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Funding Pivotal to Drop
In Car Theft, Police Say

By Antonio Vasquez
Staff Writer

Metro Detroiters are known
for their pursuit of the almighty
automobile, which can unfor-
tunately manifest itself some-
times in criminal ways, such as
auto theft.

But state and local law en-
forcement, insurance compa-
nies and citizens have united to
curb the behavior, and the lat-
est numbers from the Auto
Theft Prevention Authority
(ATPA) indicate that their ef-
forts might be working.

ATPA reports that between
2001 and 2002, the number of
vehicles reported stolen in
Michigan dropped from 52,310
vehicles to 49,248 vehicles, a
decline of 5.85 percent.

By comparison, auto theft
across the country increased
by 1.6 percent during the same
time period. :

In fact, auto theft in Michigan
has declined for 14 of the past
16 years, and the latest num-
bers are the lowest in 25 years,
according to Val Vitols, execu-
tive director, ATPA.

In the city of Detroit, where

nearly half of all auto thefts oc-
cur, numbers dropped from
24,537 vehicles in 2001 to
23,857 vehicles in 2002.

The decline is attributed to

‘the strategic goals of ATPA, a

state agency that awards
grants to law enforcement
agencies, prosecutors and non-
profit community organizations
dedicated to the identification,
investigation and prosecution
of auto thieves.

ATPA was formed in the mid-

-1980s, when Michigan had the
highest auto theft rate in the
nation.

A governor-appointed, seven-
member board, which includes
representatives from law en-
forcement, auto insurers and
insurance holders, oversees its
operations.

Funded by an annual $1 as-
sessment on every insured,
non-commercial passenger ve-
hicle, in addition to the interest
earned through fund invest-
ments, ATPA currently manages
$6 million annually across a
statewide network that has de-
creased auto theft in Michigan
by 32 percent since 1986. -

Auto theft for the same pe-
riod nationally has increased
nearly 2 percent.
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“This significant and consis-
tent reduction has been ac-
complished through a compre-
hensive program involving co-
operation among all levels of
government and the private
sector,” Vitols wrote in a recent
letter to Michigan Gov. Jennifer
M. Granholm and the Michigan
Legislature.

Lieutenant Sam Carter, who
is the Commanding Officer of
the Detroit Police Commercial
Auto Theft Unit, credits ATPA
with providing the funds nec-
essary to maintain a force of 34
undercover officers who focus
solely on auto theft in Detroit.

The unit receives three sepa-
rate ATPA grants totaling ap-
proximately $1.5 million.

The funds pay for salaries,
training and development, as
well as the costs associated
with the purchase and mainte-
nance of vehicles that go be-
yond unmarked units.

Their vehicles are tough to
identify because they range
greatly in make and model.

In short, these officers won't
be found cruising in the trade-
mark Ford Crown Victoria and
Chevy Impala commonly used
by law enforcement.

In fact, citing concern over
their identities, the officers de-
clined to be photographed for
this story.

“We have been very success-
ful, and part of our success has
been with the funding from
ATPA, because we can hire offi-
cers dedicated strictly to auto
theft,” Carter said.

“Without that funding, if we
even had an auto theft unit, it
wouldn’t be as big as it is now,”
he added.

Beyond conducting tradi-
tional surveillance operations,
Carter’s squad utilizes a so-
phisticated computer network
that draws on the information
collected in their own data-
bases, as well as those main-
tained by the Michigan Secre-
tary of State.

In doing so, officers can iden-

Oakland Tech News

February 16, 2004
(Page 2 of 3)

tify registered and unregistered
vehicles, track the transactions
of license plates, and monitor
the activity of criminals with a
past history of auto theft, offi-
cials said.

While Carter and his depart-
ment primarily engage in the
identification and apprehen-
sion of car thieves, they also
consult with Big Three au-
tomakers on how to design ve-
hicles that might be less prone
to theft.

Certain vehicles are favored
for ease of theft or consumer
popularity, although Carter
says, “no vehicle is exempt, be-
cause if there is a market for
that part, [auto thieves] know
they can get something.”

By studying the frequency
and targets of vehicle theft, as
well as the techniques used to
override  security systems,
Carter can identify patterns
and offer consultation to the
Big Three automakers.

“When | see a trend coming
up, I will call them and notify
them,” Carter said.

“We're trying to work with
automobile manufacturers so
that we can inform them of the
methods being used to defeat
their anti-theft devices,” Carter
continued.

The decline in vehicle thefts
in the city of Detroit is a testa-
ment to the dedication of De-
troit Police’s Commercial Auto
Theft Unit, which has con-
tributed to the decline experi-
enced in all of Wayne County
since the unit first started re-

ceiving ATPA grants in 1987.

Vehicle thefts in Wayne
County went from 43,300 vehi-
cles in 1986, to 29,701 vehicles
in 2002.

ATPA-funded vehicle theft
task forces have also helped
fuel declines in other counties
during the same time period,
with Oakland County thefts
dropping from 9,310 vehicles to
3,243 vehicles, and Macomb
County thefts from 5,832 vehi-
cles to 2,937 vehicles.
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The operation has been so
successful, other states look to
Michigan as a role model in the

fight to curb auto theft. )

“We're fortunate to have this
program in Michigan. It’s been
so successful that nine other
states have adopted it across
the nation,” Vitols said.

Major states to adopt ATPA’s
applications and procedures in-
clude Arizona, Florida, lllinois,
Maryland, Minnesota, Pennsyl-
vania, Texas, New York and
Rhode Island. ‘

Vitols also said the state of
Colorado “recently adopted the
program on a voluntary basis
and the state of Utah was hav-
ing hearings on it.”
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STATE TOTAL = 52,310 49,248

VEHICLE THEFT in Metro Detroit is declining more rapidly than
the national average. Statewide, the rate has fallen 5.85 percent,
versus l.6-percent nationwide. - graphic by Jennifer Catanzaro
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