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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Chapter One: Introduction and Background

The nature of car theft changed significantly beginning in the 1970s from joyriding to
theft for profit, in large part due to a proliferation of so-called “chop shops” that engage in the
volume sale of stolen car parts to body shops, to auto repair shops, and directly to car owners.

- Because auto theft investigators were often unable to identify which vehicles the stolen parts
came from or whether the parts were stolen at all, the Federal Government enacted the Motor
Vehicle Theft Law Enforcement Act of 1984 that required automobile manufacturers, based on
standards established by the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), to mark 14 component

parts of selected high-theft automobile lines with identifying numbers. The Federal Anti-Car
| Theft Act of 1992 required manufacturers to mark an additional 50 percent of their remaining
lines. Both statutes permitted the DOT to grant a limited number of exemptions for new
automobile lines equipped with selected anti-theft devices.

The 1992 legislation also required the U.S. Attorney General to conduct two assessments
of the DOT rules:

)] conduct by 1997 an initial evaluation of the effectiveness of the parts marking
and, if found to be effective in inhibiting chop shop operations and deterring
motor vehicle theft, extend parts marking to all remaining vehicle lines by
December 1997; and,

(2)  conduct by 1999 a long-range review of (a) whether parts marking has been
effective in substantially inhibiting the operation of chop shops and motor vehicle,
theft and (b) whether the anti-theft devices for which the DOT has granted
exemptions are an effective substitute for parts marking in substantrally inhibiting
motor vehicle theft.

Pursuant to the first of the;e two ésearch requirements, the U.S. Department of Justice’s
National Instltute of J ustice contracted with Abt Associates to conduct a two-part study of the
lmpact of the leglslanon . _ B ,

The first part of the study, to be reported in a separate document, will use the DOT’s

* national auto theft data to examine auto theft rates across time and across States. The second



part of the study, reported in the present document, examines the experiences and opinions of
auto theft investigators regarding the effectiveness of the component parts anti-theft labels.

. The information examined in the present report is based on telephone conversations with
auto theft investigators from 47 jurisdictions, including 31 of the 32 largest cities in the country
(plus Miami), six smaller municipélities, and nine State agencies. While the jurisdictions do not
represent a random sample of law enforcement agencies across the country, they do include the
majority of jurisdictibns with the highest auto theft rates in the Nation. Because five of the six -
smaller municipalities, and one rural State (Nortﬁ Dakota), make no use of labels (or, in one
case, little use), information from these jurisdictions has been presented separately from the data

from the other 40 jurisdictions.

Chapter Two: Do Anti-Theft Labels Help Prevent Chop Shop Operations
and Deter Auto Theft?

Nearly three-éuaﬁers of the 40 big city and State auto theft investigators contacted
reported that anti-theft labels are useful in helping to arrest chop shop owners and individuals
who steal or traffic in stolen vehicles and parts. Nearly two-thirds of the investigators reported.
that labels also help them to prosecute chop shop operators and other automobile and parts
thieves. Investigators reported that the most serious obstacle to making more effective use of

the labels is that they are easy to remove and, once removed, it is impossible to prove that the

parts are stolen because the owner cannot be traced. Investigators were about evenly divided -

regarding whether anti-theft labels deter proféssionals or amateurs from stealing or stripping cars.
Investigators froni the six smaller jurisdictions and one rural State report little or no use of
anti-theft labels because joyriding, and a resulting high recovery rate of stolen vehicles, is their
principal form of auto theft. | |

~ Chapter Three: .,'Ca\n. Anti-Theft Devices Substitute for Parts Marking?

- The Federal Antx-Car Theft Act of 1992 requires the Attorney General to retain the |

manufacturers parts marking exemptions for cars equxpped with anti- theft devices if it can be

shown that the devices are an effectlve substitute for parts markmg in substantlally preventing
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automobile theft. While this assessment is a requirement of the 1999 evaluation, not the 1997
evaluation, this report nevertheless provides auto theft investigators’ opinions about whether the
devices can substitute effectively for parts marking. A large majority of investigators reported
that audible alarms, steering wheel “clubs,” kill switches, and “smart” keys all help deter auto
theft but that eacih has drawbacks that prevent it from Subs_tituting effectively for parts marking.
The small minority of investigators who had experience with recovery systems reported that the
systems are effective in recovéring stolen cars but that their use to date is limited by lack of -

transmission equipment and cost to the consumer.
* Chapter Four: What Should Happen to Parts Marking Legislation?

All but one investigator felt that the parts marking legislation should be extended to all -
automobile lines and to all types of noncommercial vehicles, especially pickup trucks. While
every investigator reported that the parts that manufacturers are currently required to label are
the parts that are stolen most freqiiently, all but six investigators recommended that additional
parts be required to have labels, citing most often seats and airbags. Just over one-third of the
investigators recommended that manufacturers be required to stamp vehicle identification

numbers (VINs) on the component parts rather than use labels.

Chapter Five: What Resources Are Available to Investigators Using
Anti-Theft Labels?

Investigators reported making use of three principal types of resources to assist them in
making effective use of component parts labels: tiaining, technical assistance, and equipment.
Investigators reported they rely primarily on one or both of two organizations for trammg related 4
to anti-theft labels: the National Insuranée Crime Bureau (NICB) zind the International -
Association of Auto Theft Irivestigatb'rs ‘(IAATI). The NICB also assists jurisdictions with auto
theft investigations through its computerized 'database' and field agents, many of whom go on site
to help local investigators. Local .‘ auto theft task forces assist with investigations in nine
jurisdictions contacted. Nearly half the jurisdictions use ultraviolet lights to detect counterfeit

labels or the footprints that most anti-theft labels are designed to leave if removed.

vii



- Chapter Six: Conclusion

The study’s findings suggest that component parts anti-theft labels assist most big city
and State auto theft investigators to arrest car and parts thieves and to prosecute them.
Investigators were nearly evenly split about the possible deterrent effects of the labels on auto
theft, although some reported that the labels deter some chop shop operators. Anti-theft devices
are not considered sufficiently effective to warrant labeling exemptions for cars that
manufacturers equip with the devices. Almost all investigators would like the parts marking

 legislation expanded to include not only all relhaining car lines but also noncommercial vehicles

and additional parts. Investigators suggested that parts marking nﬁght be more effective if auto-

theft investigators and patrol officers were trained more systematically and frequently in how to
investigate label removal and tampering, if legislation in every State made tampering with or
removing labels a felony, and if investigators had access to detection equipment, such as

ultraviolet lights. |
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Rationale for Parts Marking

- Automobile theft is a major problem in the United States. Nearly 1.5 million motor
vehicles were reported stolen in 1995, representing one out of evéry 139 cars in the country (FBI,
1996, p. 50). Theft of component parts from vehicles is an even more common problem,

outnumbering vehicle theft five to one (Harris and Clarke 1992).

In the 1950s and 1960s, most car theft consisted of Joyndmg—youngsters stealmg cars, -

driving them for a short period of time, and then abandoning them, resulting in very high vehicle
recovery rates. Auto theft investigators contacted for this study reported that joyriding is still the

predominant form of car “theft” in smaller and rural jurisdictions. However, beginning in the-

1970s, substantial numbers of thieves in larger jurisdictions started stealing cars for profit,
resulting -in fewer recovered cars and more parts missing from those vehicles that were
recovered. Part of the increase in car theft for profit was due to a proliferation of so-called “chop
shops” selling stolen parts either directly to consumers in need of replacement parts or to end
users—body shops, automobile dealerships, and auto repair shops—for resale to customers. (See

appendix A, “Glossary,” for definitions of chop shops and other terms used in this report.)

