Cowboys 55
Engines
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Rotax rustlers have left aircraft owners with
a £1M bill and some tough decisions. Andy
Oliver looks at the facts and fictions

On entering your hangar this could be the first thing you see, and the last

thing you want to see (photo: Flyer magazine)

The facts

IN the past seven years, £750,000 worth
of Rotax engines have been stolen from
aircraft in the UK. That’s 47 thefts logged
by the BMAA and LAA between 2014 and
2020, at a replacement price of £16,000
each.

The engines were wrenched from their
rightful owners in 23 separate raids on 22
different airfields.

No engine thefts were reported for the
three years 2011-2013. In 2009 and 2010,
eight engines vanished in six raids.

The total replacement cost since 2009
comes to some £880,000: 55 engines, 29
raids and 27 airfields, all in England, less
one engine from Scotland in 2010.
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The problem also exists in other rela-
tively wealthy European countries with a
strong flying tradition.

There is no pattern by month, although
March and September are the burglars’
choice, with five each. The location rela-
tive to the motorway network is not signif-
icant, nor is proximity to ports.

Add £2000 of additional related costs
per lost engine, and we can call this a Mil-
lion Pound Problem.

“I'spoke to six of the airfields hit in the
past three years. All were surprised at how
well planned the raids were. Two owners
lived next door to the hangar buildings,
yet neither heard a sound while the gang
lifted four engines in each case.

“They were either cut or unbolted from

the aircraft, and driven off by a quad bike
and trailer.”

Rumour control

There is atypically serious virtual hangar
chat on this subject.

End use: Interesting insights range from
break up into untraceable components to
use in Iranian drones. The view is that
they go east.

Targeting:  G-INFO, SkyDemon and
Google Earth came in for some stick, as
do social media posts.

Yes, it is true that the aircraftspotting.
co.uk website has road directions to hun-
dreds of airfields in the UK. Yes, you can
establish an engine’s hours via G-INFO.
And yes, some social media photos may
give a glimpse of the position of a CCTV
camera.

However, we might be in danger of
convincing ourselves that the problem
should be solved by third parties. This
verbatim quote represents the extreme
fringe of this view: “One shouldn’t actu-
ally need security at all. You should be
able to leave things unattended without it
getting stolen. It is a failure of society and
the law, not the owner.”

Call the cops

Clearly, this is a different game to tools
going walkabouts on a Saturday night. It
is recognized by the authorities as SOAC
— Serious Organised Acquisitive Crime.
Operation Opal works across the UK con-
stabularies, and on an international level.
One might surmise that other “snatch-
able” engineering items (outboards, ATVs,
larger generators and so on) are also in the
Opal files.

Your local police are responsible for the
local investigation. Here we must recog-
nise their constraints, and the theft of the
toys of us privileged boys relative to other
crime.

However, one club chairman I spoke
with had his steely pilot’s nerve sorely
tested: “After around 45 minutes of view-
ing our site, housing 45 aircraft, PC Plod’s
professional advice was ‘bigger locks’. My
mind drifted back to early Keystone Cop
movies.”

The BMAA does have a report form
(bmaa.org/information-library/operation-
opal). To date, there has been just one
report.

Engines to go

The most recent theft was a single engine
stolen in November 2020 during Lock-
down Two. There are surely more raids to
come, and more engines to go.

The 27 airfield victims are all of rela-
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3 airfields were raided twice in the same year. The gap between raids was 1 week (2009) and 3 weeks (2016) and 7 weeks (2016).
2 airfields have been raided twice. 2015 & 2016 and 2009 & 2019.

The sorry saga showing that 2016 was the worst year for thefts

tively low profile in the big scheme of UK
flying. The two airfields cleaned out to the
tune of six engines each in 2016 and 2017
are well known in our community, but are
located well off the beaten track.

The four airfields that each lost four
engines maintain a low public profile. Of
these, two fields had two separate raids
early in the period. The other two, remote
rural strips, both had four engines go in a
single night.

The fields with GA clubs, a marked
ATZ, hard surfaces, commercial activity
etc are not being hit. There is one excep-
tion: a well- known East Anglian field that
was turned over for two engines in 2016.

You are in the target profile if you have
a Rotax 912 series engine and fly from a
small airfield or remote strip.

“Ours was a ‘soft’ target. Complacency
sets in and you think it won’t happen to
you. How wrong. I'd thought being up
north and inland we would have been im-
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mune, but we weren’t.

What's to be done?

Our focus and response has to be on the
areas we can affect ourselves.

Geoff Weighell’s advice is: “The best
thing clubs and owners can do is to focus
on prevention. There is a real threat, but it
can be mitigated at the grass runway level
by multiple, sensible actions.

"A review of weaknesses in security at
both hangar and airfield level will assist

local decisions on actions and expendi-
ture.”

Clubs and owners will have been con-
sidering their response for some years.
However, there is time in hand. The men
in masks and stripey jumpers have lots to
choose from: the CAA register lists 3862
aircraft in the sub-750kg weight class in
2020. There are a lot of airfields on this
island, and many more aircraft on many
more airfields in Europe fit the thieves’
target profile.

There will be more losses, but proba-
bility is on your side... at least for a while.

“Having lost two engines in late 2019,
the five of us have spent close to £15,000

Rotax engine thefts
2009-2020 by location

Thefts of 1-3 engines
Thefts of 4 or more engines

(in 1 or 2 raids; five airfields have been
raided twice)

There was a single theft in Scotland,
near Glasgow, and no reported thefts
in Wales

NB Eight locations are NOT shown on
SkyDemon, and a further location is

listed as "unknown"

Source: BMAA

on physical prevention for the hangars,
plus a range of electronic defenses and the
mains power to support them.”

Steve Uzochukwu wrote an excellent
article in November 2020 MF on running
an airfield without mains electricity, in-
cluding security systems.
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