Woman arrested after losing hide and seek game amid soaring shoplifting charges in Banbury
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Heidi Mullen, a 40-year-old woman from Banbury, recently found herself at the centre of an unusual police operation, culminating in her arrest by Thames Valley Police on Thursday, May 29, 2025. She stands accused of a series of shoplifting incidents, charged with ten counts of theft from various retail establishments in the area. Mullen’s apprehension reportedly took place following a whimsical twist—the police noted she “lost a game of hide and seek” with their Neighbourhood Team.
The arrest reflects a broader context of rising retail crime. According to recent statistics shared by Thames Valley Police and Crime Commissioner Matthew Barber, there has been a dramatic increase in shoplifting charges within the region. Between April 1 and October 13, 2024, charges rose by 98%, reaching a total of 1,691 compared to 852 the previous year. This surge is attributed in part to enhanced reporting mechanisms, such as the 'Disc' app, which enables quicker and more efficient reporting of retail crimes. The establishment of a dedicated Business Crime Team is also a strategy aimed at tackling persistent offenders and improving case investigations.
Mullen's case is not isolated. Thames Valley Police's 'Operation Purchase' has been initiated in response to the growing incidence of theft. This operation specifically targets habitual shoplifters in Banbury's town centre and retail parks, underscoring the police's commitment to deterring theft while reassuring retail staff and customers alike. During recent operations, multiple arrests were made, including individuals implicated in significant shoplifting offences.
The increase in shoplifting rates is not limited to Banbury alone. Across Oxfordshire, a study indicated that charges had doubled from 514 in the previous year to 1,055 in the most recent reporting period. This alarming trend resonates throughout the region and has prompted local businesses to express their frustrations, with many feeling powerless against the growing wave of thefts.
Furthermore, this change in retail crime patterns has had a noticeable impact on community relations. The police are actively working to reassure both the public and businesses, detailing their ongoing initiatives to enhance officer visibility and increase collaboration among retail workers, who have become vital allies in the fight against crime. As the situation evolves, it is clear that local law enforcement is prioritising not just the apprehension of offenders but also fostering a sense of security within the community.
Heidi Mullen is currently remanded and is expected to appear at Oxford Magistrates Court soon. Her case not only highlights individual acts of crime but also serves as a poignant reminder of the challenges faced by authorities in a landscape increasingly marred by retail theft and its implications on community safety.
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