
An Apple AirTag, Stolen Luggage, and Lessons Learned

Description

A Cautionary Tale

“It is not so much about what life hands you, but what you do with what you get”
Idowu Koyenikan
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Picture from my flight

From a theft perspective, we have been fortunate during our travels. By nature, we are cautious and
have many protections in place. At times though, due to necessity, when moving from hotel to hotel,
we leave all our luggage in a rental car while visiting sites. We pay close attention to where we park but
know that is no guarantee. So far, we have had no issues; knock on wood.
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On a recent trip, I (Joelle) learned a hard lesson at my home airport. My suitcase was stolen from the
baggage carousel before I arrived there. Sadly, I discovered this is an increasing occurrence in the US.
At my airport alone that evening, there were three reports of stolen luggage.

Home from a business trip

The flight from Detroit landed late. The airport was busy with many flights coming in. I was scheduled
to work my evening volunteer shift at the airport USO. I quickly stopped to drop off my carry-on and
coat before heading to baggage claim. Several people from my flight were still there, and several bags
were on the carousel. My luggage was not. I waited until it was apparent no more luggage was coming.

Becoming more concerned by the minute, I checked my Apple AirTag. Opening the Find Me app on my
iPhone, it registered that my suitcase was nearby, but it seemed to be in an odd place. I immediately
approached the airline and showed them the app location, and they said it looked like it was on a
baggage cart somewhere. I am unsure how they were so confident, but I figured they knew the airport
better. The agent said luggage is always found; it may take some time. We started the paperwork so it
can be delivered to me once found. I kept watching the app; the suitcase was still at the airport but
moving farther away. The agent reassured me not to worry; they would find it.

I was not so sure.  
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Baggage Claim direction sign at Seattle (Sea-Tac) airport from Adobe Stock Photo

Time for the Police

A short time later, with the bag moving farther away, I called the Port Police, who met me at their
baggage claim substation. The second the Officer saw the app location, he said your suitcase is at the
transit station; it has been stolen.

He asked for pictures of my luggage to examine the security video. Luckily, the suitcase looked unique,
and we could spot it immediately on surveillance video. To my surprise, it was the first one out on the
carousel.

Why does that never happen when I am standing there?

The suitcase had gone around several times. Our thief was casually leaning up against the wall the
whole time, then moved in to grab my suitcase and walked away. The Police got a clear shot of his
face.
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Of course, since I lost so much time with the airline, our thief was off the light rail by the time we
identified the theft. I could track the luggage on the Apple AirTag as it went down the rail line. If I had
interacted with the Police sooner, they could have asked the transit police to stop him as he got off the
train.

A City Police unit did go out where the bag was showing on the Apple Air Tag, but they did not find it
when searching the area, even in dumpsters. I spent 3 hours at the airport dealing with this; it made for
a long exhausting day. When I returned to the airline to make the report, the same agent was
apologetic for giving me the wrong info. She was shocked when I told her this evening alone; there
were three luggage thefts at the airport.

How airport luggage is stolen

Adobe Stock Photo
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The thief’s mode of operation is to wait by the carousel and note which pieces are not picked up yet.
Once they have seen the same bag go around several times, they grab it and casually walk away. If
you show up and say, “Excuse me, that is my bag.” they can say, “Oh no, did I grab the wrong bag? I
am so sorry.”

*Remember, if your luggage gets left behind and is scheduled on a later flight, it will often go to the
carousel first and be picked up by staff after most people have collected their luggage. But if the thief
gets it first, you are out of luck.*

The Apple AirTag  continues to report to the home base

Over the next two days, the Apple AirTag frequently reported the suitcase’s location. It moved the night
of the theft but stayed in the same place for the next 48 hours.

It was calling out to me, and I could not ignore it.

The night after the theft, I reached out again to the City Police. They sent another unit to the area
where Apple AirTag was reporting but did not spot the suitcase.

How does an Apple AirTag work?
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Adobe Stock Photo

The Apple Airtag reports a location based on other iPhones in the area. It does not ping at the exact
location but is close to it. As so many people use iPhones, you can easily track the Apple AirTag, as
was the case here.

They could not be simpler to set up. Pull the tap and place your phone near the Apple AirTag. It picks it
up immediately, and your iPhone guides you the rest of the way. Takes less than a minute.

Our intervention to retrieve stolen luggage
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Two days later, my husband and I decided to go to the city to track the suitcase. We had no plans to
confront anyone or do anything risky. We figured the bag was probably abandoned, and maybe I could
salvage some items. Though I had nothing of enormous value in the suitcase, between clothes, shoes,
toiletries, a nice winter coat, knee brace, etc., I lost over $1000 of contents.

