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Purpose of briefing 
To respond to Public Petition PE 1618 and provide a detailed update to the committee 
on the developing trends regarding motorcycle theft and misuse and clarify the ongoing 
work being carried out by Police Scotland to address the issue. 
  
Recap of key factors 
As reported previously, theft of motorcycles (MC’s) and their associated dangerous or 
anti social misuse has remained a persistent issue for many years across Edinburgh. 
While acknowledging the obvious distress and cumulative financial impact of this crime 
on the victims the most significant threat and risk relates to the reckless riding of the 
machines in public spaces, which in one case resulted in the tragic death of a juvenile in 
June 2016. 
 
The offender profile for Edinburgh MC crime is almost exclusively male youths, up to 30 
nominals, aged 14-22 years. Individuals identified through the enforcement and 
engagement process have been mapped and are subject of focussed consideration by 
both Youth Justice and adult Criminal Justice structures.  
 
Analysis of crime trends over recent years indicates a typical seasonal increase in MC 
theft and anti-social use during the period between April and September. This can be 
attributed to the natural ‘fair weather season’ preferred by most MC users on grounds of 
comfort and safety, including ‘touring’ season. This increased legitimate use correlates 
with the number of MC’s available for theft. Security is also a factor where close season 
(winter) security measures tend to be more substantial with bikes being ‘mothballed’ 
during inclement months. The timeframe also corresponds with the main Holiday period 
and increased availability of tourist’s bikes or those left while owners are absent.  
 
Crime pattern analysis shows most thefts occur in areas with a high density of 
commercial premises where commuters leave motorbikes insecure for short periods of 
time. In addition thieves often target premises such as guesthouses and hotels, 
preferred by tourists. Due to the notable absence of crime patterns, motorcycle thefts 
present as opportunistic in nature, suggesting that no particular area is of preference. 
Most offences are committed when vehicles are left in plain sight. It is worthy of note 
that very few are stolen from designated motorcycle parking bays, which provide ground 
anchorage points for securing bikes.  
 
Despite the high value of many of the bikes, approximately three-quarters of stolen 
bikes are successfully recovered, the majority within the North of the City. It remains the 
case that the cycle path network (former rail lines) is key to the moving, storing and 
retrieving stolen motorcycles hence the significant risk to pedestrians utilising same. 
These paths have no barriers or gates to prevent easy entry or egress by motorcycle. 
 
Update on current trends 
An analytical summary of the current crime picture is given below the graphs and 
figures. The success of Operation RAC to tackle Housebreaking and the subsequent 
theft of high value motorcars, which has seen a significant decrease this year, may have 



 

impacted on motorcycle theft. We know that a core group have been involved in both 
crime types and unsuccessful attempts to break into domestic dwellings has risen. A 
potential shift towards motorcycle crime may be an impact factor on the rise being seen 
this year. 
 

 

 
 
 

Theft and attempt theft of motorcycles April to February
2015/16 484
2016/17 702
3yr average 632

increase on previous year 45.0%
increase on 3yr average 11.1%  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Graph 2 –Theft of Motorcycles 

 
Theft of motorcycles April to February
2015/16 367
2016/17 514
3yr average 486

increase on previous year 40.1%
increase on 3yr average 5.8%  

 

 
 

Graph 3 –Attempted Theft of Motorcycles 
 

Attempted Theft of motorcycles April to February
2015/16 117
2016/17 188
3yr average 146

increase on previous year 60.7%
increase on 3yr average 28.8%  

 
Analytical Summary 
There is an increase of 45.0% in thefts and attempted thefts of motorcycles this YTD 
(Apr to Feb) and this equates to 218 crimes.  There has also been an increase of 11.1% 
on the three-year average. 
 
The current trend has been reducing since a peak in June 2016, which can be seen in 
Graph 1.  The recent months of January 2017 and February 2017 are showing 
increases and this is mainly attributable to increases in attempted thefts, which is 
illustrated in Graph 3.  In contrast, following a slight increase in thefts in January 2017, 
there has been a reduction in actual thefts in February 2017, which is shown in Graph 2.   
 
