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2.	Why most contractors 
underestimate the risk

Despite the scale of the problem, plant theft is often 
misclassified internally.

Common misconceptions:

•	 “Insurance will cover it”

•	 “It’s just the cost of doing business”

•	 “It won’t significantly affect programme”

In reality:

•	 Insurance rarely covers the full cost

•	Delays trigger significant wider financial consequences

•	Contractual exposure sits firmly with the contractor.

Executive Summary
Plant theft is one of the most underestimated 
risks in the UK construction industry. While the 
immediate loss of an excavator or telehandler 
may sit between £50,000–£100,000, the true 
financial impact is often several times higher 
once delays, contractual penalties, and 
operational disruption are considered. 

This is not an isolated issue. Construction theft is now 
a systemic, billion-pound problem, costing the UK 
industry up to £1 billion annually when indirect losses 
are included (1).

However, the critical issue is this: 
Most contractors still treat plant theft as an insurance 
issue when in reality, it is a programme, cost, and 
commercial risk.

This white paper examines the full lifecycle impact of 
plant theft, combining industry data with real-world 
consequences, and outlines what contractors must do 
to reduce exposure.

1.	 The scale of the problem:  
a systemic industry risk

Construction sites are highly vulnerable due to:

•	High-value mobile assets

•	Predictable working hours

•	Temporary or remote environments.

Industry data highlights the scale:

•	Over 11,000 plant thefts reported annually in the UK (2)

•	Actual figures estimated to be 2–3x higher due to 
underreporting (3)

•	92% of construction professionals affected by site crime (1)

•	Theft levels have increased significantly since 2020 (4)

In addition, organised criminal groups are increasingly 
targeting:

•	Excavators

•	Telehandlers

•	Dumpers

•	Fuel and attachments.

Plant theft is no longer opportunistic, it’s organised, 
targeted and increasing.

KEY TAKEAWAY

The real risk isn’t the stolen machine, it’s everything 
that follows.

KEY TAKEAWAY
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4.	Direct financial loss: immediate 
cost exposure

The financial impact extends well beyond insurance 
payouts.

Unrecoverable costs:

•	Policy excess

•	Shortfall between payout and replacement cost

Operational costs:

•	Emergency plant hire (often at premium rates)

•	Administrative time managing claims

Productivity loss:

•	 Idle labour

•	Delayed subcontractors

5.	Programme disruption: the 
multiplier effect

The most significant impact of plant theft is programme 
disruption.

Industry data:

•	31% of theft incidents cause project delays (1)

•	 10% result in complete work stoppage (1)

•	25% of delays exceed four weeks (1)

Real-world impact:

•	Critical path activities halt

•	Replacement plant delays recovery

•	Sequencing issues cascade across trades.

3.	Insurance implications: why 
cover doesn’t equal protection

Contractors typically rely on Contractors’ All Risks 
(CAR) insurance, but this rarely eliminates financial 
exposure.

Key challenges:

•	Excess (Deductible): often substantial

•	 Indemnity Limits: based on market value, not replacement 
cost

•	Policy Conditions:

Insurers assess:

- CCTV and surveillance

- Perimeter security

- Immobilisation systems

- Key control

Failure to meet these standards can result in reduced or 
rejected claims.

Long-term impact (5,6):

•	 Increased premiums

•	Stricter policy conditions

•	Reduced insurer appetite.

Insurers will closely assess whether reasonable site 
security measures were in place prior to the theft.

KEY TAKEAWAY

A delay in one activity quickly impacts the entire 
build sequence, disruption extends far beyond the 
asset itself.

KEY TAKEAWAY

These direct costs alone can significantly erode 
margins, particularly on tight projects.

KEY TAKEAWAY
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8.	Indirect & consequential losses: 
the hidden damage

The most damaging impacts are often indirect, and uninsured.