Thieves began or increased their use of other schemes, as well:

] Thieves steal, strip, and abandon a car, while the innocent owner reports it as
. stolen. The police eventually recover the car and cancel the theft record.  The

thieves purchase the frame at an insurance or police auction, reattach the parts .

they stole from it, and then sell the vehicle, which is no longer listed as stolen.

‘;0_ ‘Owners strip their own car, removing enough parts for their insurance company
~ to declare the vehicle a total loss, and then file a claim with and receive
reimbursement from the company. They may then buy back the frame

themselves at an insurance company auction, put the parts back on the car, and*

either sell or make normal use of the vehicle.

: L2 | Tmeves buy a salvaged car for its title and Vehicle Identification Number (VIN)

They then steal the same modél car, place the VIN from the salvaged car on the |

- intact stolen car, and sell 1t to an innocent buyer.
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o Thieves openly ship stolen cars out of the country with stolen or counterfeit VINs
for resale abroad. Thieves also crate stolen cars for export and label the crates
as containing other goods.

] Thieves legitimately ship cars overseas but arrange either to have the VINs sent
back to the United States for reuse on counterfeit public VIN labels or to have the
actual VIN tag sent back for reuse on stolen cars. These “born-again cars” are
often not identifiable as stolen.

Figure 1-1, provided by the Portland (Oregon) Police Department’s Auto Theft Division,

illustrates the chain of events in two types of auto theft operations; figure 1-2, provided by the
Fort Lauderdale (Florida) Auto Theft Unit, illustrates how chop shops process stolen parts and

" vehicles.

The Federal Parts Marking Legislation

Auto theft investigators, in attempting to cope with the new types of theft, often had no
means of identifying which vehicles the stolen parts came from, whether the parts were stolen
at all, or whether a VIN belonged to the car on which it was found. As a result, in 1984 the
Federal Govémment enacted the Motor Vehicle Theft Law Enforcement Act of 1984 (chapter
331 49 §33102). The legislation directed the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) to
prescribe a vehicle theft prévention standard that mandated automobile manufacturers to inscribe
or affix an identifying.number or symbol onto 14 of the major parts' of vehicle lines determined
by the DOT to be of higﬁ theft risk. The legislation built on the Highway Safety Act of 1966,
which required manufacturers to install public (i.e., easily seen) VINs on all automobiles by
1969. (See the box “Other Types of Automobile Markings.”) In response to the act, the DOT’s
 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) promulgated a standard (50 FR
43168; October 25, 1985) that requifed manufacturers to mark-the 14 parts on specified high-

theft automobiles. These lines constituted one-third of their total automobile lines.2

'The act requires manufacturers to label the following parts: engine; transmission; both front doors; both rear
doors; hood; both bumpers; both front fenders; deck lid, tailgate, hatchback, or sliding or cargo door(s); and both
rear quarter panels. An amendment to the 1992 legislation also required labels on the side assembly of mulnpurpose
vehicles and on the pickup box, cargo box, or both of light duty trucks

*T'wo automobile manufacturers, also responding to the changing namre of automobile theft, experimented briefly
in the 1970s and early 1980s with labeling six component parts with VINs on two of their automobile lines.

3
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| AUTO THEFT FLOW

Theft order originates in a salvage yard, through an auto rebuilder or thief, a retagger or
stripper. Order is given tor a certain make, color and piece of equipment.
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The statute required manufacturers t6 mark replacement parts with certain symbols and
the letter “R” to distinguish them from original parts. The legislation permitted the DOT, upon
petition by a manufacturer, to exempt a limited number of new high-theft lines of passenger
motor vehicles equipped with anti-theft devices that the department decided were likely to be as

effective in reducing and deterring theft as compliance with the standard.

P

s i Y

.

el ptiney

P TRV



Manufacturers have chosen to use adhesive labels for the mﬁrkings. However, if
removed, the labels are designed to leave a trace, commonly called a “foatprint,” on the surface
where it was originally affixed. When the labels on older model cars are pulled off, some
adhesive remams indicating a label had been in place. However, thieves can remove the
adhesive. Labels on some recent model vehicles have material that migrates into the pamt
When thieves remove these labels, investigators need an ultraviolet (or “black”) light to detect
the footprint. - ‘ |

"The component parts anti-theft labels® are designed to make it possible to trace

automobile parts to the original vehicle in order to prove that they or the cars have been stolen.

* In addition, since the Federal Government and many States make it a criminal offense to remove-

or tamper with a VIN label, law enforcement investigators may seize and confiscate parts whose
anti-theft labels are missing or have been tampered with. In some States, officers may also arrest
individuals in possession of the parts or cars. Most investigators consider missing labels, or
labels that have been tampered with, a “red flag,” indicating that the part or vehicle may have
been stolen and therefore suggesting the need for further investigation. (See chapter 2, “Do
Anti-Theft Labels Help . . . 7”) '

In 1992, Congress enacted the Federal Anti-Car Theft Act, directing the DOT to require
manufacturers to mark an additional SO percent of their remaining automobile lines by December
1994 regardless of the vehicles’ theft rate. In combination with NHTSA’s standard pursuant to
the 1984 statute, which required the marking of one-third of the manufacturers’ automobile lines,

the new legislation had the effect of requiring manufacturers to label a total of two-thirds of their -

automobile lines. However, the 1992 act allowed the DOT to continue to grant a limited number
of exemptions for new automobile lines equipped with effective anti-theft devices—two vehicle
lines ber year through 1996 and one car line from 1997 to 2000. The new legislation also
prohibited any standard that would require manufacturers to spend more than $15 (in 1984

dollars) to mark each vehicle.

*Different law enforcement agencxes—and even different police officers within the same agency—use different
terms to refer to component parts markings. Some of the terms include Mylar labels, NHTSA labels, DOT labels,
anti-theft labels, VIN labels, high-theft line labels, and auto tails. Investigators may refer to the markings as stickers,
tabs, strips, or labels For purposes of consistency, this report always refers to them as (component parts) anti-theft
labels.
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The Anti-Car Theft Act of 1992 further required the Attorney General to conduct two

assessments of the DOT’s rule making in response to the legislation: . .

(1)  conduct by 1997 an initial assessment of the effectiveness of the parts marking
and, if found to be effective in inhibiting chop shop operations and deterring
motor vehicle theft, extend parts marking to all-remaining vehicle lines by
December 1977; and, -

(2)  conduct by 1999 a long-range review of (a) whether parts marking has been -

effective in substantially inhibiting the operation of chop shops and motor vehicle
theft and (b) whether the anti-theft devices for which the DOT has granted
. exemptions are an effective substitute for parts marking in substantially inhibiting
motor vehicle theft. If the Attorney General finds that the application of the

standard has not been effective, the DOT is required to terminate the standard

within 180 days. If the Attorney General finds that the anti-theft devices are an
effective substitute for parts marking, the DOT must continue to grant
exemptions. '

In response to the legislation’s short-term 1997 research mandate, the U.S. Department

of Justice, in a competitive procurement, awarded a grant to Abt Associates Inc. to conduct a

study to determine whether anti-theft labels have substantiallyy reduced auto theft so that the
Attorney General could make an informed recommendation to Congress regarding the extension
of parts marking to the remaining automobile lines. Subsequently, the U.S. Department of
Justice’s National Institute of Jﬁstice (NDJ) and DOT’s NHTSA agreed to coordinate their joint
evaluation responsibilities. The National Institute of Justice asked Abt Associates to survey law
- enforcement agencies and provide the findings to NHTSA, while NHTSA agreed to provide Abt
Associates with statistical data assembled by another contractor.

