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Executive Summary 

 
The aim of this ForeCAST report is to identify, for cargo and insurance fraud professionals, the problems, 
methods, and costs associated with cargo theft.  In a proactive effort to identify and combat cargo theft, the 
National Insurance Crime Bureau (NICB) has prepared the following report on the 747 NICB identified cargo 
thefts in 2010.  The report is an overview of cargo thefts trends and patterns in 2010.  
 
Cargo theft is a costly and significant threat to both retail and insurance companies with a Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (FBI) estimated yearly price tag of $30 billion dollars.  
 
The NICB has identified high levels of cargo theft in several high volume transit areas of the United States; for 
example, Los Angeles, Dallas, Memphis, Chicago, and Atlanta are among the US cities most affected by cargo 
theft.  Transportation and cargo related assets are high in these areas, providing thieves with easy access to 
large amounts of cargo.  Electronics, food, and clothing were identified by the NICB as the top three identified 
commodity types for cargo theft in 2010.  All three commodities are relatively easy for criminals to sell after the 
theft. 
 
Although cargo theft is a large and growing problem, cargo and insurance fraud professionals can make a 
difference.  By following simple, common sense, guidelines many instances of cargo theft can be avoided, 
saving businesses and consumers millions of dollars a year in lost revenue and insurance claims.    
 

Cargo Theft: An Overview 

 

Scope of the Problem 
 
The FBI defines cargo theft as any commercial good stolen between its origin and final destination. This 
includes thefts from trains, semi-tractors, boats, warehouses, and many 
other transportation and storage locations. Please see Appendix 1 for an 
overview of various transportation types. 
 
Although the total number and value of cargo theft each year is hard to 
identify, recent FBI estimates place the loss value at $30 billion dollars a 
year, resulting in an estimated 20% mark-up in retail prices for consumers.  
In addition to the monetary costs of cargo theft there is also the human cost, 
with the potential for truck drivers and employees to be hurt during cargo 
thefts (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2010). 
 
 
 
 
Access the Link Below for a Video Showing the Highlights of the 2010 National Cargo Theft Summit in Washington, DC: 2010 Cargo Theft Summit 
 

http://youtu.be/CeabU-034mo
http://youtu.be/CeabU-034mo
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Cargo Theft Methods 
 
Cargo theft can happen anywhere at any time; however, as with most crimes, there are identified patterns with 
a higher likelihood of cargo theft occurring at truck stops, parking lots, warehouses, and port cities: All areas 
where large numbers of commercial vehicles can be found (NICB 2010).  Many cargo thefts occur shortly after 
the driver has left the warehouse usually within 200 miles or four hours.  Thieves will follow drivers until they 
stop, at which time the cargo is stolen, often in less than five minutes.  In addition to thefts of cargo while in 
transit, there is a growing trend of cargo thefts involving “fraudulent pickups.”   
 
A fraudulent pickup is where a driver or trucking company (often accessing cargo load information through 
online brokering sites) impersonates a legitimate carrier and secures a contract to transport cargo.  The cargo 
is then stolen, often with no trace of the fraudulent driver or trucking company (Freightwatch International 
2011). 
 

NICB Identified Cargo Thefts: 2010 
 

Using various methods the NICB collected information on 747 incidents of cargo theft in 2010, with an 
identified loss value of over $171,000,0001.  Although not exhaustive, the information identified in this report 
does represent a conservative picture of recent trends and patterns in cargo thefts, closely mirroring similar 
industry reports.   
 
Shown below are tables, graphs, and maps identifying cargo thefts by location, month, and commodity type.  
Some of the 747 NICB identified incidents may not be represented, as not all of data contained complete 
information. 
 

