesses, there is evidence of improved outcomes through:
· Dedicated business crime or retail crime officers acting as a single point of contact;
· Local shop theft or business crime reporting portals that allow structured reporting of incidents and evidence;
· Regular information-sharing meetings between retailers, police and local authorities;
· Use of local exclusion or banning schemes for prolific offenders;
· Joint operations targeting repeat offenders and organised shop theft groups.

36. Retailers consistently report that these approaches are most effective when they enable faster intelligence sharing and visible follow-up action, particularly in relation to repeat offenders who operate across multiple stores and locations.
What barriers, if any, exist to the effective prevention and tackling of serious and organised crime at a neighbourhood level?
37. Retailers consistently report that a key barrier is not simply the availability of enforcement tools, but the friction in how intelligence moves through the system. Information and evidence provided by businesses to police or other enforcement agencies does not always translate into visible action, feedback, or case progression. This weakens confidence in reporting and reduces the flow of intelligence that is essential to tackling repeat and organised offending effectively. Improving individual parts to policing and Trading Standards is important but without enabling and accelerating the processing of intelligence and active cases, it will be difficult to gain an accurate account of the challenge facing legitimate businesses and deliver tangible outcomes.

38. A further weakness in intelligence sharing, which could significantly improve the disruption of rogue businesses, is the absence of a consistently maintained, accessible national database of Trading Standards enforcement outcomes. As a result, intelligence on rogue operators is often held at a local level and is not routinely visible across local authority boundaries, limiting the ability to identify repeat offenders or prevent them relocating and reopening elsewhere.

39. While there are existing tools such as tobacco track-and-trace, and potential future licensing schemes for tobacco and vaping retailers, these do not currently provide a comprehensive, shared enforcement record across Trading Standards teams. A more effective approach would be the development of a national, searchable database where Trading Standards can record premises-level enforcement action and share this intelligence securely across local authorities. This would support earlier intervention, improve coordination between enforcement bodies, and help prevent rogue operators from re-establishing themselves in new locations without scrutiny of their prior history.

40. Retailers continue to invest heavily in crime prevention measures, including CCTV systems, but current business rates rules mean that businesses can effectively be penalised for investing in security infrastructure. ACS continues to call for CCTV systems to be exempt from business rates.

41. Although this isn’t neighbourhood specific, it is relevant for many local retailers trading in communities. There is a need for clearer guidance for retailers on the responsible use of facial recognition technology to identify prolific offenders who repeatedly target stores. Clearer guidance from the Information Commissioner’s Office and a review of the relevant legal frameworks would help support appropriate deployment while maintaining strong privacy safeguards.

To what extent do those working in neighbourhood policing have the knowledge, skills, technology and resources they need to best support the prevention and tackling of serious and organised crime?
42. This is best answered by a neighbourhood police officer working in the role.
What impact might the proposals in the White Paper, From Local to National: A New Model for Policing, have on the response to serious and organised crime, especially at a local level?
43. The proposals in the White Paper have the potential to strengthen coordination between local policing and national capabilities, which is particularly important given the increasingly organised and cross-border nature of offences such as shop theft, illicit trade and organised acquisitive crime. Greater intelligence sharing, improved use of data and stronger coordination across police forces could help identify and disrupt prolific offenders and organised criminal networks operating across multiple areas. From a retail perspective, it will be important that any reforms maintain strong neighbourhood policing links and local engagement with businesses. Retailers value having accessible local contacts who understand the specific issues affecting their communities and can coordinate responses with other agencies.
What further measures, if any, are needed?
44. Increased investment in Trading Standards
Trading Standards services remain significantly under-resourced, which limits their ability to respond effectively to the growing scale of illicit trade in local communities. ACS’ 2026 Crime Report shows that 85% of retailers believe the sale of illicit products has increased around their businesses, underlining the scale of the challenge. Additional funding is needed to strengthen enforcement capacity, support proactive disruption of organised criminal activity, and ensure effective implementation of existing and forthcoming regulations. ACS estimates that at least £140 million in additional funding will be required over the next five years to meet enforcement demands linked to vaping regulation alone.
As set out in the previous question, the Government will introduce a new Vaping Products Duty from 1 October, which HM Treasury estimated in its 2024 consultation response could raise approximately £525 million.[footnoteRef:13] Consideration should be given to giving a proportion of this revenue to strengthen frontline enforcement capacity, particularly within Trading Standards.  [13:  Vaping Products Duty: Consultation response] 

45. Improved reporting of illicit trade
Reporting systems for illicit trade should be modernised to ensure they are accessible, responsive and available at all times. At present, the Citizens Advice reporting system used for intelligence gathering is not fully accessible throughout the week, creating unnecessary barriers for businesses and the public reporting real-time criminal activity. A more accessible, user-friendly system would improve intelligence collection, help identify hotspots more quickly, and enable more targeted enforcement activity.
46. Improved access to enforcement intelligence
More effective enforcement against illicit trade requires better information sharing between agencies. Currently, police do not have access to tobacco track-and-trace data, limiting their ability to identify supply chains and link seizures to wider organised criminal networks. Providing appropriate access to this data would significantly improve intelligence-led enforcement and strengthen coordination between police, HMRC, Trading Standards and other partners.
47. Closure orders
ACS supports the strengthening of closure order powers to tackle persistent and bad-faith offenders, and recognises their value in disrupting criminal activity and protecting communities. However, it is important that any extension of these powers is accompanied by clear safeguards to ensure consistent and proportionate use. Enhanced powers must be applied on the basis of strong evidence to avoid unintended impacts on legitimate businesses and to maintain confidence in enforcement decisions.

June 2026