Based on these two sources of information, Abt Associates is conducting a two-part
evaluation of the effectiveness of the component parts anti-theft labels in deterring auto theft and
inhibiting chop shop operations. One part of the evéluation, to be submitted to the Department
of Justice on April 30, 1997, will examihe NHTSA’s national auto theft _.data using a
cross-sectional time-seriesf.design that 'examines auto theft rates across time and across States
based on data from the FBI's National Crime Information Center (N CIC) and the DOT’s insurer
database. The second part df the evaluatién—rc_:ported ‘in this document—examines the
experiences and 6pinions of auto theft invéstigatofé regarding the effectiveness of component

parts anti-theft labels. .
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Methodology

A previous study conducted for NHTSA (Harris and Clarke, 1991) using 1987 data
concluded that anti-theft labels were not effective in reducing theft. However, law enforcement
officers reported that the standard was helpful in identifying stolen parts and vehicles. The
officers also recommended that the legislation not only be extended but also.strengthened to
require the stamping or etching of VINs on component parts rather than allowing the use of

labels which, they reported, could be easily removed. In a second study, the Highway Loss Data

Institute, using insurance industry data, found substantially reduced rates for marked vehicles

compared to unmarked vehicles, especially in large metropolitan areas (HLDI, 1989). Finally,
a 1990 NHTSA evaluation based on NCIC data was unable to draw signiﬁcant conclusions
regarding the impact of the labels on theft (NHTSA, 1990). The present study builds on the
NHTSA study by examining many of the same issues addressed in that survey and including
many of the same jurisdictions. However, the NHTSA and other studies cited above were all
conducted shortly after the DOT regulations went into effect. The present study has the
advantage of several additional years for the regulations to have had an impact or an increased
impact. ’

The information presented in the‘present report is based on telephone conversations with
auto theft investigators frqm 47 jurisdictions nationwide, including 31 of the 32 largest cities in
the country (plus Miami), six smaller municipalities, and nine State agencies. (See the_ box,
“Jurisdictions Contacted.”) Typically, one investigator was contacted in each jurisdiction, but
in a few instances two or more investigators from the same jurisdiction participated. We
identified investigators by asking the agencies’ auto theft unit (or, in some cases, the agéncy’s
administrative assistant or public affairs division) to identify the investigator most familiar with
component parts anti-theft labels. In sonie cases, the person interviewed was the auto theft unit
chief; in other cases, the investigator was a line officer within the unit or (in smallef
jurisdictions) within the in\vestigative bureau. Almost all the investigators were at least
sergeants; many were lieutenants. Nine of the investigators were members of a local auto theft

task force.
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‘Investig'ators were asked whetﬁer and how they make use of anti-theft labels, whether
they felt labels are useful in reducing auto theft and inhibiting chop shop operations, and whether
they found anti-theft devices to be effective in deterring automobile theft. |

The jurisdictions examined do not represent a random sample of law enfbrcement'

- agencies _acfoss the country. The box “Site Selection Criteria” discusses how the jurisdictions

were selected. Except as noted, the six smaller municipalities and one rural State were - cluded
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from the analysis because, with one exception, labels were irrelevant to their auto theft

investigation activities. .
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Contents of the Report

- The following chapter examines whether auto theft investigators believe that component
parts anti-theft labels help them to prevent chop shop operations and deter auto theﬁ, Chapter
three presents the investigators’ opinions about the effectiveness of anti-theft devices and stolen
car recovery systems, while chapter four summarizes the investigators’ opinions about Whether
the legislation mandating component parts marking should be extended to all automobile lines.
Resources that investigators report they have available for assistance in making maximum use
of labels to investigate auto theft are presented in chapter five. A final chapter draws conclusions

from the preceding information.
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' Chapter Two :
. DO ANTI-THEFT LABELS HELP PREVENT CHOP
SHOP OPERATIONS AND DETER AUTO THEFT?
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This chapter discusses whether auto theft investigators find anti-theft labels helpful in

arresting and prosecuting automobile thieves, in particular chop shop owners, and deterring

automobile theft.

Effects on Arrests and Prosecution

Three-quarters of the investigators (30 out of 40) reported that anti-theft labels are
useful in helping to arrest chop shop owners and organized rings and individuals who steal
or traffic in stolen parts and vehicles. (See figure 2-1.)

’ Figure2-1
Investigators' Opinions About the Usefulness
of Anti-Theft Labels in Making Auto Theft Arrests
(n=40)

Of No Use

N

Of Linle Use

Useful
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Over half of these 30 investigators said the labels are very useful\, offering testimonials
6 such as the following:

“We make an incredible number of identifications with Ford Mustang labels that
have been removed or painted over. We made 25 arrests using labels in the past
24 months.” (San Francisco)

“They help a lot. We have five cars in the warehouse right now that were
identified with the labels.” (San Jose)

¢

“We made 20 arrests using labels in just the past 12 months.” (Denver)

“Parts marking has aidcd in the identification of cars in a high percentage of our
arrests—we use them almost daily.” (Los Angeles)

“Labels help most definitely—they’re what maké the case.” (San Antonio)

Investigators offered four explanations for why the labels contribute to arrests:

{ <

05

€))

Labels make it possible to detect many stolen parts among end users—salvage
yards, body shops, and repair shops—that investigators could otherwise never
identify as stolen.

L “We go into salvage yards with a search warrant, use ultraviolet scamigrs
on all parts, and find many parts that are stolen.” (New York City)

® “Labels are absolutely crucial to identifying stolen parts in chop shops.”
(Chicago)

®  “Chop shops éut cars up and take away the motors with confidential
VINs, leaving only the parts, so the only way we have to identify these
cars is with the anti-theft labels.” (Metro-Dade [Miami])

When they find parts with missing, damaged, or counterfeit labels, or with labels
that do not match other VINs on the same car, investigators in many jurisdictions
have the authority to seize the parts (and cars) for further investigation and then
either turn them over to the insurance company or auction or destroy them.

Many jurisdictions reported that, even if they cannot seize parts with missing or
tampered labels, or parts with labels that do not match other VINS, the findings
suggest that something is amiss. As a result, they investigate the matter further,
hoping to prove by other means whether the parts or vehicles have been stolen.

15
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Without the labels serving as “red flags,” they would have no reason to suspect
the vehicles or parts might have been stolen. )

Laws in several States require that the department of motor vehicles or a State
or local law enforcement agency inspect restored salvage cars before retitling
them. Inspectors often discover that these cars, or some of their parts, have been
stolen because the component parts lack labels or because the VINs on the labels
do not match the public or confidential VINs. According to a Massachusetts
investigator, under the Massachusetts Salvage Title Law of 1991, restored
vehicles have to have matching numbers on the parts and show who did the
repair work before the Registry of Motor Vehicles allows owners to put them
back on the road. Often the labels from stolen parts have been removed, and the
owners are charged with possession of stolen property.