2010 NICB Identified Cargo Thefts by State 

State Number of Cargo Thefts 

 

State Number of Cargo Thefts 

 

State Number of Cargo Thefts 

CA 247 IN 7 NE 1 

TX 91 MA 6 MT 1 

FL 66 KY 6 LA 1 

IL 56 CT 6 KS 1 

TN 40 VA 5 CO 1 

GA 39 OK 5 WY 0 

NJ 17 AZ 4 VT 0 

MD 15 AL 4 SD 0 

OH 14 WI 3 OR 0 

MI 14 NY 3 ND 0 

PA 13 NV 3 MN 0 

NC 13 UT 2 ME 0 

NM 12 IA 2 ID 0 

MO 11 WV 1 HI 0 

SC 10 WA 1 DE 0 

AR 10 RI 1 DC 0 

MS 8 NH 1 AK 0 

 
California was identified as the top state for cargo thefts in 2010 with 247 NICB identified incidents.  The 
second highest state for 2010 was Texas (91) with 63% fewer identified cargo thefts than California.  Twelve 
states had no NICB identified cargo thefts in 2010. 
 
Access the Following Link to View all of the NICB’s Cargo Related Taskforces (NICB Website Access Required): NICB Cargo Taskforces 

                                                 
1 Not all NICB identified cargo theft information had an identified loss value 

https://www.nicb.org/search/task_force_search?kw=cargo&st=&typ=&num=5
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February had the most NICB identified cargo thefts in 2010 with 113.  Further analysis of the monthly cargo 
theft data revealed no specific trends or patterns in 2010.  This is in line with overall cargo theft patterns which 
are cyclical in nature but often vary from year to year, making single year theft patterns difficult to identify 
(Freightwatch International 2011). 
 

2010 NICB Identified Cargo Thefts by Commodity Type 

Commodity Cargo Thefts Commodity Cargo Thefts 

Electronics 139 Construction Materials 26 

Other 118 Appliances 19 

Food 108 Heavy Equipment 8 

Clothing 73 Medical Supplies 7 

Automotive 52 Controlled Pharmaceuticals 5 

Beverages 46 Furniture 5 

Metal 36 Infant Formula 5 

Health and Beauty 34 Over the Counter Pharmaceuticals 2 

Unknown 34 Firearms 1 

Pharmaceuticals 29   

 
 
The commodity type of “electronics” was identified by NICB as the most stolen cargo 
type in 2010 at 139 thefts.  Electronics, food, and clothing were identified as the top 
three commodity types (excluding other). All three commodities are relatively easy 
for criminals to sell after they are stolen with many of the goods being resold online, 
at flea markets, and overseas. 
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2010 NICB Identified Cargo Thefts: A Geographic Analysis 

 
To aid in the identification of patterns and trends, the NICB completed a geographic analysis of the 2010 NICB identified cargo thefts.  The outcome 
of this analysis is three maps.  Each map depicts cargo thefts on a different geographic scale: by state, core based statistical area (CBSA)2, and 
city.  Analysis of the geographic data can be found on page eight of this report. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 “The term "Core Based Statistical Area" (CBSA) is a collective term for both metro and micro areas. A metro area contains a core urban area of 50,000 or more population, and a micro area contains an urban core of at least 10,000 (but less than 50,000) 
population.”  (U.S. Census Bureau Website) 
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Geographic Analysis- 

 
Analysis of the geographic data represented above 
shows a concentration of cargo thefts in the 
metropolitan areas of Los Angeles, Dallas, Memphis, 
Chicago, and Atlanta. All of these areas have 
substantial cargo and transportation related facilities 
providing thieves with easy access to large amounts of 
cargo.  
 
The CBSA with the most cargo thefts in 2010 was the 
“Los Angeles-Long Beach-Riverside, CA” at 126 NICB 
identified cargo thefts in 2010.  Los Angeles, CA is 
one of the most active seaports in the country, with 
vast amounts of cargo from Asia offloaded for 
transport throughout the US every day. 
 
 
Memphis, TN was the individual city with the most 
NICB identified cargo thefts in 2010 at 24.  The Memphis is a crossroads for interstate trucking with a large 
number of truck stops and warehouse facilities in the area.    
 

