
As part of service strategies to reduce 
underage sales of tobacco, prevent unfair 
competition to legitimate businesses and 
reduce the level of business crime, South 
Ayrshire Trading Standards has focussed 
resources on illicit tobacco sellers. The service 
enjoyed some success against a well known 
group, securing an Enforcement (‘banning’) 
Order under the Enterprise Act 2002 as well 
as criminal convictions. Other enforcement 
actions have been implemented against 
another minor figure not connected with the 
group. In the last three years South Ayrshire 
Trading Standards reported 39 charges to 
the local Procurator Fiscal in relation to illicit 
tobacco sales. 

The service had no other information from 
HMRC, the public or business sector about 
anyone else operating in the South Ayrshire 
area. However, not being complacent and, 
following a successful STCA Scotland event 
in September 2010 on Illicit Tobacco Sales, a 
twelve month long initiative was launched in 
February 2011 aimed at raising awareness of 
the issue of illicit tobacco sales in the South 
Ayrshire area. It was hoped that the initiative 
would provide information on any alleged 
sellers that the service is unaware of.

The illicit tobacco trade encourages children 
and young people to smoke. A recent survey 
by Trading Standards in the North West of 
England showed that as it becomes harder for 
the under 18s to buy from legitimate traders 
they are increasingly turning to illicit sources 
such as street sellers, “fag” or “tab houses” or 
even ice cream vans.

Tackling the Sale of Illicit 
Tobacco in South Ayrshire

Background

The product targeted is illegal or illicit 
tobacco which can be smuggled, bootlegged 
or counterfeit.

Smuggled: these are generally legitimately 
manufactured tobacco products which have 
evaded payment of tax by being illegally 
transported, distributed and sold. 

Bootlegged: these are tobacco products 
which are purchased in a country with a low 
level of taxation and illegally brought into the 
UK, evading payment of tax. 

Counterfeit: these are illegally manufactured 
tobacco products which are often made 
abroad, but sometimes in the UK by criminals 
who are not the legitimate manufacturer 
of the counterfeit brand. They are sold 
cheaply and tax free. Counterfeit products 
are produced from inferior materials and vast 
profits are made throughout the supply chain. 

What is illicit tobacco?



Apart from the health risks Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) estimates that the 
illegal trade results in £2.5bn a year in lost revenue. The activity also harms the businesses of 
legitimate traders such as local shopkeepers.

There is also evidence that the illicit tobacco trade has strong links to organised crime. Since 
2001 HMRC has seized over 14 billion cigarettes, broken up over 370 criminal gangs and 
issued over £35m worth of confiscation orders. Terrorist organisations are also suspected of 
using illicit tobacco to finance their activities.

The initiative aimed to bring different partners together to work effectively at obtaining 
the best outcomes possible, reducing and disrupting the availability of illicit tobacco and 
cigarettes in the area.  

The initiative aims were to:
•	 raise public awareness of the dangers and criminality behind the supply of illicit  
 tobacco
•	 change	a	perceived	culture	that	illicit	tobacco	sales	are	a	victimless	crime
•	 establish	the	level	of	availability	of	illicit	tobacco	in	the	South	Ayrshire	area
•	 encourage	the	public	to	report	activities	involving	illicit	tobacco
•	 help	reduce	the	level	of	addiction	resulting	from	illicit	tobacco
•	 work	effectively	with	the	agencies	involved	to	help	eradicate	the	problem
•	 use	the	provisions	of	the	Tobacco	and	Primary	Medical	Services	(Scotland)	Act	2010	to	
 tackle unregistered tobacco sellers (late 2011).  

The resources involved in the launch of this initiative were a  modest £1200, which covered 
the cost of the design of posters, photographs, leaflets and display material for circulation to 
different public places such as work places, licensed premises and medical centres.  This was 
helped by the use of the excellent resources of the council in house design team.

Resource Implication

Aims of the initiative
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In February 2011 an awareness campaign was launched through the medium of a poster and 
leafleting campaign at licensed premises, small retailers, specific smoking cessation clinics and 
work places.
  
The information was intended to explain the dangers of buying illicit tobacco and the 
importance of no longer buying it or to report illicit tobacco sellers. 

The Council Customer Services section helped taking anonymous calls and forwarding them to 
Trading Standards for action.  A script had been circulated in order that best information for 
action was obtained.

Trading Standards liaised with other partner 
agencies to consider what best enforcement 
action to take.

NHS Ayrshire and Arran carried out an 
anonymous survey of smokers attending 
smoking cessation clinics to ascertain the 
extent of the problem in the South Ayrshire 
area.  Clients attending clinics were also 
given the option to report information to the 
Trading Standards service anonymously. 
South Ayrshire Trading Standards debt 
advisors carried out the same survey on new 
clients.

Information gathered from the initiative was 
shared with enforcement partners.

The initiative is planned to run for twelve 
months after which an evaluation is to be 
carried out to determine the levels of illicit 
tobacco use identified, the level of additional 
intelligence generated by the campaign and 
the impact on cessation referrals.

There is a variety of partners involved in the initiative with different backgrounds, ranging from 
regulatory and enforcement bodies to health practitioners.  The agencies involved are:

•	 South	Ayrshire	Trading	Standards
•	 Strathclyde	Police
•	 HM	Revenue	and	Customs
•	 South	Ayrshire	Licensing	Section
•	 NHS	Ayrshire	&	Arran
•	 Local	small	businesses	through	their	respective	trade	associations.

Partners involvement

The initiative in action

Outcome measures
1) To collect information on previously 
unknown illicit sellers. 

2) To measure the level of availability of 
illicit tobacco in South Ayrshire and to 
target health resources to help reduce the 
number of addicted smokers.



This initiative is one of a number undertaken by the Trading Standards service in dealing with 
counterfeit goods.  This drive to eliminate the availability of counterfeit goods started with 
stopping the sale of counterfeit goods in licensed premises where work was undertaken with 
the licensing section to encourage licensees to prevent the sale of any counterfeit goods 
on their premises and report anyone involved in the activity.  This followed on from the 
’Fakes Cost Jobs’ initiative where Trading Standards worked with local employers to stop or 
discourage anyone supplying counterfeit goods in the work place. 

The survey of smokers indicated that 33% buy their tobacco from an illicit source (results as 
of end June 2011).  

As a result of complaints from the public, four seizures were made resulting in prosecution 
reports.  

A number of operations are still at the planning stage as a result of this initiative.

The picture so far

The	STCA	is	grateful	to	South		Ayrshire	Trading	Standards	Service	and	particularly	Team	Leader	
Hamid Gazem, as author of this case study. Hamid Gazem is an elected member of the STCA 
Coordinating group.

Enquiries relating to the case study may be made through the ASH Scotland Information Service: 
enquiries@ashscotland.org.uk 

An ASH Scotland briefing on illicit tobacco is available on the ASH Scotland website: 
http://www.ashscotland.org.uk/ash/4261 

STCA membership information is available at: 
http://www.ashscotland.org.uk/alliances/scottish-tobacco-control-alliance-%28stca%29 


