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Jim McLaren – NFU Mutual Chairman

BUILDING NEW PARTNERSHIPS  
TO TACKLE RURAL CRIME

As a farmer, I know that the theft of important 
machinery isn’t the worst thing about being a victim  
of rural crime. Neither is the inconvenience and stress 
of sourcing replacements and having to adjust farming 
activities. It’s the horrible feeling that criminals have 
brazenly staked out and targeted farmyards and fields, 
often only a few feet away from the family home. 

Then, working alone makes it all too easy for our 
problems to weigh us down and negatively impact 
our mental wellbeing. We aren’t great at sharing our 
problems. But we must talk about them more. 

Talk to your neighbours, who often face the same 
threats. Work with farm watch groups and your local 
rural police team. There’s much truth in the saying ‘a 
problem shared is a problem halved’.

Today it is evident that rural crime is becoming 
increasingly organised and ever more sophisticated, 
with examples of criminal gangs using technology such 
as drones to identify and scope out targets. 

To tackle these determined thieves, NFU Mutual is 
proud to provide financial support and expertise to the 
newly established National Rural Crime Unit (NRCU). 

Working alongside industry and lawmakers, NFU Mutual 
supported The Equipment Theft (Prevention) Act which 
came into law last summer. We hope to see similar 
legislation replicated in Scotland to tackle cross-border 
crime and will continue to work with partners to counter 
rural crime and stand against organised gangs.

Our close links to farming mean we understand the 
severe stress and disruption that rural crime is  
causing our members. Faced with continuing threats 
from organised thieves, it is vital farmers, their 
communities, and industry continue to work together  
to tackle rural crime. 
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STANDING STRONG TOGETHER 
As a mutual, we are here to support our members and 
their communities, and that goes beyond simply paying 
claims. In the last three years, we have invested more 
than £1m in initiatives to tackle rural crime. 

In 2023, NFU Mutual proudly became a major funder 
of the National Rural Crime Unit (NRCU). Established 
last April, the unit is staffed by police officers with 
experience in detecting and preventing rural crime, 
with investigative powers to track and intercept stolen 
machinery and equipment. It also shares intelligence 
across UK police forces and overseas.

Working hand-in hand with the NRCU, we strive to 
enhance their effectiveness through a dedicated team 
which shares claims data and insights, helps to identify 
areas at risk, and finds patterns to assist recoveries. 

This kind of collaboration saw the National Construction 
and Agri Theft Team, which sits under the NRCU, seize 
£3.1m worth of stolen vehicles and machinery in 2023. 
In 2024, NFU Mutual committed to funding the UK’s first 
dedicated livestock theft officer within the unit until at 
least 2027/2028.

We also continue to support the Scottish Partnership 
Against Rural Crime (SPARC) and are members of the 
Rural Crime Partnership in Northern Ireland. 

NFU Mutual was delighted the Equipment Theft 
(Prevention) Act was granted Royal Assent in summer 
2023, having been a key contributor in helping shape 
the legislation to protect farmers. The new law aims 
to prevent both the theft and re-sale of agricultural 
equipment such as quad bikes and ATVs by ensuring 
immobilisers and forensic marking is fitted as  
standard and a registration database is created.  
We hope this Act will be extended to include GPS kits 
in the future and would like to see similar legislation 
replicated in Scotland. 

There are more ways legislation can help tackle rural 
crime, including giving police more powers to combat the 
growing impact and cost of dog attacks on livestock. 
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Hannah Binns – Rural Affairs Specialist

LATEST TRENDS 
All the indications suggest rural crime is becoming 
more organised, sophisticated, and determined in its 
nature. Our latest figures estimate that that the cost 
of rural crime increased by 4.3% year-on-year in 2023, 
to £52.8m, as criminal gangs targeted farmyards and 
fields looking to cash in on continuing high inflation 
and ready resale markets domestically and overseas. 