The other 10 jurisdictions reported that the labels are of very little or no help in making

arrests for reasons discussed in the following section on “Obstacles to Effective Use of Labels.”
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Nearly two-thirds of the inves.tigators (24 of 40) reported that labels are helpful in
prosecuting chop shop operators and other automobile thieves. Nine s;ﬁd the labels were very
helpful in prosecuting cases. (See figure 2-2.) For example, an investigator from the Florida
Highway Patrdl reportéd that his unit had successfully prosecuted several cases in the past year

relying on labels.

Figure 2-2
Investigators' Opinions About the Usefulness
of Anti-Theft Labels in Prosecuting Auto Theft Cases
(n=34)

" Useful

Note: n = 6 “Don’t Know.”

Investigators reported that labels help with prosecutions in two respects.

(1)  The labels are useful in encouraging the State’s attorney to file charges because
 their absence constitutes convincing evidence of theft or because the VINs on
the labels are different from the confidential VIN.

(2) Labels help i)rosecutors win cases because they prdvide valuable evidence that
the vehicles or parts were stolen.

According to a Stockton investigator, “There’s no problem at all obtaining convictions
based on missing labels. I testify that they are put there in the factory as proof that they must
have been there.” An investigatof in Milwaukee said, “We’ve-had only one case go trial in the
past five years; all the others pled guilty because the labels helped provide irrefutable evidence
of theft.” Some investigators reported that, while nbt sufficient evidence for a conviction by

themsélves, labels that were missing or tampered with contributed to securing a conviction.

As an investigator with the Michigan State Police explained, “More points of identification
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sfrengthen the case in court; the defense is hard on evidence, so you need more than one
identiﬁcétion source. Component parts labels have greatly improved identiﬁcétion for court
purposes.” ' |

The most common crimes that jurisdictions charge when chop shop dperators are the
defendants are grand theft, receiving stolen property, possession of stolen property, and
tampering with or removing anti-theft labels. Very few jurisdictions turn their cases over to
U.S. Attorneys for prosecutiori, largely, investigators report, because “The Feds will accept only
high profile cases” that involve interstate transport and either organized rings or large numbers

of parts or vehicles worth a great deal of money. In addition, some investigators have no

interest in proceeding federally because they have close working felatic)nships with highly

skilled Jocal State’s attorneys who specialize in prosecuting auto theft cases. By contrast, a few
investigators said they prefer to take their cases to U.S. Attorneys because the penalties for car
theft are stiffer under Federal law than under many State statutes and because offenders

convicted in Federal court are ineligible for parole.
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Obstacles to Effective Use of Labels

Investigators reported that the most serious obstacle to making more effective use, or
any effective use, of anti-theft labels is that they are easy to remove. Only nine jurisdictions
reported that ease of removal was no problem at all. The following are typical of the comments

investigators made in this regard:

“The labels are usually conspicuous and easy to take off—and usually have been—and
then we can’t prove the parts were stolen because we can’t identify the owner.”
(Oklahoma City) '

“The big problem is removal—which happens 90 percent of the time, so they’re a big
failure. Only an idiot doesn’t remove them, because they’re visible. They just have to
wash the glue off and you can’t tell they were there.” (Boston)

Several investigators reported that when parts have no labels, there are two reasons why

they cannot be sure whether the labels are missing or are simply not supposed to be there in the

first place:

L Some automobile models do not change their parts design over a period of
years—the parts are interchangeable—so that parts manufactured before the
parts marking legislation went into effect will be unmarked legitimately.

o Some mbdel years, but not others, are not required to have labels because the
manufacturer has received an exemption as a result of installing an anti-theft
device. ‘

Despite the reported ease of removing the labels, most investigators said they can 6ften
still detect the footprint with an ultraviolet light' or prove that a label was mandated. As a
Dallas investigator reported, “Thieves do sand and paint, but my detectives know whether a
model should havé a label, and they testify in court that it wasn’t there.” Furthermore, State law

permitting, investigators can then seize the parts, arrest the owners, or both, because the label

has been tampered with. However, as discussed further in chapter 5, “What Resources Are

'The two méjor manufacturers of anti-theft labels also sell equipment that investigators can use for dewéﬁng footprints
left by the removal of their respective labels. However, only one investigator reported using the equipment.
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Available to Investigators,” rhany jurisdictions do not have access to an ultraviolet light. Even
with an ultraviolet light, because the footprint does not reveal the VIN, inveétigatérs ofteﬁ
cannot idehtify the previoué owner, which prevents them from proving that the parts were
stolen. As a California Iinghway Patrol investigator said, “It’s hard to prove they stole the pért, -
so we just confiscate it.” Furthermore, some of the smaller label manufacturers do not use the
footprint technology. Finally, if thieves sand and paint the part, an‘ultraviolet light can no
longer reveal a footprint. | |

Several investigators reported that the labels’ effectiveness is reduced because many

~ patrol officers are not trained to take advantage of them. Even when they are familiar with the

labels, most patrol officers make little or no use of them either because they have not received
training in where to find them or because they have forgotten the training they received. As a
result, éome investigators said, few patrol officers will seize and turn over cars with missing or
suspicious labels to their department or State auto theft unit for further investigation. ‘As an
investigétor from San Jose said, “The problem is that patrol officers, who make most of the
stops, have little idea what cars are supposed to have labels, so they don’t even mess with them.
They don’t want to get into trouble having a car towed.”

The potential benefit of training patrol officers to take advantage of parts marking is
suggested by the comment of an investigator with the Los Angeles Police Department’s
Commercial Auto Theft Division. “We have been training patrol officers for two years to have
extra sets of eyes out there looking for stolen cars; we train them as to when they have probable
cause to look for marked parts. This has been so effective we could spend full-time

investigating the leads these patrol officers now give us.” Similarly, an Indianapolis auto theft

investigator trains other city police officers to look for labels so that, if any are missing, they can

seize the cars under the State’s 48-hour impoundment statute until he can inspect them.
The only other significant barrier to making effective use of the labels, reported by just
over half the jurisdictions (22), is the use of counterfeit anti-theft labels. (Se¢ figure 2-3.) A

few investigators reported that thieves are using computer graphics to manufacture very

sophisticated counterfeits:

° “Computers make it hard to tell what is not original; law enforcement is far
behind the criminal element in technology.” (Oklahoma City)
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° “We’ve seen counterfeit labels good enough to fool dealerships.” (Milwaukee)

Figure 2-3
Number of Investigators Who Have Encountered
. Counterfeit Anti-Theft Labels
(n=40)

Not a Problem

22

Encountered

—

Problematic

Four of the 22 jurisdictions that have encountered counterfeits have done so
only once.