Seasonal trends indicate that we experience a higher volume of motorcycle thefts over 
the spring and summer months.  Last year saw a steep rise during spring and in order 
to address this the division put effective operational plans in place.  This resulted in the 
reversal of that trend at an early stage, which prevented a continuation of this situation 
over the summer months. 

 



 

Key offenders 
Over the preceding year, a number of recidivist offenders, acknowledged as being 
‘ringleaders’ for this crime have been arrested and charged with multiple counts of 
offences relating to MC theft and disorder. These individuals have been mapped owing 
to their involvement in wider criminality with some linked to Organised Crime Groups.  

 
All of the top offenders are subject of focussed activity by Youth Justice, Criminal 
Justice and Social work structures.  

29 males and one female have been charged with theft of a motorcycle over the last 
financial year in Edinburgh. It should be noted that the oldest person in this group is 24 
years of age, while the youngest is 15 years of age. 10 of the offenders have been 
charged with 2 or more crimes, and 2 of those offenders have been charged with 8 and 
9 crimes respectively. The majority of juvenile offenders are subject to supervision 
orders in the community and 1 adult male remains in custody. 

With reference to the reckless use of motorcycles it is apparent the persistently defiant 
conduct of the perpetrators coupled with direct feedback from engagement sessions 
with those involved confirms most individuals derive a great deal of satisfaction, Kudos 
and status among their peer group due to social media exposure of their disruptive 
activities.  

 
In an effort to directly address this unhealthy ‘culture’ and highlight both the risks and 
community impact, bespoke community engagement events were held at the two main 
Secondary Schools feeding the Northwest area. Approximately 80 children, some of 
whom were specially selected from the offending group, received inputs from a variety 
of contributors comprised of former convicts, victims, emergency service reps, 
community figureheads and a sporting celebrity, currently recovering from life changing 
injuries resulting from a motorcycle accident. Both attracted local print and TV media 
exposure. 

 
This also included focused audience participation in groups and is considered to be an 
effective conduit to a key age group involved or on the periphery of the issue. Feedback 
from one community project reflected subsequent uptake by multiple youths citing these 
sessions as influencing their decision to make different choices. Further events are 
planned for 2017. 

 
Looking forward 
 
Tackling this problem remains a key Priority for Edinburgh Division. The issue 
concerning anti social and dangerous use of motorcycles is subject of daily review and 
tasking as part of the Northwest locality tasking and coordination meetings as well as 
featuring prominently in the local Community Improvement Partnership under 
#StrongerNorth. 
     
2017 will see a renewed deployment of Operation Soteria, which was the bespoke 
strategy launched in May 2016 to ensure a coordinated and effective multi agency plan 
was deployed to reduce the above-mentioned risks and target the offenders. 

 
Operation Soteria utilises a suite of options as part of a ‘4 Ds’ approach, Disrupt, 
Detect Deter & Divert, and in addition to proven effective diversionary activities, 
instigates intelligence led days of action supported by a broad range of local and 
National Police Scotland assets such as; 



 

 
 ‘Evidence Gathering Teams’ utilising High definition cameras to disrupt and 

record. 
 Decoy bikes supported by directed surveillance teams to deter and detect. 
 Divisional ‘Vehicle Crime Team’ coordinating with local Alcohol and Violence 

Reduction Units (LAVRU) to maximise investigatory reach. 
 Responsive CCTV coordination as part of a Division wide trigger plan in 

cooperation with City of Edinburgh Council (CEC) and Bilston Glen Police 
Control Centre. 

 Roads Policing Unit Crime car, enhanced through provision of local officers to 
expand reach. 

 Regular tasking of national assets, Safer Communities Prevention Task 
Force, Operational Support Unit, Air Support Unit, ‘Off Road’ Motorcycles 
coordinated to pre-empt known peak periods or address identified hotspots. 

 Additional local resources from other parts of the City for focused seasonal 
activity. 