Rural crime is not a new phenomenon by any stretch 
of the imagination, but there is a concerning rise in 
organised criminals targeting our farms and rural 
communities. A survey of NFU Mutual Agents, who are 
often embedded in the local communities they serve, 
found 91% believed thieves were more organised, with 
82% saying they knew farmers who had been impacted 
by rural crime in their area.

Shockingly, 77% of NFU Mutual Agents knew farmers 
who had been repeat victims, leaving farmers feeling 
vulnerable in what is not just their workplace but also 
their family home. 

Another big concern is that 86% of those Agents 
surveyed said rural crime was negatively impacting 
farmers’ mental wellbeing. This, alongside various 
industry challenges, makes it more important than 
ever for farmers and their families to speak out about 
anything that may be troubling them and seek support 
through charities such as the Farm Safety Foundation. 

“ ”
Rural crime certainly seems more organised 
and target-specific. We’ve had cases where 
individuals have been caught on CCTV scouting 
out the site before returning the following night 
– an unpleasant thought for any rural family.

Alister Green 
Senior Agent at NFU Mutual Holland

“ ”
Farmers are having to adapt how they run 
their businesses in order to combat rural 
crime. This involves increased costs, in 
addition to a very worrying current economic 
picture. There is significant increased stress 
in terms of losing stock and equipment.

Mark Wheeler 
Senior Agent at NFU Mutual Buckinghamshire 

It is clear co-ordinated efforts from insurers, farmers, 
manufacturers, police and politicians are key in 
providing a united response to the rural crime 
challenge presented by organised criminals and 
opportunistic thieves.
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LATEST TRENDS 

Agricultural vehicles and GPS theft 
Global Positioning Systems (GPS) were the hot 
ticket item for criminals throughout 2023, who 
travelled across the UK to steal these highly 
valuable and portable kits. Intelligence revealed 
thieves targeting several farms in one night before 
moving locations, often revisiting farmyards and 
fields weeks later to steal any replacements. 
Underlining this growing trend, in 2023 the cost 
of GPS theft reported to NFU Mutual rocketed by 
137% to an estimated £4.2m. GPS kits are vital 
to modern farming; without this sophisticated 
technology to guide combines and tractors, 
farmers and contractors can face severe delays and 
disruptions. Despite this, we’re pleased to report 
that the total cost of agricultural vehicle theft 
claims fell 9% to an estimated £10.7m in 2023. 

Dog attacks on livestock 
Complacency among some dog owners, alongside 
an inability to control their pets, saw farm animals 
worth an estimated £2.4m being severely injured 
or killed in dog attacks in 2023, up nearly 30% 
compared to the previous year. 

We’ve heard about incidents where dogs have 
chased, injured and killed livestock and the owner is 
powerless to stop it or nowhere to be seen. Farmers 
are also living in fear of repeat attacks, which cause 
horrific and needless suffering to farm animals, and 
can traumatise all involved in the aftermath. 

Despite these reports, NFU Mutual’s latest survey 
of over 1,100 dog owners found almost half 
believed their pet was not capable of injuring or 
killing livestock and 51% admitted their dog does 
not always come back when called. 

Livestock theft  
Rearing livestock takes months of planning, care 
and hard work so livestock theft is understandably 
devastating for farmers, both financially and 
emotionally. 

The estimated cost of livestock theft remained high 
in 2023 at £2.7m. Last year saw a spate of alarming 
incidents where farm animals were butchered in 
fields, an upsetting sight for those discovering 
the gruesome remains that the criminals had 
left behind. Livestock theft also has a disruptive 
impact on important breeding lines, as well as 
being a huge worry for farmers about the welfare 
and treatment of stolen stock. 

This is why in 2024, NFU Mutual has funded the 
UK’s first livestock theft officer at the NRCU to 
tackle this upsetting crime. 

