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CAR CLOCKING CRISIS. . .

This month we decided to sidestep the
FAQs and hand over this column to
Chris Hargreaves, an investigative jour-
nalist, to discuss a subject that is too
often brushed off as “white collar
crime”, but which can have widespread
implications throughout our industry:
car clocking.

You know how, when you’re researching
something seemingly obvious, or perhaps triv-
ial (so you thought), and gradually what you
start to uncover snowballs into a huge ava-
lanche of eye-opening, scary revelations? That
is exactly what has happened as a result of my
investigations into some of the practices in the
private hire, taxi and chauffeur industry.

It all started when I was approached by a cou-
ple of whistleblowers in the chauffeur trade,
who came forward initially with serious con-
cerns about various illegal activities, including
car clocking. I was already investigating finan-
cial institutions and insurance companies in
connection with unlicensed operations and
vehicles; this just added fuel to the fire, but I
had no idea how incendiary it all would turn out. 

Yes, we know that clocking goes on across the
board, both with private motorists and people
who drive for a living – including licensed taxi,
PHV and chauffeur drivers and companies. In
fact, according to HPI, consumers have a one
in 20 chance of buying a vehicle with a mileage
discrepancy, which in turn costs UK con-
sumers over £800m a year.

It’s all too easy, and a lot of vehicle owners are
blatant and blasé about it all: there are over
seventy “mileage correction companies” in
the UK, five of whom Auto Express contacted
recently to check out the growth in car clock-
ing. These companies will ‘do the job’ for
between £70 and £120.

This is partly down to the fact that the practice
has been made easier as more cars are fitted
with digital odometers. That has allowed these
mileage correction companies to start up,
offering services to alter your mileage if your
read-out gets corrupted. Of the five compa-
nies they contacted, their responses varied:
some told Auto Express they’d need docu-
mentation to show the actual mileage before
they could alter the mileage on the car; others
said they’d take the owner’s word for it. How-
ever, all were in agreement that what they were
doing was not illegal. According to these com-
panies, the only time mileage correction

becomes a criminal offence is if the seller sells
the car on and does not inform the buyer.

Gerry Taylor, lead officer for the motor trade at
the Trading Standards Institute, said the law
wasn’t quite as straightforward as that. Under
the Consumer Regulation Act, people can be
prosecuted for clocking if it can be proven
they’re traders and they knew the vehicle was
going to be sold for financial gain. The 2006
Fraud Act also provides protection to buyers;
it states that if you alter goods or services and
misrepresent or deceive people for financial
gain or profit, you’re committing a crime.
“There are very few instances where mileage
can be altered legally,” said Taylor.

START WITH CAUSE-AND-EFFECT

So why might someone clock a car and run
the risk of being caught – or perhaps not even
be bothered? According to HPI, there are three
main situations in which an owner would want
to change their mileage. The other two mainly
affect private motorists on PCP lease deals, or
employees wishing to make up their annual
allotted mileage on company cars.

However the most obvious – and most com-
mon – is to roll the clock back to get more on a
sale. Some of the most popular models can
double in value if they have 60,000 miles wound
down. We have full detailed charts showing the
exact financial effect of clocking on a large vari-
ety of vehicles used in this industry.

But that raised the first major concern about the
sale, lease and exchange of vehicles in our trade:
it soon became clear that leasing companies do
not consider the industry for which they are sup-
plying these vehicles. You’re the experts… How
many miles do you cover per annum, month,
week or day? If I was to state that hundreds of
vehicles under investigation by myself have trav-
elled as little as 15-45 miles per day as a taxi or
PHV vehicle – as low as 105 miles per week –
what conclusion would you come to?

So, considering these “claimed” mileages, it’s
shocking to discover that reputable leasing

companies are giving out lease agreements to
the industry based on as little as 10,000 miles
per year – 27.3 miles per day!

