
When it comes to cargo theft, it seems anything that 
can fit in a semi-truck will do. Everything from 
apparel, cosmetics, perfume and electronics to 

prescription drugs, food and beverage is targeted by thieves 
– who regularly pull off heists from truck stops, parking lots 
and warehouses.

And while it’s a sizeable problem, especially in Texas, 
California, Georgia, New Jersey and Illinois, Florida tends 
to be hit particularly hard with the Sunshine State account-
ing for nearly 25 percent of the country’s reported cargo 
thefts in early 2014, according to the Florida Department of 
Transportation.

Just this past October, thieves stole 18 tons of Crisco short-
ening – valued at $100,000 – from a tow lot in St. Petersburg.

This might sound laughable if it wasn’t a $30-billion-a-year 
problem, which is only an estimate by the FBI. Figures are 
difficult to gauge largely because much cargo theft goes un-
reported or there is little consistency between jurisdictions.

“The problem is one jurisdiction will report it as a theft and 
one will report it as a burglary, and the next one as a vehicle 
theft,” said Marion County Sheriff ’s Detective Erik Dice, who is 
on the statewide theft task force. “People would report a theft, 
but report it under different formulations for value – whether 
it be retail value or remanufacture value or insured value. There 
is no tracking and not all agencies are required to report to 
Uniform Crime Reporting, which is done through the FBI.”

But one thing that can be agreed on is that cargo theft is a 
much bigger issue in America than anyone really knows.

A Multi-Billion Dollar Problem
With limited funding to combat this crime, Florida 
is one of the states hit hardest by cargo theft
By Lisa Kopochinski
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CARGO THEFT: 
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Is Florida a hotbed 
for cargo theft?
According to the National Insurance Crime Bureau (NICB), 
cargo theft in Florida remains a continuing problem just as 
it does in most states. Busy ports and transportation infra-
structure have made the Sunshine State an inviting target. 
But Florida doesn’t have a monopoly on cargo theft; wher-
ever goods are – sitting on roadways, railroad sidings or in 
warehouses – they are subject to theft.

The good news is that Florida law enforcement has been out 
front in dealing with the problem over the years, so now the 
landscape looks much better than a decade ago.

The NICB says products and services exist today that alert 
trucking companies to thefts in progress, route deviations 
and delays. This means the response to cargo theft is much 
improved thanks to cooperation among local, state, federal 
and even private-sector entities, all with a vested interest in 
thwarting this crime.

In fact, Florida law enforcement has long been the leader in 
advocating a more coordinated and collaborative response 
to cargo theft – a response that NICB helped shape, along 
with the Marion County Sheriff’s Office and the Miami Dade 
Task Force, since the establishment of the National Cargo 
Theft Task Force.

Keith Lewis, vice president of operations with CargoNet – a 
company created in 2009 to combat the cargo crime prob-
lem – says law enforcement often refers to cargo theft as an 
ethnic-bound crime.

“If you take the country and put dots on the map, we can tell 
you that each ethnic group has their own M.O.,” he said. “In North 
Hollywood, it’s the Armenians; in Chicago and the Midwest, it’s 
the Eastern Europeans.”

In Florida, thieves tend to be Latin American from the 
Dominican, Honduras and Cuba.

“Even though it’s the Cubans who are the lion’s share of the 
problem in Florida, over the years they have moved into Kentucky 
and Georgia,” said Lewis, who has worked both in law enforce-
ment and in the supply chain in operations and sales. “We have 
Cubans attacking the pharmaceutical shipments in Georgia. In 
fact, the Georgia Bureau of Investigation just made a big arrest in 
Georgia and the thieves were Cuban from South Florida.”

However, Lewis says we shouldn’t give these thieves too much 
credit for being organized. Often it’s families working together to 
commit these crimes with different family members performing 
specific tasks – such as driving the truck, creating fake IDs or sell-
ing the cargo to their network.

