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The 7,000-mile

trip Britain’s
olencars

are now taking

Gangs steal high-value British vehicles to order and ship

them as far as Uganda, with the help of corrupt officials.

zoE FLooD /n Nairobi investigates a sophisticated operation
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The black Audi Q7 vanished
when heavy snow covered
Britain’s South-east, shortly
before Christmas in 2010.
Four-and-a-half years later
it appeared again, in a park-
ing lot in the outskirts of the
Ugandan capital, Kampala.

In a small village just out-
side Maidstone in Kent,
Martin McSwiney, his wife
and their four children were
in their beds when noises
woke the couple almost five
years ago. “There was very
bad snow and my driveway is
quite steep, so one of the cars
was struggling to get downiit,”
Mr McSwiney remembered.
“I ran downstairs to find the
front door open.”

Thieves had broken into
the McSwineys’home, stolen
keysto the two family cars and
driven off with both of them.
An Audi A6 was recovered
that night, but the second
- the Audi Q7 - had gone.
When British police found the
Q7 while on the trail of a sto-
len Lexus in Kampala, offic-
ers also found Range Rovers,
BMWs, Mercedes and even a
Nissan Micra - all stolen from
Britain.

British police and their
East African partners seized
stolen UK cars worth more
than £1m in Uganda in June.
The record haul reveals how
organised criminal networks
are stealing high-value British
vehicles to orderand shipping
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them overseas, an established
supplyline that police warn s
getting worse.

“We began to see an
increase in the number of
carsbeingstolenlastautumn,”
Paul Stanfield, regional man-
ager for east and southern
Africain the Intelligence and
Operations Directorate of the
UK’s National Crime Agency,
told The Independent. “A con-
servative estimate of the total
value of motor vehicles stolen
across England and Wales in
the first three months of 2015
is around £100m, although
not all are exported.

“The route from London to
Kampala has been there for
several years but we’ve seen a
spike more recently,” said Mr
Stanfield, with the majority
of thefts taking place in Lon-
don and the south-east. The
pathways out of the UK usu-
allylead through the country’s
container ports, such as Felix-
stowe and Southampton.

Stolen vehicles are often
presented as “personal goods”
on container manifests and
sometimes covered up with
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It's pretty strange to see
a brand new Range Rover
Sport from Britain in a
dusty lot in Uganda
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items such as furniture. Mr
Stanfield says that outside
Britain there are “elements
in customs” working with
the gangs. “to help get the
cars through”.

A multi-agency initiative
targeting UK ports led to
the seizure of another £1.2m
worth of vehicles last Sep-
tember and more vehicles are
being intercepted. Detective
Constable Nathan Ricketts of
the National Vehicle Crime
Intelligence Service inter-
cepts up to adozen vehicles a
month at Southampton.

“Of these around half have
already been stolen and the
restarein the process of being
stolen through fraudulent
finance agreements,” he said.
“Over the year as a whole,
80-85 per cent of the vehicles
I’ve intercepted have been
destined for East Africa.”

But, with on average 9,000
container movements per day
at UK ports and just ahandful
of police officers focused on
the problem, finding stolen
vehicles in transit is difficult.
Once they leave the country,
they are harder to locate. The
major haul in Uganda came
only after police followed a
high-tech tracking device on
a Lexus RX450. The Lexus’
journey shows the complexity
of the network and the com-
plicity of some officials.

Aprestige hire vehicle man-
aged by asset protection firm
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APU Ltd, the Lexus first left
the UK in April for France.
A month later, further intel-
ligence located the car in
Oman, by which point all
parties had accepted that it
must have been stolen. Not
long after it was shipped to the
Kenyan port of Mombasa.
“When we reported it sto-
len, the potential for the car to
be used in a covert operation
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The locations of recovered vehicles reveal how