Surely neither the vehicle manufacturers nor
the leasing companies have to be in the
industry to see the warning signs. In most
local authority districts a licensed vehicle has
to be doing at least 1,000 miles a week to
make any money. So why is any lease deal
being done for less than, say, 50,000 miles
pa? If any thought whatsoever was given to
these transactions, the ridiculously low
mileage lease deals would never be signed
up. Therein lies the problem: ker-ching.

But when pounds and pence take prece-
dence over public safety, this is another
matter altogether. Barry Shorto, head of
industry relations at Cap HPI, said: “Our val-
uation data conclusively shows the
potential cost to dealers and motorists of
the clocking problem. With clockers able to
add thousands of pounds onto the value of
a car, unsuspecting buyers stand to lose
out, as do dealers. That’s why we advise
retailers and consumers alike to conduct a
vehicle history check to spot a mileage dis-
crepancy before they buy.

“It can be almost impossible to tell a clocked
vehicle just by looking at it, which makes a
vehicle history check an even more vital
form of protection for buyers. A clocked
vehicle could be hiding serious levels of
wear and tear, especially if it has been previ-
ously used as a high mileage private hire
vehicle for a couple of years, meaning the
additional cost of unexpected repairs or
even a potentially serious safety threat to
driver, passengers and other road users. An
HPI Check can help protect consumers from
buying a vehicle with something to hide, sav-
ing them cash and keeping them safe.”

The HPI Check includes a mileage check
against the National Mileage Register as
standard, now with over 200 million mileage
readings. HPI also confirms whether a vehi-
cle is currently recorded as stolen with the
police, has outstanding finance against it or
has been written off, making it the best way
for consumers to protect themselves from
fraudsters looking to make a fast profit. In
addition, the HPI Check offers a £30,000
guarantee in the event of the information it
provides being inaccurate, offering added
financial peace of mind to used car buyers.

“Although the number of National Mileage
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Register (NMR) checks and investigations
has grown by over a third in the last five
years, not all dealers recognise how these
checks can aid their sales teams.

“Not only should dealers make conducting
mileage investigations an integral part of their
business process, to protect their reputation
and their customers, they need actively to
proMoTe the fact to their customers that
these checks have been done. Our data con-
firms that consumers are seeking peace of
mind against clocking, yet dealers are choos-
ing to overlook this. Proof of a mileage check
should be a key part of a dealer’s sales strat-
egy, proMoTing the quality of their stock, as
well as highlighting the dangers of clocking
for their customers.”

OTHER INTERESTING STATISTICS 

HPI found:
• Whilst almost one in three (29%) of used
car buyers are believed by dealers still to
be unaware of the risks of clocking, more
than one in five customers now ask deal-
ers, directly, for proof that they have
validated a vehicle’s mileage.

• However, despite growing consumer
awareness of the dangers of clocking, only
ten per cent of dealers surveyed said they
actively declare that they have conducted a
mileage check on a vehicle, vitally weaken-
ing their sales proposition.

• Over 52 per cent of dealers said that con-
sumers who enter their showrooms do
know about clocking, but the level of con-
cern varies significantly. 
• Although 92 per cent of dealers consider
clocking a ‘terrible’ blight on the industry
and a major risk to its reputation, 69 per cent
of dealers surveyed by HPI are feared to not
be taking suitable precautions to identify
inaccurate mileages as standard practice. 

HPI’S STEPS TO MEETING DUE DILIGENCE

✓ Conduct an independent mileage check
with a reliable company

✓ Check the mileage with all previous regis-
tered keepers - a full HPI mileage
investigation has been shown to provide a
sound legal defence in clocking cases

✓ Ensure the vehicle’s condition is compara-
ble with the described age and mileage

✓ Check previous service records

✓ Check previous MoT mileages - but
beware - clockers may try to legitimise
false mileages on www.gov.uk

✓ Do NOT rely on mileage readings from a
single source

✓ Do NOT rely on mileage disclaimers as a
substitute for carrying out proper checks

Just to interject a scary thought: You’ll notice
all the above pointers use the word “dealer”.
What about licence holders who buy privately
from an individual who’s clocked the car? The
public safety implications are widespread.