Key consequences:

•	Programme slippage across multiple trades

•	Subcontractor disruption claims

•	 Increased preliminaries

•	Reputational damage with clients.

Critically:

•	Less than 20% of stolen equipment is recovered (2)

9.	Workforce impact: productivity 
& morale

•	89% of tradespeople have experienced theft (7)

•	A tool is stolen approximately every 17 minutes in the UK (8)

This contributes to:

•	Reduced productivity

•	Workforce frustration

•	Retention challenges.

6.	Contractual exposure: where 
theft becomes liability

Under standard UK contracts such as JCT and NEC4:

•	Theft is not typically a Relevant Event

•	Contractors remain responsible for programme delivery.

Consequences:

•	No Extension of Time (EOT)

•	Liquidated Damages (LADs)

•	Acceleration costs: 
- Overtime 
- Additional labour 
- Additional plant

7.	 The real cost: beyond the asset 
value

To understand the true impact, consider a typical scenario:

The real cost of a £75,000 excavator theft:

•	£75,000 → Asset loss

•	£10k–£25k → Uninsured costs

•	£20k–£100k+ → Programme delays

•	Additional → Labour inefficiencies + overheads.

Total potential impact: £100,000–£250,000+

This reinforces a critical point; the true cost of plant 
theft is often several times the asset value. 

KEY TAKEAWAY

Contractors must absorb these costs, even when theft 
is outside their direct control.

KEY TAKEAWAY

Losses are therefore typically permanent. 

KEY TAKEAWAY
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10.	 Increasing sophistication of 
construction crime

The threat landscape is evolving:

•	62% of professionals report increasing sophistication in 
theft (1)

Organised gangs now use:

•	Surveillance and planning

•	Targeted asset selection

•	Rapid removal logistics.

11.	 What contractors should do 
next

To reduce exposure, contractors should take a proactive 
approach:

Immediate actions:

•	Review site security against insurer requirements

•	Assess vulnerability of high-value plant

•	 Implement tracking and immobilisation systems

•	Strengthen access control and key management

•	Update RAMS to reflect theft risk

Strategic shift:

Security should be treated as a core commercial control,  
not a reactive cost.

12.	The case for proactive security
The data and real-world outcomes point to one conclusion:

•	 Prevention is significantly more cost-effective than 
recovery.

Investing in effective site security:

•	Reduces theft risk

•	Protects programme delivery

•	 	Strengthens insurance position

•	 	Safeguards reputation.

Why Clearway?
Clearway works with construction contractors across the UK 
to reduce the financial and operational impact of site theft.

We focus on risk-led security strategies aligned with 
insurance requirements and project delivery, helping 
contractors protect not just assets but programme, margin, 
and reputation.

Clearway provides:

•	Advanced site monitoring solutions

•	Physical and technological security systems

•	Risk assessment and compliance support.

FINAL TAKEAWAY
Plant theft is:

•	Frequent

•	Costly

•	Disruptive

•	 Increasing

But most importantly:

It is preventable with the right 
approach to site security.

Traditional security measures are no longer 
sufficient to mitigate modern threats.

KEY TAKEAWAY
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

What is the average cost of plant theft in the UK?

The direct cost of a stolen machine such as an excavator is 
typically between £50,000–£100,000, but the true cost is 
often significantly higher once indirect impacts are included.

These can include:

•	Project delays

•	Labour inefficiencies

•	Replacement hire costs

•	Contractual penalties.

In many cases, the total financial impact can exceed 
£100,000–£250,000 per incident

How common is plant theft on UK construction sites?

Plant theft is widespread across the UK construction industry:

•	Over 11,000 incidents are reported annually (2)

•	The real number may be 2–3 times higher due to 
underreporting (3)

•	92% of construction professionals report being affected  
by site crime (1)

This demonstrates that plant theft is not a rare occurrence,  
it is a systemic industry issue.

Does insurance cover stolen construction equipment?