By contrast, over half the investigators who have run into counterfeit labels reported that

they encounter them rarely (in some cases, only once) or said that the counterfeits are easy to
recognize, either witﬁ the naked eye or with an ultraviolet light.
Investigators mentioned few other barriers to using labels. Every investigator reported
that the component parts that the National Highway Traffic Safety Admirtistration has required
be marked are the parts that are stolen most frequently. Only two investigators reported either
that thieves are switching to stealing parts not covered by the legislation or that salvage yards
are able to hide Ot disguise theif inventory in order to make it difficult for investigators to locate
stolen parts. According to a Philadelphia investigator, “The large salvage yards bury the stolen
parts in the cetiter of .a pile of legitimate parts, so we have to use a fork lift to get at the stolen
ones.” Other investigators reported that salvage yards have too many parts to be able to hide

them and they have to keep the parts visible so customers can examine them.
* The Effectiveness of Labels in Deterring Theft

In contrast to the consensus among the mvest1gators that labels help them catch car

- 'tthVCS the mvestlgatars were about evenly dwlded in thezr opinions about whether ant:-theft
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labels help deter auto theft. Investigators in 18 jurisdictions felt that the labels help to deter
theft. A Nashville detective said, “A professional knows they are there, so he wcn’t fool with
the car unless he has a solid place for the part or vehicle to go and can do the job quickly.” A
detective in Fort Worth reported that “Some guys abandon cars in good condition because of
the labels.” Most of these investigators, however, felt that labels have their greatest deterrent
effect with chop shop opcfatofs, especially since many States give law enforcement agencieé

authority to conduct “administrative searches” of salvage yards and repair shops without a -

search warrant.

e “Labels won’t deter the career thief, but some body shops won’t purchase parts.
with missing labels and without paperwork.” (Michigan)

° “Salvage yards are reluctant tc accept or keep parts without labels.” (Chicago)

®  “Chop shops do things differently because of the increased threat of being
inspected and caught for missing labels—for example, they keep the identity of
person who brought in parts. But it’s the labeling that has put teeth behind our
inspections.” (San Antonio)

] “Honest body shops very frequently report suSpicious parts because owners
know they can go to jail if they receive them, so the incentive [to avoid selling
stolen parts] is there.” (Los Angeles)

Investigators in New York State, Austin, Houston, and Philadelphia also felt that
labeling deters the crating and exporting of stolen cars, but eight investigators reported that the
labels had no impact on exports. According to a Seattle detective, “Labels haven’t made a
difference in exporting stolen vehicles because thieves are bold, brazen, and quick.” ‘None of
the investigators’ experiences with anti-theft labels are associated with geographic proximity
to Mexico or Canada, or with conducting investigations in a port city. This ﬁnding may reflect
the fact that investigators reported that thieves often steal parts and cars in interior States for
ultimate export rather than restrict their thefts to border States and port cities. Most
investigators said they had nc way of knowing whether the labels deter exporting either because
their jurisdiction is not in a port or border city or State, or because U.S. Customs and othe’f‘
Federal agencies have primary or exclusive responSibility for addressing the problem of
exported stolen vehicles. In addition, those investigators who work most closely with exported

cars—U.S. Customs and other Federal agencxes—were not contacted for this study.
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Several invéstigators volunteered that, even if labels do not have a deterrent effect on
auto theft, &ey do increase the “cost of doing business” to thieves. A New York City
investigator told about an undercover job his unit conducted involving videotai)ing~'a body shop.
“The tape recorded the owner telling a thief, ‘I know that I said I would give you $500 for that
car, but I can give you only $200 because the parts are marked. Now I'm going to have to go
the trouble of removing the labels.” “ The extra time thieves need to select cars without labels
and the extra time chop shops must take to remove them may result in their having fewer houfs
to be breaking the law. Conversely, seven investigators reported that labels decreased their

_ investigative burden. As one said, “If the label VINs match the public VIN, then we don’t have

to look further at the confidential VINs.” According to another, “If you find a marked part, the -

investigation is practically over; otherwise, it can take days and days to identify a car.” The time

savings that labels provide these investigators may enable them to devote more time to catching

thieves. While five investigators said that labels increase their work load because now there is -

something to follow up on, all added that they found the extra labor productive.
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Chapter Three
CAN ANTI- THEFT DEVICES SUBSTITUTE FOR PARTS
MARKING?

The Federal Anti-Car Theft Act of 1992 requires the Attorney General to determine by

1999 whether the anti-theft devices for which the Department of Transportation granted marking
exémptions are an effective substitute for parts marking in substantially preventing automobile
theft. While this assessment is a requirement of the loﬁg-range 1999 evaluation, not the initial
1997 evaluation, this report nevertheless provides auto theft investigators’ opinions about
whether the devices can substitute effectively for parts markihé Included in this discussion are
the ‘views of investigators ona variety of contemporary anti-theft devices and recovery systems
in addmon to the anti-theft devices currently recognized by DOT.

Of the 13 investigators who offered an opinion, all agreed that anti-theft devxces are not

- an effective substitute because, while they may have deterrent value, most can be defeated.

Because many investigators had no direct working experience with some of the specific anti-
theft devices, the information reported below, as indicated, is based on the opinions of only

selected investigators.
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Anti-Theft Devices

Many investigators offered opinions about the deterrent value of audible alarms, steering

wheel “clubs,” kill switches, and “smart” keys. Figure 3-1 summarizes these opinions.

: Figure 3-1
Investigators’ Opinions Regarding the Deterrent Value of Four Antitheft Devices

Audible Alarms Steering Wheel "Club”
(n=25) n=34)

Limited
Effectiveness

Effective With
Minor Thieves

Kill Switches "Smart” Keys
(n =26) (n=23)

Audible Alarms

Audible alarms use motion or impact sensors to trigger a siren. Of the 25 investigators

who offered an opinion about car alarms, 13 agreed that the device is a good deterrent.
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However, 10 of these investigators qualified their approval: seven said they are effective only
with minor thieves (especially juveniles), and three said they are helpful only if combined with
other devices (such as kill switches). Problems cited about car alarms are that they are usually

ignored, they can be easily deactivated or circumvented,' and many owners fail to use them.

Steering Wheel “Clubs”

Investigators considered steering wheel “clubs™ to be the most visible deterrent among

_ anti-theft devices. However, while a majority of investigators (28 of 34) who had experience

“with the club reported that minor thieves are likely to avoid a car armed with the device because

of the time and tools needed to defeat it, most investigators indicated the club is not a deterrent
for proféssionals intent on stgaling a particular car. Some professional thieves leave the club
at the scene of the theft, or, if apprehended, gloat to law enforcement officers about their club
collections. Six investigators claimed that the device has no deterrent effect. Eighteen
investigators described how easily the club can be defeated—either by cutting the steering wheel
or by freezing the club until it shatters. Two investigators observed that some victims owned
the club but did not use it regularly. Ironically, a club can be a positive indicator of a car’s value
to a potential thief. One investigator even mentioned that clubs represent a:p'btentia.l danger to
officers: by breaking the club apart and sharpening the steel rod, thieves can tumn the device into

a scabbard and sword reportedly capable of piercing a bulletproof vest.