An industry insider said: “Considering an exec-
utive/chauffeur hire vehicle will cover a
significant amount of miles within its lifetime
in the trade, it has to raise serious concerns as
to why executive/chauffeur hire programmes
are being offered at such low mileages.

“Are leasing companies or manufacturers
offering these ridiculously low mileage deals
to increase sales and the turnover of vehicles
before the safety of the public? You don’t
have to be a rocket scientist to realise that
agreements with such low mileage are unre-
alistic and open to abuse.

“The industry needs to up its game urgently
as they risk being accused at best of being
incompetent or worse complicit in the clock-
ing of vehicles.” 

LESSOR BEWARE...

LicensedTransportUncovered.com, head of
intelligence and investigations, The Secret
Squirrel, says, “We are repeatedly seeing
mileage discrepancies on leased vehicles
and ones that have been financed through a
lease purchase or hire purchase agreement.
“These vehicles don’t belong to the passen-
ger transport company or owner/drivers
whilst under these agreements and remain
the property of the leasing or finance compa-
ny. There is a misconception that it is not
illegal to “clock” a vehicle as it only becomes
an offence once the vehicle is sold on with
tampered mileage.

“This misconception is wrong. If you turn a
blind eye to car clocking or are actively
involved as an owner/driver you are complic-
it in a conspiracy to defraud a leas-
ing/finance company, insurer or manufactur-
er whilst that vehicle is under your control.
Obviously, once the vehicle is sold on you
then commit further offences.”

The Squirrel concluded: “In the vast majority
of cases where a passenger transport com-
pany owns their fleet via lease or finance,
clocking the odometer cannot be achieved
without the drivers being complicit and
agreeing to turn a blind eye. As a driver you
need to consider not only your own safety,

but your liberty – maximum ten-year prison
sentence for conspiracy to defraud up to £1
million fraud, with cases over £1m carrying a
minimum ten-year sentence.”

A licensing official who didn’t want to be
named, but was willing to go on record, said:
“There is a major issue with car clocking with-
in the taxi and private hire industry, an issue
which is directly affecting vehicles under my
control. Car clocking within the trade cannot
be dealt with at local council level as the
problem is just too big. Due to the serious
safety implications posed to the public this
needs to be taken seriously by the powers
that be. This is a national problem that des-
perately needs an urgent multi-agency
approach at national level before there is a
serious accident or worse, a death.”

Another council said: “We are aware of car
clocking within the trade, specifically compa-
nies and drivers under our jurisdiction. With
resources restricted due to budget cuts we
are finding it difficult to investigate these
cases due to the resources needed. 

“However, we take the safety of the public
very seriously and will take immediate action
against licensed operators or drivers using
our powers under the Local Government
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1976, and
revoke licences where operators or drivers
fail to meet the “fit and proper person” test in
relation to allegations of car clocking.” 

Fit and proper... now that opens another can of
worms. There are all kinds of reasons why an
individual owner/driver would consider either
clocking a vehicle, or acquiring one that had
been clocked. In either of these cases of
course, the owner/driver would be complicit
and therefore guilty of a criminal offence. 

The first, most obvious reason has already been
mentioned: getting the car at a good price. But
then there is the issue of benefits: a claimant
can hardly get away with claiming if he/she is
driving “just a few hours a week” but clocking
up 60,000 miles+ pa. So fraud against the ben-
efits office can be added to the list – as well as
defrauding HMRC of course: the taxman loses
out big style.

We now turn to the private hire operator, whose
clocking in some cases has reached epidemic
proportions. When an operator obtains vehi-
cles in big numbers and then has them
“mileage corrected”, this defrauds absolutely
everybody down the line: the warranty is inval-
idated; in the event of an accident or the
vehicle is written off, the insurance company
valuing the car on condition and mileage is
snookered, so they are defrauding the insur-
ance company.