 Criminal Justice Cooperation with COPFS to identify and target mapped 
offenders as part of a bespoke CJ strategy to prioritise case handling and 
ensure relevant cases are considered in terms of the aggravation associated 
with significant community impact.   

 
Activity is already underway to pre-empt and manage the early emergence of the 
disorderly use of motorbikes in the Northwest locality, again resulting from the recent 
favourable weather.  
 
The first of a programme of meetings under Operation Soteria in 2017 was held on 9th 
March to formalise the Divisional command structure and deployment plans and aims to 
coordinate the deployment of Divisional and National Police resources supported by a 
pre-existing action plan based around the 4D’s strategy. Specific attention will be 
afforded to peak demand periods such as the designated School holidays, commencing 
with the Easter break. 
 
The City Wide Community Improvement Partnership (CIP) was convened last Summer 
and works toward a multi-agency thematic action plan addressing longer-term 
sustainability.  
 
This City CIP action plan is making progress in the following areas, 
 
THEME ACTIVITY 
People and  
Families 

 Action Plan template for ‘high tariff ‘ individuals who are seen 
as to include specific input/work regarding MC theft and 
consequences.   

 Housing manager’s dialogue with Council Solicitor to explore 
possible sanctions for those involved in MC crime.  

 Joint CEC Police review of actions to target Top 10 offenders 
for support or diversion / route out of crime.  

 Individual Action Plans in place for identified youths at risk 
reviewed at Youth TAC’s and assigned SW to ensure that the 
right support is in place to enable a change in behaviour. 

Education  Work with School Liaison officer and SFARS rep to develop 
suitable message to deliver to P7 groups attending the ‘Risk 



 

Factory’ education days. 
 I.D. appropriate schools and develop bespoke ‘hard hitting’ 

programme for inclusion in curriculum outlining the dangers of 
Motorcycle Theft / misuse. 

Community  Develop programme and identify core group/families who 
might benefit from ‘Aid and Abet’ and other diversionary / 
“community impact” input from 3rd sector and community 
representatives.  

 Seek more input from Communities encourage more 
ownership involvement in issue.  

 “Communities in Motion” project have agreed to develop a 
pilot programme that will be delivered in the North East 
Locality with links being developed into ‘Strongernorth’ locality 
to explore shared benefits of the programme approach. 

Communications  CEC comm’s department exploring ways in which to support 
Police comm’s plan and provide a consistent message and re-
assurance. 

Environmental 
(Roads/ paths) 

 ‘Sustrans’, “Active Travel” team and Council transport officer 
for cycling to ensure awareness of motorcycle issues, secure 
help alerting people to report discarded bikes or safety advice 
issues.  

 Consulting CEC Planning or Economic Development to 
explore the inclusion of improved security facilities as a 
‘Planning Condition’. 

 NE roads manager to explore potential ‘physical deterrent 
measures’ on pathways to reduce risk to pedestrians / 
cyclists. 

 Ensure signage and warnings on footpaths are present and in 
order. 

 
Following a break during the festive period, the group reconvened in January for an 
initial meeting to discuss roles and priorities for 2017. It is due to meet again mid-March 
to pre-empt the anticipated increased seasonal demand starting from Easter onwards. 
 
Conclusion 
The determined efforts to address this persistent generational problem over the 
preceding year have made it abundantly clear responsibility to address this city wide 
risk to community safety cannot rest solely with Police Scotland. A substantive and 
lasting solution will only be achieved through a consolidated approach among all the 
relevant stakeholders and the community of Northwest Edinburgh. 
 
In terms of the public sector agencies, this is being progressively achieved through the 
ongoing partnership work described above through Operation Soteria and the 
respective CIP’s as well as meetings convened by a coalition of MSP’s.  
 
It is acknowledged further opportunities for improvement and intervention still exist and 
will be explored in line with the 4 D’s approach as we go forward.   

    
Crime prevention advice has been consistently issued across a broad spectrum of 
media and through direct engagement and this work will continue along with targeted 
patrols and the use of National assets across Police Scotland to support Edinburgh 
Division and the community of Northwest Edinburgh. 