Quad bike and ATV theft  
Quad bike and all-terrain vehicle (ATV) theft 
reported to NFU Mutual cost an estimated £3.2m 
in 2023, up 9% compared to the previous year. 
The very nature of farmland makes these vehicles 
essential to farmers’ ability to get around their 
fields and effectively complete work, making a theft 
highly disruptive, especially during peak seasons. 

Unfortunately, the very benefits that quads 
and ATVs offer farmers also makes them highly 
attractive to thieves, who will often flee a farm on 
a stolen vehicle.

“ ”
Victims certainly feel the disruption.  
GPS domes are the biggest target and when 
missing, some tasks are impossible, and it 
makes some kit inoperable. It also appears 
that there are multiple hits in one night, 
often spanning a large area.

Ian Maddever  
Senior Agent at NFU Mutual Cornwall

“ ”
We have seen a trend of sheep thefts.  
These appear to have been thought out  
and well planned, all in areas where no-one 
can see them or with easy access and  
get-away routes.

Kathryn Taylor 
Agent at NFU Mutual Limavady
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Case study

GPS THIEVES TARGET ARABLE FARMER
Thieves stole a John Deere GPS dome and screen from arable farmer  
Peter Chapman’s tractor on the one night of the year he didn’t remove  
it from the vehicle and lock it away.
Peter, who farms around 600 acres of arable land at Thornton, near 
Middlesbrough, said he only realised the vital equipment had been stolen, 
early last year, when a neighbour called to say his farm had been hit.
When he checked his own tractor, Mr Chapman discovered the tractor  
door open, the dome missing from the roof and the screen taken from  
inside the cab. The stolen goods were worth a total of £12,000.
He said: “We always take the GPS systems off the tractors at the end of the 
day but on this occasion I had had a bad day and a mechanical breakdown 
and I just forgot.  A neighbour called me next morning to say he had been hit 
by thieves and when I checked I realised I had been too.”
Security cameras in the farmyard had broken down shortly before the theft 
and new ones had been on order but hadn’t arrived – leaving the farm 
vulnerable to thieves.  
Since the incident new cameras fitted with alarms have been installed and 
the domes and screens are removed from farm vehicles at the end of every 
working day and safely locked away, he said.
Mr Chapman, who is the fifth generation to farm this land, said they had  
been largely unaffected by crime in previous years.  
“We had a Land Rover stolen more than 20 years ago and a quad bike a bit 
after that, but there has been a spate of these GPS thefts around us recently.”
Peter said his case had been quickly and efficiently dealt with by NFU Mutual.

“ ”
We always take the GPS systems off the 
tractors at the end of the day but on 
this occasion I had had a bad day and a 
mechanical breakdown and I just forgot.

Peter Chapman 
Arable Farmer
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Advice on tractor security

Advice on ATV security

Advice on farm security

Advice on GPS security

MEASURES TO PROTECT FARMS
Tackling rural crime is a collaborative 
effort and there are some measures the 
rural community can take which, alongside 
new legislation and police work, can help 
fortify their homes and businesses.

No two farms or rural businesses are  
the same, but there are some tried 
and tested measures proven to deter 
determined criminals. 

Here, NFU Mutual experts share their top tips for securing farm businesses: 

• �Install CCTV, security lighting  
and alarms 

• �CESAR mark, etch or mark farm name 
and postcode onto kit

• �Add tracking devices and  
immobilisers onto vehicles 

• �PIN protect GPS systems and apply 
manufacturer stickers 

• �Use mechanical immobilisers  
such as steering wheel or pedal locks 
on vehicles

TECHNICAL

• �Close and lock gates 

• �Remove keys for vehicles and store 
them in a safe, secure place 

• �Park farm machinery and vehicles 
out of sight, preferably in a lockable 
building

• �Lock away high-value items like GPS 
systems 

• �Mark livestock and property 

• �Note serial and chassis numbers of 
items you own 

• �Animals are still effective early warning 
systems, with noise scaring criminals off