We followed the Apple AirTag GPS, which led us near railroad tracks in a warehouse district. It pointed
straight to some tents next to the tracks. We did not get out of the car. As we sat deciding what to do,
to my shock, the suspect walked by us. That Apple AirTag did its job.

What we learned next

It was getting late, and we decided to return home and contact the Port Police. I was told to contact the
City Police during daylight and see if they would help. They warned me they did not have to, but it was
worth trying.

They also told me they had identified the suspect, who is well-known for this kind of theft. He had been
arrested many times and charged, and nothing had been able to stick. Later in the story, you will learn
why.

Returning to the Apple AirTag location
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When I called the City Police the next day, they said they would be happy to help. They asked us to
come to the city, park a couple of blocks away from the location, and they would meet us. We provided
the Officers with a printed photo of the stolen luggage and images of the AirTag location. They said to
stay put, and they would call us if we were needed.

The Officers went to the first tent, and the resident allowed them to search the tent, and they found
nothing. But just past this tent, they said they saw something suspicious. They asked us to come to the
scene. I handed the Officer my cell phone, and he followed the Apple AirTag GPS. As he approached,
it said 10 feet, 9 feet, and so forth until it said, “You have arrived.” Right in front of him was my
suitcase. The Officer was pretty impressed.
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The Officers were out of our view for some time, and when they returned, they had my suitcase inhand.
To no surprise to me, the suitcase was empty. The Officers felt bad returning an empty piece of
luggage, but I was happy to have retrieved it with their help.

They also found several other suitcases and said it was apparent our suspect had been very busy at
the airport. We had tracked his stash, and that is no small thing. It was obvious the Officers were
pleased as well.

It got a bit more interesting

While the Police were out of our view,  guess who showed up in the distance? Our suspect. He was
dressed exactly as he had been at the airport. He stopped when he saw the Police cars, watched for a
minute, then took off quickly. I pointed him out to the Police, and one Officer left to track him. I do not
know the result of that.

Keeping everyone in the loop

The stolen suitcase

I contacted the first Port Police Officer to update him. He was genuinely pleased with the news and
thanked me for pursuing it. He said these people keep getting away with repetitive crimes as they have
received no repercussions. Prosecutors today have little interest or resources to prosecute property
crimes.
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When I opened my suitcase, I noticed every piece of identifying info and luggage tags had been
removed. He swept it clean. There would have been no proof it was mine as it was likely the case for
the other suitcases he had stolen.

This time he messed up. Though it was in plain view, he did not know what an Apple Airtag was. He
probably thought it was a zipper pull. He was caught red-handed with the stolen item. Whether this
goes to trial, I don’t know; he has been charged with theft. At least, I hope this will deter him from
returning to the airport and finding new victims.

Upon further research stealing luggage from an airport is a federal crime. I can only hope they will
pursue that. A few trips back, I found a lovely one-of-a-kind piece of art I could not fit in my carry-on. I
would have been heartbroken if he had stolen that.

What about the contents? What do I do now?

The airline is the first step, and I did file a claim. Theft is covered under the category of lost luggage, as
my items are gone. I can then forward what they don’t cover to my travel insurance. I am curious how
the process will go and will update it here.

The paperwork alone took hours, but it was well worth it, with over $1000 of items needing
replacement. I was surprised they only required receipts for items over $100. I still gave them receipts
for everything, Thank goodness for online shopping; it was tedious to gather receipts but also very
easy.

What I did next

I wrote to the Port Authority that operated the airport and shared with them what occurred. First, I
commended the fantastic Port Police Officer I engaged with.

But I also told them they must do more since luggage theft is rising. They should increase security in
baggage claim watching for known thieves, then if they grab a bag, ask for proof it is theirs. Another
idea would be to have airlines or the airport make announcements advising people luggage thefts are
occurring and to head immediately to baggage claim. They could hire staff to do random crosschecks
of luggage tags and claim checks.
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There is likely lots of stolen luggage never reported

Based on this experience, I would guess more luggage theft is occurring than is reported. The airline
wanted me to do paperwork and said they would find it.

They never would have.

Eventually, it would just be noted as lost, and it would be done. I would have gotten mad at the airline
when they weren’t the culprits. In the meantime, another theft is missing from the logs.
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Click the image to go to the Apple AirTags on Amazon

One thing I do know is I love my Apple Airtags

Adobe Stock

When I first bought these, my only thought was to find my luggage in a sea of bags during that crazy
time in Europe. I use them for my keys too. We use them on all our trips, and it was a relief always to
know where our luggage was. I never considered the benefit from a theft situation perspective.

