Honorable Texas Senators and House of Representatives Members:

What single crime can be tied to virtually all other criminal activities in the world?  The answer:  vehicle theft.  Stolen vehicles can be used to perpetrate human trafficking.  Stolen vehicles can be used to smuggle drugs.  Stolen vehicles can be used to commit insurance fraud.  Stolen vehicles can be used by murderers, armed robbers, rapists, and other criminals for transportation to and from their crime scenes to avoid detection and conceal identities.  Terrorist organizations can steal vehicles and sell the parts in order to fund their radical actions.  Stolen vehicles, which includes trailers, heavy equipment, long-haul tractors, and cargo containers, can be used to house improvised explosive devices.  Vehicle theft accounts for the largest financial loss among all property crimes in Texas, the United States, and the world - to the tune of hundreds of billions of dollars.

Now, let's add vehicle burglary to the mix - a crime almost three times more prevalent than vehicle theft in terms of the number of incidents in Texas.  Virtually anything a driver leaves behind in their vehicle can be useful and attractive to a thief . . . . electronics, clothing, money, shopping packages, accessories . . . . even a piece of junk mail.  Junk mail, you ask?  Yes - a piece of junk mail can tell a thief where you live.  And if you have house keys or a garage door opener in your car, and that car is stolen or burglarized, the thief then has the means to invade your personal sanctum and rob you of everything you own -- your possessions, your identity, your sense of security, and your way of life.  Worse yet, what if the thief decides to perform a home invasion while you and your family are there?  Not only are your valuables and belongings in danger, but so is the personal safety of you and your family.  Making things worse, talk to any detective in any law enforcement bait car unit in the United States, and they will tell you that the majority of vehicle thieves arrested in bait cars are either admitted or convicted drug users - many of them under the influence at the time of the theft, in which case their criminal activity may be fueled at an even higher and more unconscionable level.  So, as is the case with vehicle theft, vehicle burglary doesn't necessarily stop with the commission of the crime.

Why is this important to the citizens of Texas?  It's important because the initial budget proposal of the 82nd Texas Legislature removes funding for the one agency that can help prevent these horrible crimes from occurring - the Texas Auto Burglary and Theft Prevention Authority (ABTPA).  ABTPA, a division of the Texas Department of Motor Vehicles, has been in existence since 1991, and the agency currently funds 28 law enforcement task forces statewide to combat vehicle crimes.  By law, ABTPA is funded by a one dollar annual assessment on auto insurance policies in Texas -- NOT TAX DOLLARS.  As the law is written, the collection of the dollars from those insurance policies is specifically stated to fund the ABTPA and its task forces for the purpose of combatting auto theft and auto burglary.

For 16 years, I have been a member of the International Association of Auto Theft Investigators, the Texas Association of Vehicle Theft Investigators and the Texas Crime Prevention Association.  I am also a member of the International Association of Property Crime Investigators, the National Association of Town Watch and the International Law Enforcement Educators and Trainers Association.  As a member of those organizations, I can tell you the ABTPA and its task forces are revered throughout the United States as models for combatting vehicle theft and vehicle burglary.  ABTPA has worked more efficiently and effectively to further overall crime prevention in Texas than any other organization I know.  It supports every single law enforcement agency in the state.  It would be a travesty to remove funding for the agency.  I believe the citizens of Texas, as they learn more about the ABTPA funding issue through articles and broadcasts such as those listed on the below web link, will be unhappy to learn the dollars they will continue to pay each year on their auto insurance policies are no longer doing anything to help protect their vehicles, as they were designed to do.

Rather than eliminate funding for the Texas Auto Burglary and Theft Prevention Authority, the Legislature should whole-heartedly embrace this state agency and realize that the performance of the ABTPA and its task forces has been a feather in the cap of Texas government for many years.  The ABTPA has been the model for similar organizations in several other states in the United States as well as other countries.  They have been recognized by numerous local, state, federal and international awards.  Most importantly, the ABTPA has provided the State of Texas with a huge return on investment.  Since its inception in 1991, ABTPA has funded and managed 570 grants totaling $239 million.  And from just 2002 to 2009, the total value of vehicles and vehicle parts recovered by ABTPA-funded law enforcement task forces was $1,105,458,623.  So for every dollar spent to fund task forces since 1991, the State of Texas got back nearly five times that much in recovered stolen property in just eight years of the ABTPA's existence.

Rather than eliminate funding for the Texas Auto Burglary and Theft Prevention Authority, the Legislature should realize that because vehicle crimes are gateways to other criminal enterprises, ABTPA task forces have developed specialized expertise in criminal fields far exceeding auto theft and burglary -- crimes ranging from residential burglary to commercial cargo theft to gangland terrorism.  By removing these task forces from the streets, you also remove boots on the ground fighting many other crimes.  The Legislature should see the extreme value of officers in the vehicle crimes task forces and utilize them to fight the criminal elements that threaten the safety of our citizens everyday as well as the security of Texas overall.

Since the Texas Department of Public Safety recently eliminated their Motor Vehicle Theft Services Division, if the ABTPA task forces are also cut, virtually no specialized units will exist in the State of Texas that can fight vehicle theft, vehicle burglary, and the other crimes to which they connect.  Very likely, that means vehicle crimes will increase.  The gateway crimes associated with vehicle theft and vehicle burglary will likely increase.  Auto insurance rates will likely increase, which will anger policyholders who continue to pay an assessment on their premiums that no longer does anything to help them protect the vehicles they depend on for their livelihoods and day-to-day sustenance.

Rather than eliminate funding for the Texas Auto Burglary and Theft Prevention Authority, the Legislature should proclaim and celebrate the fact that since ABTPA's inception, auto theft rates in Texas have decreased by 70%.  Making that reduction even more impressive is the fact that the population of Texas has increased by approximately seven million people since ABTPA was established, and with that influx has come a large increase in the number of vehicles in Texas.  This exemplifies a shining success for the entire State of Texas and its vehicle owners.  Has technology contributed to that reduction?  Yes.  But much of the technology that has contributed relies on human vehicle crime task force personnel hands for implementation.  Bait cars don't put themselves on the streets.  Automated license plate recognition systems don't install themselves on law enforcement vehicles.  Sting operations with sophisticated audio and video surveillance don't coordinate themselves.  And most importantly, technology does not arrest and incarcerate auto thieves and auto burglars.  Task force personnel does that.

Rather than eliminate funding, the Texas Legislature would do a great service to the state and its citizens by reinstating, continuing, and increasing funding for the Texas Auto Burglary and Theft Prevention Authority.  The Legislature surely realizes that vehicle crimes are extremely detrimental to the state.  This is illustrated by the fact that one senator and three representatives have filed bills to enhance the punishment for burglary of a motor vehicle.  But if the penalty is increased and no vehicle crime task forces or specialty units exist, who will be there to pursue these criminals and ensure their activities cease?  With this in mind, I am confident that the honorable senators and congressional members of Texas will realize the need to reinstate and increase funding for the Texas Auto Burglary and Theft Prevention Authority, just as the many supporters of ABTPA, whose testaments to the success and effectiveness of the agency are attached, also understand.

I thank you for your time and consideration in this extremely important matter.  I encourage you to visit the below link to obtain statistical information that will clarify many of the points raised above as well as additional support information that may be beneficial to you as you analyze this matter.  And if I may be of any service or contribute to any discussions or information regarding this issue, please feel free to call on me at any time.

Sincerely,

Ms. Michelle Lanham

Proud Citizen of The Great State of Texas

E-mail:  preventautocrime@gmail.com

Cell Phone:  817-291-7208