Kill Switches

.Kill switches are designed to render a vehicle inoperable by inhibiﬁng the flow of
electricity or fuel to the engine until a hidden switch is activated (NICB, 1996). All but a few

| of the investigators (23 of 26) who discussed kill switches thought that these devices deter theft;

in fact, one jurisdiction uses a kill switch in its bait car to prevent car chases or loss. As with

_ other anti-theft devices, however, most investigators felt that thieves will find a Way to defeat

'"Thieves can deactivate car alarms by popping the hood and pulling wires. Alarms can be circumvented by
breaking the window to access the car and transporting the vehicle to a location where it is safe to deploy the alarm.
Also, since alarms are designed to stop when the car is raised at an angle. thieves can simply tow the vehicle away.
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or circumvent kill switches. Since kill switches can be installed in several locations,
investigators advocated choosing different locations to enhance their effect. Although kill
switches will prevent the thief from driviné the car away, investigators observed that, because
it is not visible, the vehicle will probably sustain some damage (e.g., to the windéws and
ignition) when the unsuspecting thief breaks into the car. (See the section on Global Position

Satellite below for a discussion of related problcms.)

“Smart” Keys

“Smart” key, or anti-theft immobilization, systems feature a control module which -

allows electronic communication between a specially coded key and the ignition; the car will
not start unless the key code matches the on-board code. Some smart key systems also block
the operation of the starter, fuel line, ignition, and central engine control if improper access is
detected (Siuru, 1996). Ford’s Passive Anti-Theft System (PATS.), General Motors’ Vehicle
Anti-Theft System (VAT), and BMW’s Coded Driveaway System are examples of smart key
systems. Many investigators had heard of smart keys, but few had an mformed opuuon about
their deterrent value. While 17 of the 23 investigators who had some cxpenence with them said

they were effective, many of these investigators, along with six investigators who were entirely

critical of smart keys, cited serious limitations. For instance, thieves can avoid the anti-theft

system altogether by towing or transporting the vehicle on a flatbed truck, or by obtaining the
key illicitly.> One jurisdiction reported an increase in the theft rate of Lexus cars equipped with
a smart key system. Four other investigators reported instances in which smart keys were

defeated by unknown means.
" Recovery Systems -

In contrast to anti-theft devices, recovery systems use electronic tracking systems to

lbpate vehicles equipped with transmitters after the vehicles have been stolen. Due to .

marketing, these systems have name brand recognition, and investigators are sbmewhat familiar

?One thief acquired* coded keys by pretending to serve as mtermedlary in private car sales. Victims were
unaware of the theft until the sales checks proved fraudulent.
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with their design. However, to date, most States do not have the necessary equipment to utilize
them—principally towers. Systems like Global Position Satellite (GPS), which use satellites
rather than towers, are rarer still. Moreover, the cost of recovery systems is still prohibitive for
most car owners. No one has seen these systems defeated, but investigators advise that; like kill
switches, tracking devices need to be installed in random locations on cars so that thieves cannot

find them easily. One Lojack option includes installation of more than cne transmitter.

Lojack

Lojack is a beacon system activated by law enforcement once notified a vehicle has been-
stolen. All but one of the 10 investigators who had practical experience with Lojack reported
it is effective in stolen vehicle recovery, including in chop shop and export cases. In one
example, Lojack enabled an investigator to locate a stolen car crated for export, which led to the
identification of six additional stolen cars. Problems investigators related about Lojack include:
electrical interference in major cities; the delay between vehicle theft and police notification,
which can permit the thief to dismantle or transport the vehicle out of the region; and the
cumbersome and labor intensive method of tracking vehicles. The simplest Lojack system

retails for nearly $600.
Teletrak

Teletrak is activated by starting the ignition without a key. Of the three investigators
who spoke from experience with Teletrak, two rated it the best recovery system. One

complained of transmitter problems that nearly resulted in the loss of a bait car.
Global Position Satellite (GPS)

Global Position Satellite (GPS) is a wireless cellular sysiem in which a tracker box
installed on the vehicle emits a signal tracked by satellite and computer. The transmitter is set
by remote control and activated automatically when the ignition is started. Four of the five

investigators who had experience with GPS on at least an experimental basis said it is effective;
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one was particularly impressed with its tracking precision. The GPS system offers an added kxll.
switch feature which shuts down the engme by remote control. Two investigators were
concerned about the system’s 10 to 12 second kill sw1tch delay because of possible accidents
if the switch is activated while the stolen vehicle is in motion. GPS can cost as mruch‘as $800

to install plus $30 per month for service.

Other Anti-Theft Deterrents .

Investigators identified several other anti-theft devices and strategies. One automobile
manufacturer, for example, has developed a metal steering column sleeve to prevent thieves
from defeating the ignition system by “hot-wiring” the vehicle. Four investigators said this
device helps prevent theft, while another four reported seeing it defeated. Four investigators
said they support etching highly visible VINs into windows; one investigator said this would
be an effective deterrent because “it is cheaper to steal another car than to replace the
windshield.” Finally, several investigators recommended common sense approaches to
deterring auto theft, such as increased education about locking doors, not leaving keys in the
ignition, and parking in well-lit areas. One investigator recommended parking in a space close -
to another vehicle of similar make and model when possible, thereby reducing the likelihood

of theft to 50:50.
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This chapter summarizes the investigators’ opinions about whether the parts marking
. legislation of 1984 and 1992 should be extended to all automobile lines and what additional
features any new legislation should incorporate.

g Opinions about Extending the Legislation

_} 4 Every investigator but one said that the legislation should be extended to include all

automobile lines. A Los Angeles investigator said, “It’s an absolute must that labels should be

* on all cars for sale in the U.S. They’re one of the most positive deterrents and identification

tools ever inilented‘and the least expensive way to help automobile theft go down.” Several
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investigators 'reported that automobile lines that have the highest theft rates nationwide are not
necessarily the lines that are stolen most often in their jurisdictions. The one investigator who
saw no need to extend the legislation said, “It hasn’t benefitted me.”

Eleven investigators volunteered that the “black box” exemption which allows the
Department of Transportation, upon appeal from a manufacturer, to exempt cars equipped with

certain anti-theft devices is a weakness in the law that should be eliminated.

® “The notion that the cars with these anti-theft devices aren’t bemg stolen is c--p;
they are being stolen.” (San Francxsco)

®  “The reality is that these exempted cars get stolen, and, when high-theft line

vehicles are stolen—and they’re the ones most likely to have anti-theft
devices—it’s an expensive loss.” (Milwaukee)

Investigators objected to the exemption for two reasons. First, when exempted cars are

stolen, there are no labels they can use for tracing the vehicles. Second, as an mvestlgator in

Portland complamed “The black box exemption is one of our biggest headaches because we

don’t know if a part should have a label.” _

With two exceptions, every investigator advocated requiring manufacturers to label all
types of noncominercial vehicles, including pickup trucks and sports utility vehicles. An
investigator in Austin said that pickups were “the hottest item in Texas™; a Denver investigator
reported that sports utility vehicles are “the biggest problem in the Mid-West”; and an

investigator in San Antonio said “Chevy trucks are the number one stolen vehicle in this city.”
Opinions about Additional Features the Legislation Should Incorporate

Every investigator reported that the parts that manufacturers are currently required

to label are the parts that are rhost ﬁeqaently stolen. However, all but five investigators felt -~

- that addmonal parts should be reqmred to have labels. Many investigators advocated marking
:-addmonal parts in general When asked whxch parts they thought it would be most 1mportant
to mark, most named spec1ﬁc parts, in parncular axrbags and seats (See ﬁgure 4-1 ) Among
.the ten mvestxgators who advocated markmg airbags, one from Austm sa1d “There’s a huge

market for them,” while a San Antonio investigator reported that “They’re being stolen like
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hotcakes.” A few investigators reported that one major automobile manufacturer is already
placing a partial VIN on its airbags’ backplate. Four investigators said that etching a VIN on
windows would be particularly effective in preventing theft because, as one invéstigator said,
“Guys won’t steal those cars, because the etching is too visible to ignore and the windows are

too expensive to change.”