PHYSICAL

• �Report all crimes and suspicious 
activity to the police

• �Join and participate in rural watch 
groups like Farm Watch scheme

• �Use local WhatsApp groups for 
immediate updates on suspicious 
sightings 

• �Use the Crimestoppers number, 
0800 555 111, to report rural crime 
anonymously 

SOCIAL
Watch our videos to get insight on 
how you can protect your interests
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COUNTING THE COST OF RURAL CRIME

Region or Country Cost in 2022 Cost in 2023 % change  
from 2022

East £6.6m £7.1m 8.4%

Midlands £12.5m £11.7m -6.7%

North East £8m £8.6m 7.3%

North West £3.2m £3.2m 1.4%

Northern Ireland £2.5m £2m -21.3%

Scotland £1.4m £1.8m 34.9%

South East £9.3m £8.9m -3.8%

South West £5m £7m 41.9%

Wales £2.3m £2.4m 6.7%

Total £50.6m £52.8m 4.3%

Estimates based on NFU Mutual claims statistics, costs rounded to the nearest £100,000. Percentage changes are based on exact figures.

Based on NFU Mutual’s claim statistics, we estimate that rural crime cost the UK £52.8m in 
2023, up 4.3% on the previous year. 

Figures fluctuated across the UK, with rises in Scotland (up 34.9% to an estimated £1.8m) 
and Wales (up 6.7% to an estimated £2.4m) while Northern Ireland saw a decrease, down 
21.3% to an estimated £2m. In England, the South West region saw the biggest rise in the 
cost of rural crime, up 41.9% to an estimated £7m. 

AGRICULTURAL VEHICLE THEFT  
COST AN ESTIMATED £10.7M*

9% decrease on 2022

GPS THEFT  
COST AN ESTIMATED £4.2M*

137% increase on 2022

QUAD AND ATV THEFT  
COST AN ESTIMATED £3.2M*

9% increase on 2022

LIVESTOCK THEFT  
COST AN ESTIMATED £2.7M *

no change from 2022

*Claims costs to NFU Mutual
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COUNTING THE COST OF RURAL CRIME

The 10 worst affected counties by cost in 2023

Rank and County 2022 2023 % change  
from 2022

1. Essex 1,495,104 2,721,887 82.1%

2. Lincolnshire 2,218,549 2,514,476 13.3%

3. Shropshire 3,580,835 2,340,795 -34.6%

4. Cambridgeshire 2,094,622 2,022,161 -3.5%

5. Kent 1,889,821 1,859,887 -1.6%

6. Staffordshire 1,691,740 1,841,750 8.9%

7. Lancashire 1,341,612 1,559,866 16.3%

8. North Yorkshire 1,910,030 1,559,245 -18.4%

9. Warwickshire 1,214,324 1,438,671 18.5%

10. Hampshire 1,372,662 1,438,512 4.8%

Estimates based on NFU Mutual claims statistics, costs rounded to the nearest £1. Percentage changes are based on exact figures. 

8.
North 

Yorkshire

£1.6m

2.
Lincolnshire

£2.5m

7.
Lancashire

£1.6m

6.
Staffordshire

£1.8m
3.

Shropshire

£2.3m

9.
Warwickshire

£1.4m

4.
Cambridgeshire

£2m

5.
Kent

£1.9m

1.
Essex

£2.7m

10.
Hampshire

£1.4m
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Superintendent  
Andrew Huddleston 
Head of The National  
Rural Crime Unit

MEET THE NATIONAL RURAL CRIME UNIT (NRCU)

Detective Sergeant  
Christopher Piggott 
Team Supervisor, NCATT  
(National Construction and 
Agricultural Theft Team)

Martin Beck
NRCU’s Livestock  
Theft Co-ordinator

“

”

It is worrying that the cost of rural crime across the UK remained 
high in 2023. There is strong demand and value for used 
equipment across the world and intelligence has revealed some 
crimes are being committed by well-organised crime groups 
with international links. These criminals are willing to travel the 
length and breadth of the UK to get what they want, and in some 
cases have a ‘shopping list’ of items to steal. 