In the days after this event, I bought four more Apple AirTags. We will put one in each car, my carry-
on, etc. People use them for pets, and on our Amazon Storefront, we have holders that attach to the
animal collars. There are so many other great uses.
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There have been reports of the downside, such as Apple AirTags being used to stalk people or being
attached to expensive cars that are later stolen. There is always a downside, but Apple is working on
the issue.

In this case, this worked in ways I never imagined. A criminal was caught with my luggage and several
others he had stolen. I don’t expect restitution; the satisfaction of finding the thief is enough for now.

Carry-on only, no thanks

I know some will say if you use only a carry-on, this won’t happen.

That is not always the case, especially when there is no room in the overhead bins. I see that on most
flights I have taken in recent months.

But many of us can’t live out of a carry-on, period. Kudos to those who do, but that will never be me. I
suggest placing an Apple Airtag in your carry-on suitcase too. You may be forced to check it. If you are
on a trip, you have to part with your luggage at some point. If it is stolen or accidentally left behind in
the cab, you can track it if you act quickly.

Lessons Learned

1. DO NOT stop at Go or DO NOT doddle along the way; NO bathroom or coffee stops.
GET TO BAGGAGE CLAIM!

2. Place Apple AirTags in all luggage you have with you, even carry-on. Place it in a discreet 
place. In this case, the suspect removed all identifying tags from the bag but obviously did not 
know what an AirTag was that was sitting in full view on the zipper. He likely thought it was a 
zipper pull.

I have now moved the AirTag into the zippered section that provides access to the rails. I taped 
it to a rail while putting lots of duct tape in other parts of the rails to make it look like a repair.

Then there is the obvious; I love Apple Air Tags. 

3. Always have travel insurance, and don’t rely on the ones your credit card offers. We 
exclusively you Squaremouth for all our travel insurance needs. Here is an article on the 
importance of travel insurance and how to be an intelligent consumer.
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Check out our blog post on the importance of travel insurance by clicking here

4. Always take a picture of your suitcase with your phone. I can’t begin to tell you how valuable 
that was during the process.

5. Take a picture of your packed suitcase before heading to the airport. It will assist in your 
insurance claim. If you always have certain items in your suitcase (in my case, a knee brace), 
keep that receipt, take a pic, and keep a list of those items.

6. Buy luggage that looks unique so it can be easily spotted if theft occurs. Placing tags on the 
handles isn’t enough, as those can be easily removed. I currently have a Travel Pro Bold, my 
favorite ever! You can find it by clicking here.

Adobe Photo Stock

Check out our blog post on the Top 25 Tips for Succesful Travel Abroad

7. I have often sat with people who had to check their carry-on on a crowded plane. They left 
their meds, electronics, laptop, etc., in the suitcase as it was last minute. They would say, 
“Well, I won’t need it on the flight; it’s not a big deal.”

8. But that luggage goes to baggage claim, where it is now a potential target for theft. Most 
luggage insurance coverage does not include electronics.

9. Every officer, 911 or dispatch person, was fantastic. Caring, engaging, attentive, and 
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professional. From that perspective, it was a positive experience. I was always calm, patient, 
respectful, and appreciative of every effort they made. I have always respected our Police, but 
that has only grown exponentially.

Want to see the travel gear we never leave home without? Check out our Wanderers Compass 
Travel Blog Amazon Storefront

How to process this

Travel comes with many wonders, and it also comes with many bumps along the road. We could write
a very long article with all the stories that have occurred to us over the years. It is part of life; bumps
happen while at home too. The key is don’t let it impact the joys of travel. It is a minor hiccup in a
lifetime of incredible memories. Please take it in stride, learn from it, and move on.

A travel blogger, Nomadic Matt, has had many things go wrong over all his years of world travel,
including being badly knifed in Columbia. I admire how he does not let it deter him from seeing the
world or speaking well of the country where it occurred. He focuses on how the strangers on the street
came to his rescue and how the Police loaded him in a truck, not wanting to wait for an ambulance as
he had multiple wounds. Focus on the good.

Final thoughts
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Though an unpleasant and stressful experience, my luggage theft taught me a lot. I was lucky in many
ways, too, I had no items of great sentimental packed, and we did retrieve the suitcase and Apple 
AirTag. I also had very positive experiences with all the law enforcement I encountered, which is a
valuable lesson in its own right.

If airport travelers make their voices heard, airports may be motivated to do more about this growing
issue.
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It also inspired me to share this story to educate others about the risk. Through shared experiences,we
may prevent others from being a victim.