Figure 4-1
Number of Investigators Who Advocate
That Specific Additional Parts Be Marked
(0n=27)

*Unibody or frame rail; expensive rims; steering assembly.

Finally, fourteen investigators recommended—sometimes in very strong terms—that
manufacturers be required to stamp the VINs on the component parts. As discussed in chapter
2, several investigators reported that labels are easy to remove, a.nd, once removed, it can be
difficult to determine whether the part was supposed to have been marked as well as impossible
to identify the owner. Three investigators volunteered the suggestion that, if VINs can not be

stamped onto the parts, they should be designed to leave the VIN as part of the footprint. .
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Chapter Five
WHAT RESOURCES ARE AVAILABLE TO
INVESTIGATORS USING ANTI-THEFT LABELS?

5 ﬁs’gmssw
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This chapter describes the principal resources auto theft investigators reported they have

available for assisting them in making effective use of component parts anti-theft labels.
Training Resources

Auto theft investigatérs who expect to use anti-theft labels as an investi gative tool need

to know which pahs are mandated to have labels, where the labels are located, whether they

have been tampered with, and how footprints can be detected. As shown in figure 5-1, auto‘ |

theft mvesugators rely pnmardy on one or both of two organizations for training in these
skills: the National Insurance Crime Bureau (NIC’B) and the International Assoclatwn of
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Auto Theft Investigators (IAATI). Sixteen of the 40 jurisdictions receive training from NICB,
an organization, funded by member automobile insurance companies, that is dedicated to
preventing auto theft. Eleven jurisdictions use IAATI, a professional membership organization
comprised of auto investigators nationwide. Seven of thése jurisdictions receive training from

the national IAATT office, while another four receive training from regional or State chapters.

Figure 5-1
Methods by Which Jurisdictions Receive Training
in Using Anti-Theft Labels*
(n=40)
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*Jurisdictions may receive training from more than one source.

Five investigators rcported that all officers in their departments receive training during
the police academy, é.lthough two said that most officers forget what they learn. Two
jurisdictions receive training from automobile manufacturers; three (all> in Texas) from their
State Department of Public Safety; one (Washington, D.C.) from the FBI; and six from
companies that manufacture the labels, in some cases as part of IAATI training seminars. Many
jurisdictions receive traJmng from more than one of these sources. _

Thirteen investigators reported that the only training their mvestigators receive is on the
jdb. Generally, senior'invéstigators train officers newly ‘assigned to investigate auto theft.

Several jurisdictions combine on-the-job training with the training resources identified above.
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Technical Assistance

Investigators receive help with investigations that involve anti-theft labels primarily
Jrom NICB and local auto theft task forces. Two jurisdictions reported that manufacturers were
occasionally of assistance in determining the locations of anti-theft labels.

The National Insurance Crime Bureau (NICB)

In addition to maintaining a comprehensive database of automobile numbers and histories,

about 200 trained NICB investigators stationed across the country are ofteri available to assist

State and local law enforcement agents in the investigation of auto theft. Thirty-three
jurisdictions reported making use of NICB’s database or investigators in cases involving anti-theft

labels.

° Twelve jurisdictions ~ telephone their local NICB investigators for
assistance—often frequently. According to a Los Angeles investigator, “NICB is
our number one information source; everything is on its computers.”

° Fifteen jurisdictions are able to ask local NICB investigators to come on site to
assist with investigations. For example, an NICB agent is available on call 12-18
hours a week in El Paso and 24 hours a day in Boston.

° Six jurisdictions have one or more NICB agents permanently attached to their
auto theft units. For example, two agents work two days a week with the Florida
Department of Highway Safety; two agents work full time with the Houston auto
theft unit; and one agent is assigned full time to the California Highway Patrol’s
Auto Vehicle Theft Task Force in Sacramento.

Investigators report that NICB provides several types of assistance. Agents may

L join local investigators at a salvage yard and use their laptop computers to tap into
‘ the NICB computer database from salvage yard (for example, to recreate full VINs
from labels that have been partially destroyed or to find out whether an auto
whose theft record has been purged from the NCIC database is still in the NICB
computer), thereby enabling the officers to seize immediately any parts or vehicles

that are determined to be stolen;

° help locate labels on a given part with a particular automobile year and line;
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o provide expertise or equipment, such as ultrav1olet lights, to ldenufy a part where
the label has been removed;

® act as a liaison to the insurance industry when insurance information is needed;
and, :

° provide front money for sting operations or bait cars.

Auto Theft Task Forces

Fifteen of the 40 jurisdictions have auto theft task forces that pro vide assistance fo local
law enforcement agencies. Typically, a municipal police department auto theft investigator is '
a member of the local task force. Department investigators use the task force to assist with or
take -over cases requmng special expertise or additional personnel or equxpment such as

ultraviolet lights. '

The composition of task forces varies considerably. However, they typically include the
largest local municipal police department and the county sheriff’s department. They may also
inciude State or Federal agencies. The New York State Department of Motor Vehicles
Investigations Unit in Albany is part of a task force that includes the US Customs Service, the
Quebec Provincial Police, and the Montreal Urban Police. Members of Houston’s task force
include the city police department, the county sheriff, the FBI, the Texas Department of Public
Safety, and the NICB. Six suburban police departments make up the Western Wayne County task |
force along w1th the Detroxt Police Department the Michigan State Police Department, and the -

county sheriff.
Equipment

Nearly half (19) the 40 jurisdictions use ultraviolet lights to detect footprints. Several
investigators report that the technique is very helpful in detecting whether a part once had an
' a:iti-theft»label. By contrast, two investigators who do not have an ultraviolet light said they did
not need one because they always know whether a part belongs to an automoﬁile line or model

that is required to have a label.
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This chapter synthesfzes the implications of the auto theft investigators’ experiences and
opinions in-relation to parts marking and reviews the investigators’ prdposais for liiic'feasing the

legislation’s effectiveness.
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Implications of the Study for the Parts Marking Legislation

Three-quarters of the big city and State investigators contacted for this study reported
that component parts anti-theft labels help them to make arrests and prosecute cases. With
regard to arrests, 16 found them very helpful, while five found them of no help.

Investigators were about evenly divided about whether anti-theft labels deter auto and

parts theft. Many investigators reported that nothing will deter professional thieves and that '

amateurs do not know the labels exist. Investigators who reported that the labels do have a

. deterrent effect feel that the effect is strongest with chop shop operators.

Very few investigators reported that anti-theft devices are effective enough to warrant

exempting certain automobile lines from the marking requirement. While a majority believe

that certain anti-theft devices are helpful in deterring theft, most also believe that professional

thieves can defeat them. Several investigators noted that devices like the club primarily have
only a displacement effect—that is, they simply motivate thieves to look for another car that has
no club. Sevefal inveﬁtigators observed that many drivers do not bother to use the anti-theft
devices they have. '

Consistent with this experience, every investigator but one recomn;ended that the parts
marking legislation be extended to include all cars. Investigators reported that the models that
are stolen the most frequently according to national statistics are not always the models stolen
most often in their jurisdictions. Most investigators said they would like thé iegislaﬁon to cover
not just all passenger cars but also pickup trucks and sport utility vehicles. Some reported that

these are the types of vehicles stolen most often in their jurisdictions.

