Esteemed Legislators,

I am Danny Sheppard, and I am the current secretary of the Texas Association of Vehicle Theft Investigators (TAVTI) for the 2010 – 2011 year. I am also an associate director for the International Association of Auto Theft Investigators (IAATI).  I have been involved in all aspects of auto theft and related auto crimes investigations for the last 18 years.

I would like to bring a few facts to your attention that will hopefully help you make a well informed decision regarding the proposed elimination of the Texas Automobile Burglary and Theft Prevention Authority.

The Texas Auto Theft Prevention Authority (TATPA) was created by the Texas Legislature under HB 640 in 1991. Under that bill, the annual collection of one dollar per vehicle insurance policy in the state was authorized. This money was collected by the insurance companies and then turned over to the TATPA for the funding of auto theft enforcement and prevention projects statewide. At the time, the legislature issued dedicated funding status to the TATPA, meaning that 100 percent of the policy dollars collected would go to the TATPA to fund projects. This is not a tax but an assessment collected by the insurance companies.
In 1997, the legislature removed dedicated funding status and placed all TATPA monies into the General Revenue fund.  Since that time, the state has been keeping a portion of the monies collected and issuing allotments to TATPA each biennium. 
In 2007, burglary of a motor vehicle was added to the mission of the TATPA, which was re-named the Texas Auto Burglary and Theft Prevention Authority (TABTPA). However no additional monies were issued by the state to the TABTPA to investigate and deter this crime.
Since 1991, the auto theft total in Texas has decreased by 53 percent and the per capita auto theft rate has decreased by 70 percent. In my local area of Galveston, Texas, we have enjoyed a decrease in auto thefts due in part to a TABTPA grant-funded task force. 

Since 1991, the TABTPA has evolved into the premiere auto theft prevention authority, recognized nationally and worldwide as the front runner in auto theft detection and prevention. Many other auto theft prevention authorities in the United States, Canada and abroad have modeled themselves after the TABTPA. 
“Auto Theft” is a very broad term used to describe many forms of criminal activity. Yes, we investigate vehicles stolen from a mall parking lot or the driveway of someone’s home. But it goes much deeper than that. All forms of criminal activity, including homicide, robbery, burglary, narcotics, human smuggling, etc., have one major thing in common:  the perpetrators of these crimes all need VEHICLES to either commit their crimes or make their getaway from the scene. Many times these criminals are not using their own cars -- they are using vehicles stolen from people like you and me.
Salvage yards and vehicle storage facilities need to be inspected regularly to insure compliance with state and local laws and ordinances. Used car dealers also need to be monitored and inspected to ensure compliance. If the task forces are not funded, there will be no one to perform these inspections. 

Since the Texas Department of Public Safety has almost completely reassigned their Motor Vehicle Theft Service personnel to other duties, TABTPA task forces statewide are the only agencies for citizens to go to for the inspection of vehicles being titled or re-titled in the State of Texas. This inspection is known as a Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) Form 68A inspection. These inspections are required by DMV before vehicles are registered to ensure stolen vehicles and parts are not being registered with fraudulent documents.  If there is no funding for these task forces, there will be no one to perform this much needed function. According to the Texas Transportation Code 501.033 statute, an investigator assigned to an auto theft unit or task force must perform these inspections and not just any peace officer. 
Stolen vehicles are smuggled across the border into Mexico via land ports and also shipped to foreign countries from sea ports along the Gulf Coast. As I recall, at least one stolen vehicle from Houston, Texas, was shipped abroad and used to house a car bomb that killed several of American military troops. 
The TABTPA task forces assist U.S. Customs and Immigration agents with outbound inspections at both land and sea ports. In one day alone, our local task force inspected 1,100 vehicles at the Port of Galveston that were outbound for numerous foreign countries. The Border Auto Theft Information Center (B.A.T.I.C), which is also TABTPA-funded, also provides assistance to U.S. law enforcement and coordinates with Mexico for the recovery and repatriation of U.S. stolen vehicles back to the states.

I have just scratched the surface of what the men and women of these task forces do and encounter on a daily, weekly, and monthly basis.  If these task forces are asked to close their doors for any amount of time, this highly effective and well-recognized program will die and become a memory.  The true reality of the situation is that if asked to close the doors, about 200 investigators and support staff will either lose their jobs completely or be reabsorbed and reassigned back into other areas of their respective agencies.  The citizens of this great state will lose a resource for not only the investigation of crimes and prosecution of offenders, but educational and crime prevention programs that these task forces provide on a regular basis. Urban and rural law enforcement agencies alike will also lose instructors from these task forces that provide specialized training that would not be available from any other source.  Closing the task forces will also put a burden back on the local agencies, who themselves are experiencing budget setbacks.
In closing, I think you can understand that the term “AUTO THEFT” goes a lot deeper than the face value definition.  TABTPA is, has been, and will continue to be a highly productive agency that gives back to the State of Texas far more than what it has received from the state. This program should be a feather in the cap of every legislator at the Capitol.  I respectfully request that you do not close this agency’s doors. If you choose to do so, the State of Texas will be taking a great step backwards and auto theft as a whole will skyrocket. Remember, no one is immune to this crime. Some of you may have already been victims of vehicle theft or burglary. If you haven’t been victimized, you may be in the future. If it were to happen to you, I assure you that you would want a task force like the 28 across the State of Texas on your case.

I thank you for your time and consideration in this matter.  I hope I have given you some insight into the severity of this situation and trust that you will make the right decision. I realize that times are tough for everyone and the state is facing a serious budget crisis; however, I am confident that an alternative solution can be reached. 
                                                                                                                  Respectfully Submitted,

                                                                                                                  Danny Sheppard
                                                                                                                   TAVTI / SCRC Secretary

                                                                                                                    2010 - 2011       