Continued on page 48-49
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Having contacted leasing companies or com-
panies offering a chauffeur programme I was
unable to find a single manufacturer who
offered more than 50,000 miles per annum
(150,000 miles over three years) which would
be useless for the vast majority of executive /
chauffeur hire as they would expect to cover a
minimum of 1,000 miles per week. The table
above shows three year leasing deals (in grey),
where every option doesn’t enable a taxi, pri-
vate hire, executive / chauffeur vehicle to
cover more than 1,000 miles per week. When
you take into account “dead mileage” –
mileage where a passenger isn’t on board
which can be as high as 50 per cent – vehicle
leasing deals could result in daily mileage
allowance with passenger on board being
between 13.5-68.5 miles per day.

Going back to the driver, if he/she is complicit
and involved in an accident, their individual
insurance is invalidated and the driver can be
prosecuted for no insurance and pick up six to
ten points on their DVLA licence. Both the driv-
er and the operator stand a chance of criminal
prosecution, and/or run the risk of having their
council licence revoked as not fit and proper.

So the misconception, or presumption, that
clocking is only illegal once a vehicle has been
sold on is incorrect, because you commit mul-
tiple frauds whilst you own the vehicle(s):
defrauding leasing companies, warranty fraud,
MOT fraud, insurance fraud, and and and...

FOUR WHEELS ON MY WAGON...?

And what about the actual vehicle itself? Peo-
ple have said to me, “What’s the big deal –
you’re only changing the mileage on the
clock...” But in these days of digital technolo-

gy, if you mess with one aspect of the elec-
tronic controls in a vehicle you throw the whole
lot out. Starting with the ECU readings, it then
becomes a case of “the neck bone’s connect-
ed to the backbone” and so on: airbags can go
off incorrectly – or not at all; warning lights that
normally come up to alert the driver about
brakes, fluids, filters etc are not shown cor-
rectly.

Of course most people attempt to adhere to the
required service intervals for a particular vehi-
cle... don’t you?! That’s up the Swanee as well,
as the interval warnings are not displayed cor-
rectly - not that people or companies clocking
vehicles in the trade concern themselves with
trivial matters such as servicing or maintenance
of their vehicles or fleet!

In short, the safety implications involved in car
clocking are immeasurable. Nick Lloyd,
RoSPA’s road safety manager, said: “To ensure
safe and reliable motoring, manufacturers set
very specific time and mileage service inter-
vals. Due to the high mileage driven by taxis,
private hire vehicles and limousines, it is
absolutely vital that they are serviced in
accordance with the manufacturer’s schedule
to ensure the mechanical safety of the vehicle.
Any clocking of the vehicle where the mileage
is tampered with is not only illegal but can
place the driver, passenger and other road
users’ lives at risk.”

Steve Garelick, Branch Secretary, GMB Pro-
fessional Drivers’ Branch, told me: “I too share
your alarm.

“Having learned that my previous car had been
altered by a dealer who had purchased my car
after I stopped using it for private hire, and that
they had altered both an ECU and Digital dash
to accomplish this wiping in excess of 140,000
miles from the clock, I am in no doubt this is
not unique to private hire and taxi.

“Turning to the aspect of devious individuals
who choose to act in this fashion, clearly they
should be open to prosecution.

“I note that MoT’s are being included in this

investigation, and this of course points
towards illegality which was supposed to be
stamped out by the process being comput-
erised. Clearly that is a matter for the police
to start investigating.

“Bluntly, operators or individuals who
choose to leave drivers and the travelling
public in vulnerable situations should expect
prosecution. Operators must have their
licences revoked as a matter of course.

“Part of the reason that operators are acting
in this fashion in some cases is clearly the
rock bottom rates offered for transfers and
paid to drivers. The money for these ‘losses’
must be recovered from somewhere.

“Deceitful practices must be stamped out.”