Several investigators were critical of the “black box” exemption which allows the

Departnient of Transportation, upon petition by a manufacturer, to exempt from the marking
requirement a limited number of automobile lines that are equipped- with certain anti-theft
devices. Several investigators reported that the exemptions make it difficult to know whether
&'1' part is supposed to be ma;ked. |
Finally, a large majority of investigators expréssed a préference for mandating labels
on additional parts, citing seats and airbags most frequently. .
A majority of inv'estigators recormended—some v_cheméntly—that VINs be stamped on

the component parts instead of placed on labels. Citing ease of removal and the resulting
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that will, if femoved, leave the VIN in the footprint.

- Finally, four investigators expressed concern that automobile Mmanufacturers are
purportedly considering abandoning confidential VINs op the grounds that anti-theft iabe;ls make
them unnecessary. One investigator reported that, if 3 vehicle without 3 conﬁdéntial VIN were
to be torched, there would be no other way to identify the car at all. The same investigator

reported that ope major automobijle manufacturer hag already discontinued using confidentja]

Investigators suggested three steps that might enhance the effectiveness of parts marking
in effecting arrests, ' '



ihvesﬁgator séid, “The manual I use to find out which cars have labels is a half inch thick. How
s a beat cop supposed to ﬁgufe that out in 10 minutes of tra.ining?"’

Several investigators réported that the absence of State legislation making tampering
with or removing labels a crime prevents their using labels effectively. For exaxﬁple, an

investigator from Oklahoma City reported that without a statute in his State, he can only bring

charges of possession of stolen property for these activities. By comparison, in some other States.

it is a felony to remove a label or to have a component part with a label removed. Investigators

in five jurisdictions also said that thieves can avoid salvage inspection statutes in their States by

having the cars retitled in another State that does not require inspections of anti-theft labels. As
a result, they suggested that a Federal statute requiring a salvage examination nationwide would
make the labels morgé effective in both deterring and catching thieves.
Finally, increased access Lo ultraviolet lights and other equipment for detecting
footprints might improve investigators’ effectiveness in using labels to arrest thieves. '
In summary, most investigators in the large cities contacted in this report and in the States

with one or more large metropolitan areas réported that anti-theft labels are useful in making

_ arrests and prosecuting thieves. Almost all the investigators felt that anti-theft devices have -

significant limitations. Many investigators suggested that, with improved officer training and
additional State Jegislation, the labels’ effectiveness could be improved still further. While most
investigators report that labels help in recovering stolen parts and cars, and in catching thieves,

only about half the investigators believe that the labels deter car theft.
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Appendix A

Glossary of Terms

Term some investigators use to describe the exemption from the parts
marking requirement that the Federal legislation allows the
Department of Transportation to grant to manufacturers that equip
cars with effective anti-theft devices.

Premises engaged in dissemblihg or storing of unlawfully obtained
passenger motor vehicles or parts with the purpose of altering or
removing the identify of the vehicles or parts and selling or disposing

of them, typically to auto repair and body shop, or to individual °

purchasers.

Body shops, dismantling operations, salvage yards, wrecking yards,
and automobile dealerships.

In more recent labels, chemicals that migrate into the automobile’s
paint when anti-theft labels have been removed; ultraviolet light can
usually detect the chemicals.

The International Association of Automobile Theft Investigators, a
professional association for law enforcement officers involved in

investigating auto theft.

The National Insurance Crime Bureau, a research organization funded

. by selected automobile insurance companies to act as an international

repository of information related to automobile insurance claims and
histories. The NICB receives, stores, and distributes information
submitted to it by the National Crime Information Center (NCIC),
member insurance companies, and U.S. Customs. At the request of
law enforcement agencies nationwide, the bureau provides
information about the history of any automobile.

A vehicle damaged or stripped s0 extensively that it is no longer .

worth repairing.

Vehicle Identification Number. The 17 characters of a VIN indicate
the vehicle’s country of origin, type of engine, year and plant of

manufacture, the true serial number of the vehicle, and other .

information. Every vehicle has its own unique VIN.
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Appendix B
Motor Vehicle Theft Data for Cities and Municipalities

Motor Vehicle Per Capita Rate'

Citv : Population Theft Offenses  (per thousand)
: Austin, TX 523,691 3,581 6.84
Baltimore, MD 712,209 11,172 15.69
. * [Boston, MA 550,715 10,036 18.22
Chicago, IL 2,749,881 36,197 13.16
o Cleveland, OH 495,074 9,058 1830]
Columbus, OH 638,729 7,040 11.02
il Dallas, TX 1,042,088 16,882 16.20
i Denver, CO 505,843 5241 10.36
Detroit, MI 997,297 29273] 2935
r El Paso, TX 590,215 3,882 6.58
! Fort Worth, TX 460,321 4,861 10.56
- Houston, TX 1,734,335 22,536 12.99
9 ' Indianapolis, IN? 6,016
4 Jacksonville, FL 679,148 5,736 8.45
Kansas City, MO 445,549 6,792 1524
R Long Beach, CA 436,034 5420 12.43
i Los Angeles, CA 3,466,211 46,212 13.33
.2 Memphis, TN 623902 . 13,837 22.18
Miami, FL 378,720 8,832 2332| -
1 : Milwaukee, WI 622,467 11,345 1823
J Nashville, TN 523,681 8,115 15.50
: ' New York, NY 7,319,546 72,679 9.93
it Oklahoma City, OK 466232 5115 10.97
i Philadelphia, PA 1,529848] - 23,809 15.56
: : Phoenix, AZ 1,085,706 23,161 2133
_ Portland, OR 458,623 9,113 19.87
| San Antonio, TX 999,900 8,422 8.42
N : San Diego, CA 1,157,771 12,342 10.66
San Francisco, CA 738,371 8,291 11.23
e San Jose, CA 822,845 4225 5.13
} Seattle, WA 529,526 6,944 1311
-4 Washington, D.C. 554,000 10,192 .- 18.40
B Motor Vehicle Per Capita Rate
J Municipality " Population Theft Offenses (per thousand)
- Boise, D - 149,856 493 3.29
§ Minot, ND _ 35,518 64 1.80
“ Sarasota, FL 55241 278 5.03
L Stockton,CA ___ ° 223,752 3481 15.56
} Syracuse, NY__- 159,603 793 497
Y SRS Victoria, TX 61724] . 241 39| . . C T
' - " Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation (1996). : :
‘_} ’ 'Per capita calculates theft rate based on population in reporting jurisdictions; cars may be reported stolen by
nonresidents excluded from the population figure (e.g. Miami rate overestimates impact on population).
. ]‘ *IndianapolisMarion County is 8 unified city-county government with a total population of 772,792.
R ] -
. | 47 Nations Crir IIDROPERTY OF
T ational Criminal Justice Referen i
! ‘ Box 6000 ce Service (N(??{RS)

Rockville, MD 20849-6000