See the world, travel with an open heart and gentle eyes, respect the culture, and seek authentic
experiences. But also take precautions, and be an intelligent traveler, to reduce the risk of bad stuff
occurring. Despite all our precautions, things still happen, so buy travel insurance to assist in those
times. It will give you peace of mind, which is worth its weight in gold when traveling.

Safe travels!!

© 2024 Wanderers Compass All Rights Reserved

Do you have an airport theft or Apple AirTag story to share?

Comment below so we can all learn from your experience.

*We have NO affiliation with Apple, and when we purchased our Apple AirTags, we paid full 
price on Amazon*

Passionate about travel? Subscribe to our Wanderers Compass Community

Our quarterly newsletters will inspire your wanderlust

Subscribe

☐ I accept the privacy policy
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Our most recent blog posts

Destinations / Hotel Reviews

Conrad Tulum Riviera Maya – Luxury Extraordinaire

An in-depth and honest review of our stay at th Conrad Tulum Riviera Maya…

March 30, 2024
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Destinations / France / Monaco

Eze France: Medieval Splendor

Charming Eze, France, is a picturesque hilltop medieval village renowned for its breathtaking
panoramic…

March 29, 2024
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Denmark / Destinations

Nyhavn Copenhagen – Ultimate Visitor Guide

To move, to breathe, to fly, to float, To gain all while you give,…

March 28, 2024
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Italy / Libations of the World

Aperol: The Orange Sensation

Our Fifth Featured Libation of the World comes from stunning Italy. The drink that…

March 28, 2024

COMPANY NAME
Address | Phone | Link | Email

default watermark

Page 22
Footer Tagline

https://www.wandererscompass.com/dining-abroad/libations-of-the-world/aperol-the-orange-sensation/
https://www.wandererscompass.com/category/destinations/italy/
https://www.wandererscompass.com/category/dining-abroad/libations-of-the-world/
https://www.wandererscompass.com/dining-abroad/libations-of-the-world/aperol-the-orange-sensation/


Croatia / Destinations

Novigrad on the Dalmatia Coast – A Piece of Croatia Heaven

Located in Zadar County along the Dalmatia Coast, this medieval village will capture your…

March 28, 2024

COMPANY NAME
Address | Phone | Link | Email

default watermark

Page 23
Footer Tagline

https://www.wandererscompass.com/destinations/novigrad-on-the-dalmatia-coast-a-piece-of-croatia-heaven/
https://www.wandererscompass.com/category/destinations/croatia/
https://www.wandererscompass.com/category/destinations/
https://www.wandererscompass.com/destinations/novigrad-on-the-dalmatia-coast-a-piece-of-croatia-heaven/


Destinations / Scotland

12 Best Things to Do on the Isle of Skye, Scotland

Planning a Visit to the Isle of Skye? Read This First! “Wherever I wander,…

March 28, 2024
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Destinations / Ireland

Cliffs of Moher – Ireland’s Best Natural Attraction

A guide to making the most of your visit to the magnificent Cliffs of…

March 27, 2024
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Destinations

Top 6 Restaurants in Singapore to Impress Your Partner

Whether looking for a romantic setting or just a lovely evening with great food,…

March 25, 2024
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Belgium / Destinations

Antwerp Belgium Things to Know Before You Visit

An Antwerp Visitor Guide and Photo Gallery Belgium is such a beautiful place with…

March 25, 2024

Want to learn about Wanderers Compass?

Click Here

Our Top Recommended Travel Products and Resources

Squaremouth.com

Our favorite travel insurance site!

If you book a trip, don’t forget to get travel insurance within 14 days of your first booking. We could not
be stronger advocates of being well-insured. Not just for the little stuff but the big things like medical
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emergencies. We never leave home without it. Over the years, we have used many sites but have now
found our go-to place. Squaremouth.com does a fantastic job; it has a user-friendly interface, uses
top-rated and reputable insurance carriers, and most policies cover COVID-19 medical issues and
cancellations. They also mediate on your behalf if you have problems with your policy.

To empower you as a consumer, we suggest you read our blog post on the importance of travel
insurance and how to get the best coverage from top-rated companies for an affordable price.

MedjetAssist

Medical transport back home from anywhere in the world

They are the premier global air medical transport. One caveat to travel insurance is that medical
evacuation usually gets you to the closest facility to care for you. Medjet gets you back to the U.S. to
the hospital of your choice once you are stable enough to fly. They cover COVID-related transport as
well.

Medjet carries its own policies. These policies are only for transport and do not cover other aspects of
travel insurance. They have individual trip policies starting at $99 and annual policies for around $300.
Most of their policies limit the age to 74 and younger. Prices are not based on age below that.

