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PLUS: The false promise of E85. Nights in the car-theft capital.



In the nation’s car-theft capital,
you can be gone in 60 seconds,

in jail within 20 minutes, and back
on the street in four months.

BY AARON ROBINSON




W Modesto's car-theft unit is undenoover, the winter uniform being fannel and Blue jeans. The first bait car on this night
was a tractor-traider stoden 10 minutes after being deployed by the police sting operation. Laptop software kaeps the bait

cars from vanishing, and an in-car video system identifies the thief.
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The prevalence of the quick grab lor
a car radio or other belongings is echoed
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in Modesio's stolen-vehicle recovery rate
of 95 percent, says Morris. Thieves take
what’s in the cars and dump them, often on
the same evening and within a lew blocks
of the crime. Although L.-..trn here stamnd
a bever chance of gening their cars back
than in I:|'|l. rest of the U.S., which averages
a 63-percent recovery rate according to the
insurance bureau, the cars are usually re
Lirned -;];i:rl;l;._u::_l and cleaned our ol valu-
ables, The insurance industry says stolen
autos were worth $7.6 hillion nannm'.'ldn.'
in 2004, but not everyone was covered.

lot of people camt afford comprehe |'|.-l'-l:
"They don't have
other ways o get to work, so auto theft hits
the community really hard here!”

And it h.1|1':u.' ns without much of a pen-
alty. Classified as a nomviolent lelony (un
less it's a carjacking), car thelt tvpically
earns the perpetrator just 120 1o 130 days
in the clink, and it isn't subject 1o Califor-
nia's three-strikes rule, meaning the sen-

INSUTEnCe,” Says Morris

tence doesnt rise with each conviction
s ‘let's make a deal’ in the court-
house, and a few months lner they're ow,”
says Morris, "Almast all the guys we arrest
have prior histories.” He likens jail time to
going away to school, since thieves use the
opportunity to catch up on the latest wch-
nigues [rom their colleagues
I 2004, imitating a program developed
in Minnesota, the CHP decided to go fish-
ing for thieves with bait cars, Nondescrip
vehicles are wired with hidden cameras amd
A VCR, along with a GPS transponder and a
remote control that uses the cell-phone net-
work to communicate with a master laplop
computer When a door, trunk, or hood ol
thie car is opened, the laptep s alered and
sounds a sort of bugle call, S1anCATT car-
ries the laptop around in one of its under-
cover patrol cars—muostly, civilian-looking
pickups and SUVs—using it 1w track the
bBant ear's location and --|'lr4'-.i Meanwhile
the onboard camera Alms a grainy black-
JULY 2008




Top Five Tools of Car Thieves '

1. Ground of shanked keys, Carefully filed
they become master keys to open doors
and wwirn ignitions in older cars. Where to
gt junkyards I Ksmighg, o dresser

drawer, oSt praciica

v frioe,

2. Slide ammers. T In_-:,' remove the
gnition lock with one quick bBlow, Where
to get: hardware stores, Cost: 515 1o 5440

e

3. Sl ires andd other professional lock-
out 1o kits. Where to get: tow-truck
supply catalags. Cost: 520 1o B0

&, Code grabbers, These Black bBoaos
record remote codes and play them back

[ tounlock doors. Where to get: shady
onling rétailers, Costs 5150
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and burrites. The |:|_;'|I|'|E!|_ which is carried
into the restaurant, remains politely quiet
bor the next hour ar so0

Then all hell breaks loose

The first w0 go down is a gangly 21-year-
old, nabbed |.|_||||.'L|_':.' and l:'.Il.Iir:'l]}' N & Fesi-
dential street after filling the bait car's back
seat with his tagging spray cans

“Is this a setup?” he asks, eyes blinking
in the Mashlight glare.

“What do you think?” says one of the
five armed cops surrounding him

Mext s a slightdy older dude, maybe late
205, who makes it eight miles up the free-
way before the arresting units can be posi-
tioped. Called into volunteer service by a
shortage of hands in the Honda, | success-
fully hit the “send” button, and the bait car
stalls. The man is pulled out, whimpering
Later, the videotape will show him groov-
irng with Shania Twain in blissiul ignorance
right up until the police lights come on
You almost feel sorry for the dope. Almaost

Finally, in the wee howrs, just as Morris
is abowt 1o fold the operation for the night,
Brackett hits the jackpot. It's a roflin” stelen,
a purple Chevy Suburban that Brackett has
been hunting for weeks. The three occu-
pants wrn out to be two teenage girls and
a scowling 20-something male. They're
pulled out and quickly handculted, and the
Suburban’s back doors are lung open. It's
loaded to the gunwales with steres equip-
ment, VCRs, cell phones, toolboxes, stacks
of personal mail, credin cards, and drivers
licenses, plus a few trips’ worth of crysial
meth. Wiring spills out of the Chevy's dash
as though someone has been redesigning it
with an ice pick

