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We continue to grow... Our newest office in
Albuguerque, New Mexico

We have opened a new office in Albuquerque, NM, staffed by our newest employee, Jeff Long, CFI.
Jeff is available to cover investigations in New Mexico, Utah, Nevada, and of course, southern Colo-
rado.

Jeff retired from the Salt Lake City Fire Department in 2001 after 28 years of service. He’s investi-
gated approximately 1,600 fires and successfully assisted in the prosecution and conviction of arson
cases in federal, state and juvenile courts.

Since his retirement from the fire department, Jeff has worked as a private fire investigator. He’s a
committee member for NFPA 921 and on the Board of Directors for the New Mexico chapter of I1AAL.

1-800-580-7047 Fax: 303-762-8510

As always, the full spectrum of services for origin and cause investigations, subrogation claims and
engineering services will be available through the new office.

Vehicle Fires & Theft — Fun or Profit?

By Mike McGee, CFEI, NIASE Master Technician

You receive a report from an insured their vehicle was
stolen. A short time later, the local police department
notifies you the vehicle was found a short distance
down the road, on fire. Was the vehicle really stolen
or did the insured stage a crime to collect from his in-
surance policy? Was it burned for fun or to cover the
fact there was no crime to begin with? What was the
motive behind this act?

Your initial interview with the vehicle owner may cause
you to question the claim. If the results of your inter-
view do not answer all of your concerns, Phoenix’s in-
vestigative staff can help.

Why is the car door open? Was it to beat a
hasty retreat or to allow the fire to grow?

Continued on page 2...
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Vehicle Fires & Theft — Fun or Profit? (continued)

Burning a vehicle attracts attention. Why would a
thief want to attract attention to what they have
done? A vehicle might be burned to cover evi-
dence of a crime. Would an educated thief really
trade a misdemeanor joy ride charge for a grand
larceny and arson charge? A burned vehicle guar-
antees the owner will not get the vehicle back. A
thorough investigation of the remains of the vehi-
cle can substantiate the motive behind the theft.
The method and medium used to initiate the fire

can show the person responsible planned the g

event.

Hard economic times have caused some vehicle - i i
owners to consider ways of getting out from under Finding the keys on the floor can help confirm or

the financial stress of their car payment without hurt-  dispute an owner’s story. Make sure the investi-
ing their credit. The actions they take can be out of gation includes a full removal of the debris in the
desperation. Often, they do not realize the insurance Passenger compartment.

companies DO investigate these losses.

It's getting harder to steal a car without a key. In the past, a person could run a wire from the battery
to the coil, jump the terminals at the starter and off they went. Technology has produced some very
effective vehicle anti-theft deterrent systems which come standard on today’s vehicles. The pricier
the vehicle, the more elite the system. It's not surprising considering an average vehicle costs
$18,000. Even with the advent of the new security systems, vehicles are still reported stolen.

Some simple questions to ask the insured to help to determine their level of involvement:

= Who has keys for the vehicle and are they all accounted for?

= Who was the last person to drive the car and when did they drive it?

= Are they current with their payments?

= Was the vehicle parked in an area where there are problems with theft, vandalism or
similar crimes? Is it normal to park the vehicle there or was this an isolated
event?

= Has the value of the car decreased faster than the loan is being paid off (upside down)?

When reviewing a stolen car claim, one must consider why anyone would want this vehicle. A sim-
ple joy rider does not have the technical knowledge to override today’s deterrents; however, they
rely on opportunity - the key was left in the vehicle, for example. Furthermore, it is not common for
them to burn the vehicle when they get to where they are going.

Today, a professional vehicle thief has to be quite smart. They have to be able to read and under-
stand vehicle wiring schematics and be knowledgeable about the different types of deterrents. They
would have to enter the vehicle, bypass the security system sensors, access the ECM, and override
the steering wheel lock mechanism and the shift lock mechanism in a short amount of time without
setting off the audio alarm or putting the computer in its “no start” mode.

(continued on next page)



Vehicle Fires & Theft — Fun or Profit? (continued)

An average thief can get into the vehicle without set-
ting off an alarm. One trend now is to gain entry into
a vehicle using a device similar to a remote door bell
which operates in the same frequency range as a
key fob. This type of intrusion is more likely to occur
in a busy parking lot. However, the thief is not able
to drive away with the vehicle. The initial police re-
port may read “I returned to my car, the doors were
locked, but all my possessions inside were missing.”

Another motive for reporting a vehicle stolen is
based on a mechanical failure. The vehicle owner
says they had no mechanical issues prior to the
theft. A gasoline engine can cost $5000 and up, not
including the labor to install it, which will run around
$2000. Automatic transmissions can cost $2000 and
up. Having the insurance company replace the
“faulty” equipment, the owner can keep the vehicle
running like new without having to pay for it.

Newer model vehicles have the VIN located in
multiple places. If the “thief” removes the
obvious one next to the windshield, a good
investigator should come up with another
somewhere else.

Claims of contaminated fuel from the local gas station or by vandalism are being used to collect for
expensive engine repairs. Common sense dictates the current economic crunch has caused some
vehicle owners to get creative. These individuals are not aware of the techniques used to substanti-
ate or negate their claim. Phoenix’s investigators can analyze the fluid samples, conduct the inter-
views, review the service records, identify the vehicle security system and analyze the ignition lock
and steering column.

One indicator this may not actually be a stolen vehicle is the ignition system shows very little dam-
age. The interior of the vehicle is also undamaged and nothing has been removed. Another indica-
tor may be the vehicle recovery area is in a public place, such as a store parking lot or on the side of
a busy road.

There are valid claims of vehicle theft out there,
though they are few and far between. We have
the skills, knowledge, and training to determine
what is a valid claim and what is not. Our mis-
sion at Phoenix Investigations has always been
to do the research, consider and eliminate the
possibilities, and conduct the investigation in an
efficient manner.

If you have a vehicle claim for fire, mechanical
problems or reported theft, call Phoenix. We can
make your job easier in determining the truth be-
hind the claim.

Not all attempts at burning a vehicle are successful.
This fire burned itself out before the gasoline can
was destroyed. Fingerprint analysis on the can
greatly assisted in the conviction of the perpetrator.



DID YOU KNOW...

National Insurance Crime Bureau data shows an increase in fraudulent claims linked to the
poor economy with “suspicious” car fires up 27 percent.

Nationwide in 2007, there were an estimated 1.1 million (1,095,769) thefts of motor vehicles.
The national rate for motor vehicle thefts was 363.3 per 100,000 residents.

The estimated value of motor vehicles stolen in 2007 was $7.4 billion, averaging $6,755 per
stolen vehicle.

According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) Uniform Crime Reports (2006), a motor
vehicle is stolen in the United States every 26.4 seconds.

Western states accounted for the largest share of thefts—36.8 percent, followed by the south at
34.6 percent. The Midwest accounted for 18.5 percent of thefts and the northeast for 10.2 per-
cent.

Only 12.6 percent of thefts were cleared by arrests in 2006.

National Insurance Crime Bureau Top 10 Most Stolen Autos in 2006:

1. 1995 Honda Civic 6. 1994 Chevy 1500 pickup
2. 1991 Honda Accord 7. 1994 Nissan Sentra

3. 1989 Toyota Camry 8. 1994 Dodge Caravan

4. 1997 Ford F150 Series 9. 1994 Saturn SL

5. 2005 Dodge Ram pickup 10.1990 Acura Integra
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