Inspector Dan Green’s undercover team cracks down on surging bag thefts in the City of London nightlife
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Inspector Dan Green might not appear to be your typical City of London policeman, clad in casual attire more suited for a sunny day at the beach than patrolling the bustling financial district. However, his unassuming look—a combination of vibrant shorts, a striped shirt, and a baseball cap—belies the serious nature of his mission: tackling the surging problem of bag thefts that plague the Square Mile.
On a bright Thursday evening, Green and his team of the Proactive Acquisitive Crime Team (PACT) roam the crowded streets, where office workers, buoyed by the end of the workday, enjoy their drinks outside countless pubs. Many unsuspecting patrons leave bags filled with laptops and smartphones unattended at their feet, inadvertently inviting thieves to strike. The lure is undeniable in an area where fresh-faced corporate lawyers can command starting salaries of £150,000. As Green notes, such bags often contain not only personal items but also valuable corporate assets, making them prime targets for theft.
Established two years ago, PACT originally focused on phone snatching. However, recognising the evolving tactics of thieves, the team adapted its strategy to address bag theft too, which particularly escalates during busy evening hours. In April, a notable success saw the team apprehend a thief who, upon investigation, was found to have stockpiled 20 laptops in his residence.
Green explains how the criminals they target are seldom opportunistic; instead, they are typically engaged in a variety of illegal activities, often linked to drug use or trading in stolen goods. This underscores a broader issue that cities face—opportunistic crime feeds into more significant societal problems, and addressing it requires proactive measures and robust policing.
The City’s unique blend of high-density office space and vibrant nightlife creates an environment ripe for criminal activity. With 678,000 commuters and a mere 8,600 residents, the area is often teeming with people. This dynamic not only provides ample potential victims but also complicates law enforcement. In this labyrinth of glass towers and historic streets, previous arrests have often revealed criminals who return to familiar haunts, demonstrating a disturbing pattern of habitual offending.
As the evening unfolds, the PACT officers employ keen observational skills to identify suspicious behaviour. According to Green, thieves usually stand out; their body language and lack of purposeful movement betray their intent. Strategies evolve with criminal tactics, and modern technology, such as Bluetooth headphones, has become a tool for thieves to communicate discreetly, allowing them to coordinate their efforts effectively.
Intermittently, the team responds to tips and sightings, often arriving just in time to catch suspects before they vanish into the city’s extensive transport networks. The Liverpool Street station, the busiest railway hub in the UK, serves as both a convenient escape route for criminals and a gathering point for unsuspecting victims.
Despite significant efforts, theft remains a pervasive concern. Between January and April of this year, 247 thefts from licensed premises were reported—an improvement from the previous year but indicative of a continuing trend. The police are keen to emphasise the need for public vigilance, noting that individuals should always keep an eye on their belongings, as the potential for theft is ever-present.
As the night progresses, a crucial moment unfolds at Tower Hill tube station, where a police intervention leads to the arrest of two suspects caught attempting to use multiple debit cards suspiciously. The swift action of officers resulted in the recovery of stolen items, highlighting the effectiveness of proactive policing. The suspects, both foreign nationals, were apprehended as they appeared to be targeting commuters.
In a particularly striking example, Daisy, a marketing professional, was at the pub when her belongings were snatched. Initially sceptical at a police call about a stolen laptop, she felt relief when the officers recovered her items. Such stories resonate not just as personal counts of theft but as reminders of safety in a vibrant yet demanding city landscape. Daisy expressed her mixed emotions: concern about living in a place where theft could occur so close to her, layered with appreciation for the police's quick action.
The experience of Daisy and her colleague highlights the broader implications of urban crime: a city with much to offer is often shadowed by the unease that comes with it. While overall statistics for theft may suggest a downward trend, the emotional and social impact of such crimes often lingers far longer.
While the proactive approach adopted by Green and his team shows promise in curbing the tide of bag theft in London’s business heart, the reality remains that criminals often operate just one step ahead. Increasing public awareness, combined with diligent policing, can contribute to a safer environment for all who enjoy the city's vibrancy—one drink at a time.
As the sun sets on the Square Mile, the balance between enjoying the city’s nightlife and remaining vigilant against its darker undercurrents is as crucial as ever, hinting that the work of law enforcement will remain a steadfast necessity in the pursuit of urban safety.
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