organised criminal networks are stealing and

Sea shipping them to Africa and Asia, an established
routes — supply line that police warn is getting more common
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became apparent,” said Neil “It’s pretty strange to see a
Thomas, a director of APU | brand-new Range Rover Sport
Ltd. “Our intelligence could | from Britainwith 2,000 miles
give the police detail of the | onthe clocksittinginadusty
route that it was travelling. | lotin Uganda.”
We had a £50,000 car that The British police have
weneeded togetback,butwe | been working with their
couldalsohelp the authorities | Ugandan counterparts to
dismantle the gang.” have the vehicles repatriated
Police tracked the Lexusas | to the UK. “We previously
it was transported overland | didn’t have the law enforce-
from Mombasa across the | ment efforts to understand
Ugandan border to Kampala. | these syndicates,” Asan Kas-
At some point on this last | ingye, assistant inspector
leg, the Lexus became alegal | general of Police and director
entity again and was trans- | forInterpoland International
ferred toabonded warehouse | Relationsin Uganda, told The
controlledbythe UgandaRev- | Independent. “Across East
Kampala, enue Authority. Africa, the problem is big.
where British DCRickettswas oneofthe | Ibelieve we would also find
police are expertswhotravelledto Kam- | vehicles stolen from the UK
working pala in pursuit of the Lexus. | in Rwanda, Tanzania, Kenya
with their “Weknew therewouldbelots | and South Sudan, as well as
Ugandan outtherebutwedidn’texpect | the Democratic Republic of
counterparts | tobesoeasy,” he said. “Once | Congo where law enforce-
to repatriate we got there [to the bonded | mentislimited.
stolen cars warehouses] it was like shoot- “We are dealing with very
ing fish in a barrel. well-organised syndicates,
“All of the high-value | transporters and people
vehicles were stolen and | within our system who reg-
none were well hidden. The | istervehicles. We need coop-
number-plates were missing | erationacrosstheregion [and]
and the Vehicle Identification | with colleagues in the UK.
Numbers had been ground These transcontinental
away, but there were still | criminal networks seriously
dealership stickers that quite | affect victims at both ends of
obviously showed ‘Manches- | the supply chain. A 49-year-
ter’ and other UK locations,” | old Ugandansurgeon lastyear
he said, of the 28 stolen vehi- | paid a used car import com-
cles seized. pany USh67m (over £15,000)

Stolen
vehicles
recovered
at UK ports.
Vehicles
worth
£1.2m were
recovered
at British
ports in

up-front for a Toyota Prado.
“When I pickeditup, theyhad
paid the taxes - it had registra-
tion plates and its paperwork
cleared by Uganda Revenue
Authority,” the doctor, who
wished to remain anonymous,
told The Independent.

Five monthslater, in March
this year, police stopped him
as he drove to his farm. After
scrutinising his documents,
they asked him to step out of
thevehicle. “The menroughed
me up and dragged me to the
ground. I was handcuffed and
declared to have stolen the car
from the UK.

“I was driven in an open
police pick-up back to Kam-
pala and locked up in a filthy
police cell for several days
without any formal charges or
accesstolegal representation,”
he added. “I was not allowed
to let my family know.”

He was only released after
colleagues came looking for
him in need of his medical
expertise, but it was some
time before his name was
cleared. “After I presented
Interpol with the original
papers, they called me to say
that I was not a car thief but
that I had bought a stolen car
from an import company.”
Police are still holding the
car, so the doctor has had to
buyanewvehicle. He hasalso

filed a case of illegal arrest and
incarceration and is trying to
launch a case against the com-
pany that sold him the vehicle,
something he describes as a
painful process. “I will never
in my life buy anything used
again,” he said.

Despite being covered by
insurance, the McSwiney
family in Kent also suffered.
“Where we live is very iso-
lated - the courtesy car was
gone after aweek and we had
no way of both taking the kids
toschool and getting to work,”
said Mr McSwiney, who is a
power engineer.

The family was relieved to
hear the car had been recov-
ered, although the insurance
claim had effectively trans-
ferred ownership to the insur-
ers. “It’s not my car anymore,
but 'mgladit’sbeen found and
they’re cracking down on this
circle,” said Mr McSwiney.

“You feel violated when
it’s your own house. My son
- who was seven at the time
- was deeply affected by the
robbery. Every night for eight
months afterwards, he would
goand check that the doorwas
locked before going to bed.
You don’t realise how serious
it is until it happens to you.”
With additional veporting
by Samson Ntale in
Kampala, Uganda
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