Dice agreed: “As a whole picture, it is not super organized. But 
it is organized within their cells, which operate independently of 
each other, even though sometimes you have a carrier between 
the two. Two groups may know the same warehouse broker in 
Miami, which means he’s providing a service to both groups. You 
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“ There are so many layers to [the supply] 
chain that you have to go back and 
figure out which layer failed and that 
makes it very hard sometimes.” 
–  Detective Erik Dice, Marion County Sheriff’s Department C
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have dozens of unrelated groups that are connected by fami-
ly members and friends, but there’s not a core hierarchy where 
there is a mastermind.”

How cargo theft happens
To get a sense of how cargo theft can be committed, Lewis de-
scribes one scenario.

“The thieves will scope out a copper manufacturing facility and 
stake out the gates with the most valuable commodities,” he said. 
“They’ll follow the truck for a few miles to see if the driver stops at 
the truck stop. If he goes in and eats and has a shower, the thieves 
steal the truck from there.”

Some thieves will place their own GPS units on the back of a 
trailer and monitor the truck from a distance.

“You can also buy GPS jamming devices that really do work,” 
said Lewis. “Another group in California specializes in online 
pickups. They steal the identity of the company. They’ll go in 
and steal the load using fake signs on the truck and an obscured 
or fake license plate. A week later when the load has not been 
delivered [to its intended location], the company has that ‘aha’ 
moment.”

Dice says once thieves have stolen cargo, they’re usually on 
the phone immediately with their networks figuring out who can 
move the product.

“Some of these products end up in flea markets and some in 
South America depending on what it is. Some is mingled with le-
gitimate warehouse inventory so it can be blended and sort of 
disappear.”

Dice says there are so many factors regarding how trucking 
companies move product. A manufacturer or supplier may hire a 
mom-and-pop driving team to actually drive the product. But the 
cargo may have been shipped to a third party before it was picked 
up by the driving team. Then it may get taken to another ware-
house in another location before it exits the country or goes into 
the supply channels.

“One of these companies along the way could have been 
duped,” said Dice. “There are so many layers to this chain that you 
have to go back and figure out which layer failed and that makes 
it very hard sometimes.”

What also makes this crime difficult to solve is a compa-
ny’s hesitancy to report it, instead considering it a cost of doing 
business.

“Therein lies the biggest problem,” said Lewis. “They don’t want 
it to get back to the shipper that they had a theft. They’d rath-
er say they lost it in transit because if the competition finds out 
about it, they can use this as a competitive tool.”

Lewis says companies also know that law enforcement doesn’t 
really get involved, largely because funding is so stretched.

“It’s a property crime – not homicide or a crime against a per-
son. It goes to the back of the priority list. The chance of recovery 
after 24 hours is zero, so rather than tie up all their resources in 
trying to track down the shipment, they will just file this with the 
insurance company, pay the claim and move forward.”

Fighting the problem
When it comes to cargo theft laws, Florida has some of the best 
ones in the country. But with the justice system overwhelmed 
with property crime cases and more funding for law enforcement 
to combat this type of theft needed, what can be done?

“Once we implement a new plan, [the criminals] do something 
to counteract the plan,” said Dice. “It’s a cat and mouse game. The 
biggest change in the last 10 years is that we have pushed a lot of 
the actual individual thefts out of Florida and into other states. 
There’s a lot of crime displacement. We have a long way to go, 
but we have changed a lot of laws over the years. We’ve included 
false DOT numbers, alterations to a fifth-wheel device on a semi-
tractor, singled out cargo theft and made decoy operations by law 
enforcement an automatic first-degree felony in Florida.”

Added Lewis: “Companies have to micromanage the process 
– just like they do safety. Know who your drivers are and where 
they are going. If they’re getting ready to take their DOT break in a 
bad area, stop them an hour before they get to that high-risk area. 
Until we make it harder for thieves to steal from the supply chain, 
it’s basically window shopping at the truck stop.” 

“ Companies have to micromanage the process 
– just like they do safety. Know who your 
drivers are and where they are going.” 
–  Keith Lewis, Vice President of Operations, CargoNet
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U.S. 2014 cargo theft by location
(Total percentage)
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On Route 
3%Side of Road 

6% Other 
3% Truck Stop 

24%

Parking Lot 
20%

Secured Yard 
18%
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14%
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10%
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