WHEN IS AN MOT NOT AN MOT? 
WHEN IT’S A TAXI OR PHV

Steve Garelick mentioned MoTs in his com-
ment - that’s another entire side to the story.
Are you sitting comfortably? Then we’ll begin:-

MoTs for the general public are conducted by
independent MoT testing stations. These test
stations plug in and link to the Driver and Vehi-
cle Standards Agency (DVSA). On completion
of an MoT the information including mileage,
failures and advisories are shared on the
MOT.gov website. 

A paper trail is created on vehicles which
require an MoT, ordinarily when the vehicle
reaches three years old. When you buy a car
you normally get all previous MoT certificates.

However, taxi, PH, executive and chauffeur
vehicles need to be licensed from the date
they are to be used in the trade. Most authori-
ties insist on an MoT even if the vehicle is
brand new. TfL for example only request an
MoT on vehicles over 12 months old. Licensed
vehicles outside London are “presented for
inspection and testing” under the legislation
to have MoTs up to three times a year by a
licensing authority. 

Councils operate in two ways: You go and get
an MoT from an approved garage and produce
it on a taxi or private hire inspection test, or the
council does the inspection and MoT in-house. 

If the latter takes place, this information is not
shared with any third parties. For example, my
council doesn’t share info with the government
MoT database. Check https://www.check-
mot.service.gov.uk and enter your car’s
details; your vehicle has had numerous tests
with a council but does it show any MoT histo-
ry with third parties. 

Therefore, if I sell or part-ex a vehicle I would
have to get a normal MoT, as members of the

30k 3yr 36 10k 833 192 27
60k 3yr 36 20k 1,667 385 55
90k 3yr 36 30k 2,500 577 82
120k 3yr 36 40k 3,333 769 110
150k 3yr 36 50k 4,167 962 137
225k 3yr 36 75k 6,250 1,442 205
270k 3yr 36 90k 7,500 1,731 247
360k 3yr 36 120k 10,000 2,308 329

Mileage
Allowance

Lease
Term

Total
Months

Annual
Mileage

Monthly
Mileage

Weekly
Mileage

Daily
Mileage KEY:

k = ’000s

Yellow shaded
areas refer to 
figures not covered
by any known 
leasing deal, but
would be deemed
realistic mileages
for the executive/
chauffeur hire
industry
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public can’t drive a licensed private hire vehicle
without the relevant PH driver’s licence. I could
then clock the vehicle back to a low mileage
and get an MoT on the vehicle and give credi-
bility to the low mileage. 

But this is based on the premise that a PH driv-
er or operator has bothered to abide by the
licensing laws in the UK. An unlicensed opera-
tor, who avoids licensing altogether, means cars
are ghost vehicles until the law requires them to
get an MoT at three years old. 

Even if you are fully licensed, individuals or
companies could keep their vehicle(s) from new
for three years (or however many years the par-
ticular council’s age restriction states) and then
get rid of it without any MoT history; but obvi-
ously prior to sale they’d have to get an MoT as
it’s at least three years old. This means techni-
cally the vehicle didn’t need an MoT for the first
three years so I could not only clock the vehicle,
but also hide the fact it’s been used as a taxi or
PH vehicle because nobody would have
expected it to have had an MoT anyway. 

If the vehicle log book is in a private name or
that of a leasing company, this would also fur-
ther hide its previous history as a taxi or private
hire vehicle. For example a company could
either register vehicles in private names or sell
them on from a company name to a friend or
member of the family, then sell them on to an
innocent member of the public, trade or auction
house. This scam is possible because log
books only show the last registered keeper, hid-
ing its true history. 

Therefore the first MoT on the GOV database is
the first evidence of mileage for that vehicle. 

Mind-boggling? Here are just a couple of exam-
ples: the first is a typical vehicle which is very
popular in the industry, and which was tested
by a testing facility of a well-known southern-
based licensing authority:

HOW CAN WE STOP THIS CANCER?