If it were your Chevy, youd want
someone’s head on an ice pick. And tha's
what motivates the SunCAT Ters, who
sometimes feel like the Duch boy with
his TASER in the dike. Modesto's car-theft
rates continue 1o rise, but more deserving
individuals have been packed off o jail
since the bait cars arrived. It may not be for
long in many cases, but it feels good all the
same, =ays Olhcer Kniess

“When [:-l_';:-|'|||_' BeEcome |".-:'l||-.'[“ olficers,
this is what they imagine it'll be like” W
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It's the Age of Electronic Thievery

Mu-du:sl Modesto
represents the bot-

tom of the car-thiel social
order. Flurocratic Orange
County south of Los
Angeles is tops. There,
thieves chaze BMWs and
Lexuses for their value
overseas or as parts. They
also [ace the newest

and wughest ant-thel
measures, Gary Smith,
Tovota national service
technology manager. ciles
his |;1_|:|'||'|i|.|'|_1_.'.-\. Spec ial
vertical-milled keys that
bear transponder pellets
wilth nonrepeating access
codes as one imporiant
security layer.

“The “work-arounds’
are getting increasingly
difficul, more lime-con-
suming to defeat, as well
as MOre eXpensive Lo

defeat.” he says.

Sull, a professional
two-man crew working a
new Lexus can be “gone
in 60 seconds,” says
Forrest E. Folck, a 5an
Diego vehicle forensics
investigator and consul-
tant o law enforcement
and insurance COmpas
nies. How? The low-tech
thieves break in, tap into
the car's wiring harness,
and plug in their own
electronic control unit
with the transponder
fearure deactivated (the
sand-buggy industry sells
such computers for cus-
tom engine adaptations)
or matched 1o the thieves’
own transponder key.

The high-tech way,
says Folek, is 1o access the
car’s ECU through its on-

board diagnostic port and
then load pirate software,
which deactivates its se-
curity measures and even
changes the car's stored
VIN, completely erasing
its past. Recently, says
Folck, a thiel was arrested
near Los Angeles bearing
‘the ultimate James Bond
briefcase” with equip-
mient to steal just aboast
anything. A hacker class
ol engineers who view
factory anti-theft systems
as a challenge creates the
software, "Morality takes
a back seat,” says Folck.
The next step: thumb-
print recognitkon, Bul ome
thing everyone agrees
on is that “"anything can
be stolen,” Folck says.
“There's no stopping these
guys.” —AR

Top Five Ways to Avoid Car Theft

1. Remove the keys. StanCATT's Jeff Morris says 10 percent of

Modesto's cars are stolen with the keys in the ignition.

2. Use an anti-theft device that is visible to the thief, Steer-
ing-wheel clubs and pedal locks are enough to cause most

casual thieves to move on. One such device cited repeatedly

by police and insurance consultants is the Ravelco [www.
nohotwire.com), a steel-encased engine disabler activated
by remaoving a small dash key (at right),

3. Park in your garage or, while away from hame, in high-
visibility areas where thieves can't operate In private,

4. Have the vehicle identification number (VIN] etched on
the glass and other parts of the car. This dscourages chop

shops.

5. Use tracking services such as Lo-Jack. This may help get

the car back, if yvou want it back,

W A parple Suburban, ransacked by
thieves, prowes to be stufied with
crystal-meth bags and howsehold
gu-:nd'.,inl;luding mail, drivers’ licensas,
and Sodial Security cards. ldentity theft
is becoming 2 more compelling reason
b steal cars,




SNOW BRAWL: 8 MID-SIZE LUXURY SUVS COMPARED
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ANTI-THEFT KEY: When
we busted car thieves in
Modesto [C/D, July 2006],
the Ravelco anti-theft
device (www.ravelco.com)
was cited by name by the
cops, so we decided to fit one
to our precious Eclipse. The
big appeal over wake-you-
up-at-4 a.m. car alarms is
that the Ravelco is simple,
with no power required. A
wiring shunt is soldered
into the car’s starting

and ignition circuits, the
connections hidden amid
the miles of cables in

the bowels of the engine
compartment. The shunt

is itself disguised within a
knot of wires that runin a
steel-sheathed conduit to

MAY
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» BAUBLES AND BOLT-ONS

a 16-pin connector on the
lower dash. The car will
start and run only if the
matching Ravelco key is
inserted into the connector
to complete the circuit
(Ravelco claims 100,000
different pin combinations,
and there is no master key).
A Ravelco installer fits it
for you in about two hours.
Price: $400. How's it work?
So far, no one's boosted the
car. —Aaron Robinson

iPOD DOCK: According to
Apple, it has sold more than
88 million iPods since the
unit’s release on October
23, 2001. It is no surprise
that a couple examples of
the digital music player