Insurance such as Contractors’ All Risks (CAR) may cover 
plant theft, but it rarely eliminates financial exposure.

Common limitations include:

•	High excess (deductible)

•	Payouts based on market value, not replacement cost

•	Strict security requirements.

If adequate site security measures were not in place, insurers 
may reduce or reject claims entirely.

Can contractors claim an extension of time (EOT) for plant 
theft?

In most cases, no.

Under standard contracts such as JCT and NEC4, plant theft 
is not considered a “Relevant Event”, meaning:

•	Contractors remain responsible for delays

•	No automatic entitlement to an extension of time

•	Risk of liquidated damages (LADs).

This makes theft a direct commercial risk, not just an 
operational issue.

What are the main causes of plant theft on construction 
sites?

The key contributing factors include:

•	 Inadequate site security

•	Lack of surveillance (CCTV, monitoring)

•	Poor access control

•	Absence of tracking or immobilisation systems

•	Predictable site inactivity (nights/weekends).

Increasingly, theft is carried out by organised criminal groups 
targeting high-value assets.

How can contractors prevent plant theft?

Effective prevention requires a layered security approach, 
including:

•	Perimeter protection (fencing, controlled access)

•	CCTV and remote monitoring

•	GPS tracking and telematics

•	Plant immobilisation systems

•	Robust key management procedures

•	Regular risk assessments and updated RAMS.

Proactive security measures significantly reduce both the 
likelihood and impact of theft.

What types of plant are most commonly stolen?

The most frequently targeted assets include:

•	Excavators

•	Telehandlers

•	Dumpers

•	Generators

•	Fuel and attachments.
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These are targeted due to their high value, mobility, and 
resale demand.

Why is plant theft increasing in the UK?

Several factors are contributing to rising theft levels:

•	 Increased demand for plant and materials

•	Growth in organised criminal activity

•	 Improved targeting methods (surveillance, planning)

•	 Insufficient site security on temporary projects.

As a result, 62% of construction professionals report 
increasing sophistication in theft (1)

Is investing in site security cost-effective?

Yes, highly.

A single theft incident can result in six-figure losses, whereas 
the cost of implementing professional security measures is 
typically far lower.

Security should be viewed as a commercial risk mitigation 
strategy, not a cost.

How can Clearway help reduce plant theft risk?

Clearway supports contractors by delivering risk-led 
construction site security solutions aligned with real-world 
project and insurance requirements.

This includes:

•	Solar powered CCTV Towers

•	Perimeter detection PIDs

•	NSI Gold Cat II remote monitoring 

•	Physical security solutions (access control, concrete 
barriers)

•	Manned guarding & K9 patrols

•	Risk assessments and compliance support.

Clearway’s approach focuses on protecting:

•	Assets

•	Programme delivery

•	Project profitability

•	People.

“Construction sites remain a prime target for theft, vandalism and 
unauthorised access. By combining technology enabled security,  
actionable analytics, remote monitoring and rapid response,  
Clearway helps contractors identify risks sooner, protect valuable 
assets and keep projects moving.”

PHIL BREWER, BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT MANAGER, CLEARWAY TECHNOLOGY
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E: enquiries@clearway.co.uk 

www.clearway.co.uk

International 
coverage

Rapid response 
24/7/365

Full service 
partner 

NSI Gold Alarm 
Receiving 

Centre (ARC) 

Date of publication July 2026.  

About Clearway
For over 30 years, The Clearway Group has provided 
end-to-end protection for people, property and assets 
across the UK and Europe.

Our integrated services include:
•  Security Technology & CCTV Solutions
•  Mobile Patrols & Keyholding
•  Intelligent NSI Gold Cat II Monitoring
•  Eviction & Enforcement Services
•  Safety & Compliance Solutions

With 24/7 national coverage and a proven track record 
of excellence, we are proud to be one of the UK’s most 
trusted names in commercial security.

Visit our website to learn more: www.clearway.co.uk
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