As has been stressed by so many people I’ve
spoken to, this isn’t something that can be
dealt with locally, as it’s a national problem.
The police, licensing departments, Trading
Standards and interested third parties, such as
Cap HPI and the National Vehicle Crime Intel-
ligence Service (NaVCIS), need to come
together on a multi-agency basis to tackle this
cancer head-on.

Leasing companies, finance houses, banks,
insurers and their trade associations, includ-
ing the Fleet Leasing Association (FLA),

need to urgently take a more proactive
approach. 

It is shocking that my investigation has found that
an unlicensed private hire operation or owner
drivers can combined lease or finance thousands
of vehicles without ever actually being legal!

These catastrophic failings from suppliers to
the industry fail on an industrial scale to carry
out basic due diligence, specifically requesting
proof of legality – therefore helping to support
the illegal activities within the trade. 

I believe I can speak for the industry when I say
that legitimate operators and individuals only
ask for a fair level playing field. If people or
companies can go out and open a bank
account, obtain an overdraft, purchase or lease
vehicles and then clock their vehicles, all with-
out ever being licensed, how can that be a level
playing field?

Because of these flaws in the system, members
of the legitimate trade are undercut and cannot
compete because they don’t benefit from these
illegal activities. 

This raises a question of morals and profes-
sionalism… Faced with losing contracts to the
illegal side of the trade or those committing
criminal offences, trade members may have to
make a choice between laying off staff or going
out of business - or joining the clockers to stay
in business.

Companies or individuals who clock their vehi-
cles have a total disregard and contempt for
their passengers’ and drivers’ safety.  Bill Bowl-
ing, Legislation Officer of the National
Limousine and Chauffeur Association, said:
“The NLCA believe that anyone found guilty of
car clocking, especially with vehicles used for
hire and reward, should be automatically
banned from being a private hire public serv-
ice vehicle operator or driver for life. It is
inexcusable to put the lives of paying
cutomers at risk for pecuniary advantage.
This despicable practice should be stamped
out.  Would you willingly travel with an opera-
tor or owner/driver who clocks their cars?  I
think not.”

If you have concerns about clocking or any
other criminal activities as a driver you have a
duty of care to yourself and passengers to
report it. 

According to my research, over 100 million miles
have been illegally removed from vehicles’
odometers by the trade.  If you have concerns
about clocking or any other criminal activities as
a driver, you have a duty of care to yourself and
your passengers to report it.  Turning a blind eye
has to stop.  As the net closes in, failure to do
the right thing could result at best in losing your
ability to work in the trade, or at worst, in you
spending time at Her Majesty’s pleasure!

Ford Galaxy, diesel, first used January
2011

First test date August 2012 
Pass: Odometer reading 65,064 miles

Test date July 2013
Fail: Odometer reading 127,323 miles
Retested same day, same mileage.
Pass.

Test date June 2014
Fail: Odometer reading 180,823 miles
Retested and passed same day.

The second car was bought by a chauf-
feur company at three years old.  This
vehicle travels 250 miles a day, 365 days
a year. Note the mileage between tests,
specifically the last two between failing
and passing its MoT.  It is clear they did-
n’t have time to clock it again within the
48-hour window.

Mercedes-Benz E200 CDI, Diesel, first
used May 2011

Test date May 2014
Pass: Odometer reading 55,614 miles

Test date Sept 2014
Pass: Odometer reading 58,251 miles

Test date February 2015
Pass: Odometer reading 62,092 miles

Test date August 2015
Pass: Odometer reading 64,989 miles

Test date 23 February 2016
Fail: Odometer reading 68,862 miles

Retested 25 February 2016
Pass: Odometer reading 69,425 miles

Test date June 2015
Fail: Odometer reading 231,968 miles
Retested and passed same day.

Test date August 2015
Pass: Odometer reading 80,015 miles

Test date February 2016
Fail: Odometer reading 96,018 miles
(By this test the vehicle had four fail
items and eight advisories)

Test date February 2016
Fail: Odometer reading 96,071 miles
Retested and passed same day.


