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Tobacco smuggling gang jailed
A five-strong tobacco smuggling gang, who brought more than 12 million illicit cigarettes into the North East hidden inside wooden cable drum discs, have been jailed.
Ringleader Dainius Pranskaitis, of Muirkirk Road, London, and his gang were caught red-handed by HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) officers unloading cigarettes from the hollowed out concealments at an industrial unit in Stanley, County Durham.
Officers seized 1.2 million cigarettes, which had been smuggled into the UK from Ukraine by lorry in April 2015. Individual packets of the Winston Blue branded products had been packed in long plastic strips to fit inside the 171 modified cable drum discs.
A HMRC investigation found the five men smuggled more than 12 million non-UK duty paid cigarettes, worth £3.6 million in duty and VAT, into the UK between 2013 and 2015.
Eden Noblett, Assistant Director, Fraud Investigation Service, HMRC, said:
“This was a sophisticated operation that flooded the North East with illegal cigarettes. The gang stole from our public services as well as harming legitimate and hardworking businesses. HMRC will not tolerate criminals who think this is an acceptable way to do business.

“Disrupting criminal trade is at the heart of our strategy to clamp down on the illicit tobacco market. I encourage anyone with information about tobacco fraud to contact our Fraud Hotline on 0800 788 887.”
Security guard Pranskaitis was jailed for four and-a-half years for excise fraud today (May 3). His fellow gang members were also convicted of the same offence:
· Egidijus Kairys, 44, of Forest Lane, London was handed a three-year prison sentence.
· Linas Bernotas, 46, of Radviliškis, Lithuania, was handed a two and-a-half year prison sentence. 
· Haroldas Bernotas, 23, of Radviliškis, Lithuania, was handed a two-year prison sentence.
· Kristupas Strasunskas, 25, of Klaipėda, Lithuania, was handed an 18-month prison sentence. 
Forty-four-year-old Pranskaitis, who worked as a courier and film set security guard, was the mastermind behind the conspiracy, organising the delivery, unpacking and distribution of the cigarettes across County Durham and Tyne and Wear.
His nephew, Strasunskas, and father and son, Linas and Haroldas Bernotas, all from Lithuania, made several trips to the UK to help unload the deliveries.
They were joined by Kairys, a scaffolder from East London, who drove the gang members from Luton Airport to the rented industrial unit at Pontop Business Park on Harelaw Industrial Estate. 
Pranskaitis and his gang were sentenced at Newcastle Crown Court, by His Honour Judge S R G Hickey. Four of the men failed to attend court and are being sought by HMRC.
Notes to Editors

1. Dainius Pranskaitis, DOB 7/2/1973, of Muirkirk Road, London, was sentenced to four and-a-half years in prison.
2. Egidijus Kairys, DOB 1/10/1973, of Forest Lane, London, was sentenced to three years in prison.
3. Linas Bernotas, DOB 21/03/1972, of Radviliškis, Lithuania, was sentenced to two and-a-half years in prison.
4. Haroldas Bernotas, DOB 12/08/1994, of Radviliškis, Lithuania, was sentenced to two years in prison.
5. Kristupas Strasunskas, DOB 24/03/1993, of Klaipėda, Lithuania, was sentenced to 18 months in prison.
6. All five men were charged with being knowingly concerned in dealing with goods, namely quantity of cigarettes, which were chargeable with duty which had not been paid with intent to defraud Her Majesty of duty payable on the goods contrary to section 170(1)(B) and (3) of the Customs and Excise Management Act 1979. 
7. Follow HMRC Press Office on Twitter @HMRCpressoffice.

8. HMRC's Flickr channel: www.flickr.com/hmrcgovuk.
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