The last 12 months has seen real value in industry and policing 
working together. Despite the limitations of a small team, the 
NRCU has brought co-ordination, better information sharing  
and crucial operational support and training for forces.  
NRCU has also been fundamental in drafting the Equipment 
Theft Prevention Act 2023, mandating immobilisation and 
forensic marking which we know does reduce thefts and 
increases recoveries. 

I’d like to thank the large number of officers and police staff 
across the UK that are committed to tackling rural crime but also 
to NFU Mutual for their unwavering support and funding. The 
results and successes we’ve seen in the past year would not 
have happened without this combined commitment.

“

”

“

”

In the agricultural world, some regions were hit harder than 
others last year. Tractors were targeted by organised crime 
groups (OCG) in and around Staffordshire and Worcestershire, 
together with telehandlers (a hydraulic lifting machine used 
to carry and place heavy materials) which were also a popular 
choice for thieves nationally. Last year saw telehandlers and other 
agricultural vehicles stolen to be used to smash through shop 
frontages and drag cash machines away, causing thousands of 
pounds of structural damage to buildings in doing so. A number 
of arrests have been made and there has been a slight decline 
in the early parts of 2024 in tractor theft, but farmers must 
remain vigilant.

GPS thefts were a big problem in the second half of 2023, with 
active OCGs travelling across the UK committing overnight 
thefts. The team has been able to assist in identifying suspects 
and secure successful convictions, with a number of stolen 
systems recovered. This saw a significant decrease in GPS 
thefts earlier this year, but now they are picking up again. 
Operation Walrus is targeting these organised criminals and 
we are working with Europol and UK rural crime teams to share 
information and disrupt offenders’ movements.

Food security and disease risk are high up on the farming 
agenda. Livestock theft is a challenging issue facing the 
industry but what progress has been made to understand the 
issue; Who are the offenders? How are they operating? Are the 
disease and public health risks recognised and what can be 
done to reduce theft? 

The Livestock Theft Coordinator’s role is important to both the 
industry and police. Farmers want to have confidence that the 
police do everything they can to deter and catch offenders, 
while the police need to have confidence in their actions to do 
that. My role will give forces across the UK greater support to 
deal with the problem. 

In the second half of 2024, the NRCU will launch Operation 
Foldyard to focus police activity and encourage agencies  
with livestock enforcement responsibilities to work together.  
The police cannot deal with livestock theft alone and we need 
those in the agricultural and meat sector to speak out and  
help us tackle this crime.
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To find out more about how we use your  
personal information and your rights,  
please go to nfumutual.co.uk/privacy 

The National Farmers Union Mutual Insurance 
Society Limited (No.111982). Registered in England. 

Registered Office: Tiddington Road,  
Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire CV37 7BJ. 

REP-RUR-0824 

THE UK’S LEADING RURAL INSURER 
NFU Mutual offers a wide range of products, including general insurance, life, pensions, 
and investments. These products and services are delivered through our network of 
NFU Mutual Agent offices, as well as through our direct sales and service centres. 

With more than 280 local businesses located in rural towns and villages throughout the UK, 
NFU Mutual has become part of the fabric of rural life and remains committed to serving the 
needs of our members nationwide. 

NFU Mutual is proud to deliver more than simply insurance. Making farming safer, 
supporting rural initiatives across the UK and helping to look after the environment  
are just some of the ways we support our communities.

Join in the conversation using #RuralCrimeReport  

 @nfum  nfu-mutual  NFU Mutual  nfu_mutual

Report Rural Crime 
In an emergency always call 999, otherwise call 101. 

Want to remain 100% anonymous? Contact the independent charity Crimestoppers online at crimestoppers-uk.org or by calling 0800 555 111.

https://www.nfumutual.co.uk/
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