Liberal Democrat MP accuses Apple and Google of profiting from stolen phones amid rising UK thefts
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Martin Wrigley, a Liberal Democrat MP serving on the UK Parliament's technology committee, has raised serious allegations against tech giants Apple and Google, accusing them of profiting from an ongoing epidemic of mobile phone theft. During a recent committee meeting, Wrigley claimed that the companies continue to benefit financially as stolen devices are not adequately removed from their systems, allowing them to resell replacement units without addressing the underlying issue of theft. This assertion underscores a growing concern regarding the responsibility of major tech firms in the enabling of stolen smartphone resales.
The UK has witnessed a significant rise in mobile phone thefts, particularly in urban areas like London. In a recent analysis, the Metropolitan Police revealed that a large portion of stolen iPhones were being reconnected overseas, indicative of lapses in device security. The police have urged manufacturers, including Apple and Google, to implement stronger security measures that would prevent stolen phones from being reactivated on international networks. This includes making International Mobile Equipment Identity (IMEI) numbers visible on locked devices, which could assist in identifying and returning stolen items.
Historically, Apple’s iPhone has been the most sought-after brand for thieves, according to Home Office data, which found that the iPhone was implicated in a significant number of the approximately 70,000 mobile phone thefts recorded in London in 2015. The allure of high resale values makes these devices particularly appealing to criminals. Apprehensions about device security are not entirely new, as the market has repeatedly been confronted with similar concerns, prompting calls for more stringent measures from manufacturers.
Moreover, the tech landscape surrounding these companies is currently under scrutiny. The UK's Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) is investigating both Apple and Google for their dominance in the mobile ecosystem, which includes operating systems and app stores. This investigation follows a year-long study aimed at understanding the extent of their market control, which can affect competition and consumer choice. These proceedings come at a time when Britain's competition watchdog is enforcing new digital market rules that could redefine how these giants operate, potentially designating their mobile ecosystems as “strategic market status.”
As discussion continues around the responsibilities of tech companies in relation to user security and ethical business practices, Wrigley's accusations highlight a pivotal moment for the industry. While tech giants may argue that they are taking steps toward addressing these issues, the tangible outcomes of such measures remain to be seen. In an environment where profits are closely tied to the integrity of business practices, the scrutiny these companies face may spark necessary changes in how they manage stolen devices and contribute to an environment of accountability.
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