To learn more about how Medical Evacuation membership with Medjet Assist works, check out our 
blog post for a more detailed review.  

Expedia.com 

Hotels, home rentals, BNBs, flights, and other transportation & tours 

Expedia is a US-based company whose mission is to power global travel for everyone and
everywhere. Whether planning a family vacation, booking for business, or organizing the trip of a
lifetime, they are a fantastic resource. Wanderers Compass focuses on independent travel, and using
sites like Expedia makes that possible. Every aspect of travel you need, from airfare, accommodations,
rental car, and cruises to activities to do at your destination, can be booked on Expedia.  

Booking.com

Hotels, Home rentals, BNBs, Flights, and other Transportation & Tours 

Booking.com connects millions of travelers to memorable experiences, various transportation options,
and incredible places to stay – from homes to hotels and much more. It is one of the world’s largest
travel marketplaces for established brands and entrepreneurs of all sizes.

We always check Expedia and Booking.com to verify prices. At times, one is sold out of rooms while
another at the same place has rooms. We also often find some European hotels, especially smaller
ones, on Booking.com but not on Expedia. It could be they are a Europe-based company. Try both
before booking accommodations.
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Vacation Rental By Owner (VRBO)

Are you traveling with a family or having an extended stay at your destination?

With over 2 million bookable vacation rentals, VRBO connects homeowners with families and
vacationers looking for something more than a hotel for their trip. The VRBO community offers families
or groups various rental property types such as condos, cabins, lake rentals, beach houses, etc.

VRBO is now under the Expedia group’s ownership, which many were worried about, but it hasn’t
panned out to be a concern. It is a massive network with access to all lodging forms should issues
arise. Joelle has used VRBO for many years with her family and has had no problems with it.

Viator

As the leading marketplace for travel experiences, Viator believes that making memories is what travel
is all about. And with 300,000+ experiences to explore—everything from simple tours to extreme
adventures (and all the niche, interesting stuff in between)—making memories that will last a lifetime
has never been easier.

With industry-leading flexibility and last-minute availability, it’s never too late to make any day
extraordinary. This one site has it all and has experiences throughout the world. We use them often
during our travels, especially for food tours. We especially take the time to read the reviews provided.

Amazon.com

An excellent source for travel essentials and guides

We now have our own Amazon Storefront with all our favorite travel accessories and gear 
in one place. Check out our travel store at the link below.

Wanderers Compass Amazon Storefront

Amazon is one of the most comprehensive online shopping sources in the world. Teams worldwide
provide lower prices, better selection, and rapid delivery on behalf of customers. They offer a vast
inventory, and their 1.7 million small and medium businesses worldwide selling on Amazon.com offer
extensive options to customers.

We buy most of our travel books, accessories, and luggage from Amazon. We have ordered up to two
days before travel and get what we need.

HYDAWAY

This is not your ordinary drinkware company. The HYDAWAY difference is what their products do
when you’re not using them. Practical and portable, HYDAWAY doesn’t take up unnecessary space in
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your already-packed life or pile up in landfills. We all know that trying to pack light while being
environmentally conscious can be difficult. Having the right items can make a world of difference. 
HYDAWAY provides that.

We have used their collapsible water bottle, carrying case for the water bottle, and collapsible insulated
drink tumbler. They are all lightweight and durable. A conservation-focused product you can be proud
to buy.

Use our Promo Code. WANCOM15, at checkout for 15% off your Hydaway order

Welcome Pick-ups
(Airport and sightseeing service)

A global leader in ground transportation for travelers. They help hundreds of companies worldwide
enhance their services and boost their revenue with our 5-star ride experiences and hassle-free
automation.

Founded in 2015 in Athens, Greece, Welcome Pick-ups goes above and beyond the standard transfer
service as the first company to deliver a holistic, in-destination travel experience. From the moment a
traveler arrives at a new destination until they return home, Welcome accommodates all their travel
needs (transfers, travel products, things to do, information) as the easiest, friendliest, and most
personalized solution.

PhotoAiD

Do you feel like you are wasting time visiting an on-site photographer only to be embarrassed by the
photo? Would you like control of the final product? Get the perfect VISA or passport photo online with
PhotoAID.

When traveling, you often need to apply for official documents such as a passport, ID, and different
kinds of licenses or cards. Those applications require a picture that must meet specific conditions to be
accepted, depending on the country. Now, it is possible to take this picture at home without the help of
a professional photographer. PhotoAiD allows you to take the perfect biometric photo you approve
without leaving home.

This article contains affiliate links. If you use these links to buy something, we may 
earn a small commission at no additional cost to you. Thank you!

Do you have a question for us or have a comment?
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