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BRUSSELS, BRUSSELS, BELGIUM, May

14, 2025 /EINPresswire.com/ -- Illicit

trade in tobacco products remains a

global issue with devastating

consequences. It drains approximately

$2.2 trillion annually—equivalent to 3%

of the global economy—while

depriving governments of critical tax

revenues. These illicit products, which

bypass safety regulations, expose

consumers to harmful substances,

exacerbating health risks and creating

long-term public health challenges.

Beyond these economic and health

impacts, illicit trade fuels organized

crime, corruption, and other illegal

activities, including money laundering

and human trafficking. Addressing this

issue demands innovative solutions that go beyond traditional enforcement methods.

The UK and the EU have emerged as global leaders in combating illicit tobacco trade through the

implementation of advanced digital Track & Trace systems. These systems represent a significant

shift from traditional supply chain control methods, which are often resource-intensive and yield

diminishing returns. By leveraging cutting-edge technologies, the UK and EU have demonstrated

how data-driven solutions can disrupt illicit markets, protect public health, and safeguard

government revenues.

The EU’s Track & Trace system, established under the Tobacco Products Directive (TPD)

2014/40/EU, is the world’s largest tobacco traceability platform. This system applies digital

tracking across the entire EU tobacco supply chain, enabling governments to identify

irregularities and pinpoint when products are diverted into the illicit market. By providing real-

time supply chain insights, the system allows authorities to conduct targeted inspections and

disrupt illegal activities. Research by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC)
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noting that it "saves

investigation time, provides

crucial evidence for complex

criminal cases, and disrupts

established stolen goods

markets.”

Amanda Blakeman

shows these systems provide a 94% precision rate under

different metrics, offering high-quality information for law

enforcement and helping to prevent illegal sales.

In 2022, the UK implemented its standalone Track & Trace

system to combat illicit tobacco trade, which was costing

the government an estimated £2.5 billion annually in lost

tax revenue. Chief Constable Amanda Blakeman described

it as a "game changer," noting that it "saves investigation

time, provides crucial evidence for complex criminal cases,

and disrupts established stolen goods markets." This system aligns with the UK government’s

broader digital agenda, showcasing how data-driven governance can address complex

challenges. By providing real-time visibility and analytics, it strengthens enforcement efforts and

protects legitimate businesses from unfair competition.

The success of these systems has been made possible through collaboration with technology

providers like Dentsu Tracking, which serves as the independent implementation partner for

both the EU and UK. Their expertise in deploying advanced Track & Trace solutions enables

governments to monitor and control the movement of regulated products, ensuring legal

compliance and disrupting illicit trade networks.

Digital Track & Trace systems offer significant advantages over traditional methods, such as

physical security stamps. These systems provide actionable intelligence, enabling governments

to anticipate and respond to illicit activities more effectively. Unlike traditional approaches, they

allow real-time monitoring of trade activities throughout the entire distribution chain, where

smuggling often occurs. This is critical, as smuggling at the distribution level represents one of

the most common forms of illicit tobacco trade. Automated data analytics reduce the resource

burden on enforcement agencies, allowing them to focus on high-priority cases.

The EU has noted that these systems are essential for modern governance, delivering superior

results while supporting legitimate businesses. By integrating advanced technologies such as

digital validation and AI-driven analytics, governments foster a more secure and efficient

marketplace. For example, a recent announcement in the Italian press highlighted how Dentsu

Tracking’s EU tobacco traceability system enabled Italian authorities to dismantle illegitimate

sales networks.

The success of the UK and EU systems demonstrates the importance of collaboration among

governments, law enforcement agencies, and digital technology firms in combating the

increasing sophistication of organized crime. Governments must continue to develop robust

regulatory frameworks and invest in digital infrastructure across sectors where compliance is

critical. Technology providers must innovate continuously to meet the evolving challenges of

illicit trade.



The UK and EU’s success with Track & Trace systems highlights how innovative, data-driven

approaches are transforming the fight against illicit trade. These systems align with modern

digital governance agendas, providing governments with the tools to anticipate and disrupt illicit

activities effectively. As more countries adopt similar technologies, the global community moves

closer to eliminating illicit trade while fostering secure, transparent, and compliant supply chains

in national and regional marketplaces.
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