Cargo Theft: Prevention 

 
Preventing a loss before at happens is essential to reducing the harmful economic and personal costs of cargo 
theft.  Most thefts of cargo are never recovered and those that are often contain damaged or tainted products 
that cannot be resold.   
 
In addition to initial economic impact many products can be harmful if improperly stored and resold, particularly 
food products and pharmaceuticals.  Infant formula is especially concerning as thieves have been known to 
change the expiration date on the product before it is sold to an unsuspecting buyer (Engel 2010). 
 
To assist anti-cargo theft professionals the NICB has compiled several tips to reduce cargo theft:  
 

 Screen Employees: Conduct a background check to screen all employees, but at a minimum, drivers and 
warehouse employees as well as anyone who has access to shipment information and other logistics details.  
This is the first line of defense against employee theft and potential involvement in cargo crimes. 

 Training for all Employees: Provide security training for all employees, and educate truck drivers in hijack 
awareness and prevention.  It is for their protection as well as for the cargo.  By training how to protect the truck 
from hijacking and theft, five important assets are safeguarded: employee, trailer, tractor, cargo, and customers.  
Experience shows that a driver who knows, understands and follows the tenets of security is less likely to have 
their truck targeted for theft. 

 In-Transit Security:  Consider in-transit security when deciding on shipment routing.  Cargo theft can be pre-
planned or opportunistic.  It can involve an inside informant, someone who stakes out and follows the truck, an 
experienced thief, organized crime, and a fence who will quickly dispose of the goods.   A good rule of thumb is 
to ask drivers not to stop within the first 200 miles (or four hours), use secured lots, and to avoid theft hotspots.  
Also, avoid assigning expensive loads to new drivers with less than 30 days on the job. 

 Conduct Audits: Conduct periodic supply chain audits, and look for gaps in shipment protection.  Cargo criminals 
are always coming up with new ways to defeat security devices and systems.  By assessing your own system first 
you will have the opportunity to close the gaps in your supply chain.   

 
 
 
To view the NICB brochure on Cargo Theft see Appendix 2: Cargo Theft Brochure 
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Conclusion 

 
Although cargo theft may seem a distant problem to most people, cargo 
and insurance fraud professionals know that it affects us all.  From 
higher retail prices to tainted food and medical supplies, all Americans 
suffer from cargo theft.     
 
However, utilizing their knowledge in the field, as well the information 
contained in this and other NICB reports, alerts, and brochures cargo 
and insurance fraud professionals can help to insure a positive 
outcome.  By following simple, common sense guidelines, many 
instances of cargo theft can be avoided, saving businesses and 
consumers millions of dollars a year in lost revenue and insurance 
claims.   
 
Cargo theft is not just the “cost of doing business,” it is a crime.  With a coordinated effort by cargo and 
insurance fraud professionals, law enforcement, and the public, a difference can be made.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This report was made possible by contributions from the 
California Highway Patrol and Crime Analyst Merri Hawkins 
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Appendix 1: 

 

Trucking 
Industry 

Intermodal 
Transportation 

Rail 
Transportation 

Mouse over each of the transportation 
modes, and click the hyperlink, to view a 
multimedia presentation.  

http://qwi.ki/dWPnhS
http://qwi.ki/gKt2Iv
http://qwi.ki/dWwIrB
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2010 NICB Identified Cargo Thefts 
Page 11 of 12 

 
 

 
   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
   

 

 
Bibliography 

 
Engel, Brent. "Authorities see growth spurt in theft of infant formula." Hannibal Courier-Post. Hannibal, Missouri, 

November 11, 2010. 
 
Federal Bureau of Investigation. Inside Cargto Theft. November 12, 2010. 

http://www.fbi.gov/news/stories/2010/november/cargo_111210/cargo_111210. 
 
Freightwatch International. "Fraudulent Pickups." April 29, 2011. 
 
Freightwatch International. "FreightWatch Special Report US Cargo Theft: A Five-Year Review." Special Report, 2011. 
 
National Insurance Crime Bureau. Cargo Theft. Brochure, NICB, 2010. 
 
 


