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How Can We Reduce 
Auto Thefts? 

By J A M E S J . H O E Y 

THERE'S a bull movement on in 
the stolen automobile maiket 
It has been on continuously since 
the automobile came into com­

mon usage, as many a motorist can tes-

•

tify who, at one time oi anothei, has ex­
perienced that peculiar sensation inci­
dent to finding only vacant cmb space at 
the spot wheie he had paiked his cai a 
few moments before 

Fortunately the movement is not so 
vigorous today as it was a few yeais back, 
nor is the bereaved owner so likely to be 
peimanently dispossessed of his motoi 
cai This is tiue l a i g e l y because a 
growing number of states has adopted 
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certificate of title laws That auto thiev-
eiy could be still fui ther discouraged 
through passage of model unifoim legis­
lation on the subject by every state few 
will argue 

Yet we find the passage of such uni­
foim legislation in state legislatures beset 
with difficulties Each state eyes with 
suspicion, appaiently, a law originating 
in another state; and many aie the laws 
that fail of passage merely because they 
owe their oiigin elsewhere The states 
sui render independence in this respect^^ 
with all the piotest that they challengj^B 
encioachment on independence in any^^ 
othei field Even when the advisability 
of unifoimity of laws is well known a 
state will add to 01 cut from a model law 
so as to give it local coloi, if for no other 
leason While conceding a unifoim law 
is desirable, each state will except itself 
from what in convention is agreed upon 
is a general if not univeisal condition 
needing a uniform law 

Thus we see state independence, as ex-^j 
piessed in this leluctance to adopt modeH 
uniform legislation, as a mainstay of auto 
thievery Today there aie about as many . 
different antitheft and registration laws, " 
—to say nothing of traffic regulations and 
opeiatoi's license laws—as the i e are 
states No one who has toured among 
the states by automobile has failed to 
observe this 
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Uniform Code Badly Needed 

THE crying need for uniformity of leg­
islation on these subjects resulted in 

the preparation in 1926 of a group of pio-
posed model automobile laws, known as 
The Uniform Vehicle Code, by the Na­
tional Conference on Street and High­
way Safety convened by Herbert Hoover, 
then Seeretaiy of Commerce The Na­
tional Confeience of Commissioners on 
Uniform State Laws cooperated in pre­
paring the Code and the Ameiican Bar 

Association has reviewed it and given it 
•Drmal endorsement 

There may be good reason for resisting 
uniformity of laws on some subjects or of 
insisting upon local deviations on othei 
subjects Some phases of motor ve­
hicle legislation may requiie special local 
attention, but the auto theft problem is 
so essentially interstate that instead of 
surrendering independence, independence 
will be best obtained by a uniform law 
And even if it were a question of inde­
pendence a surrender to au tomob i l e 
Phieves is a fai greater menace than a 
surrender to one unifoim antitheft law 

Variety Helps Thieves 

THE principal beneficiaries of dissimi­
lar ant i thef t laws today are those 

thieves who steal in one state and market 
theii cars in another Such thieves and 
those who are obtaining fraudulent regis­
trations are the principal beneficiaries of 

S 



this sentimental insistence upon so-called 
independence in this diiection 

Some 20 states today lequhe oiiginal 
l e g i s l a t i o n s of motoi vehicles to be 
checked befoie new i e g i s t i a l i o n s a ie 
gianted at a central state office wheie 
facilities exist foi veiifying the infoima-
tion contained in the application These 
facilities may include a motoi numbei in­
dex or a seiial numbei index of all cars 
legisteied 0 1 lepoited stolen 

While no two of these states have iden­
tical motoi vehicle laws, nil of them 
maintain a cential office foi _ checking 
oiiginal legislations When 48 state! 
have such cential offices equipped with 
motor and seiial numbei indexes of cais 
legisteied oi lepoited stolen the thief 
will find it no casiei to legistei a stolen 
cai in one state than in another And 
the defiaudei will find it moie difficult 
to victimize an innocent puichasei Even 
if a stolen cai escapes detection and is 
legisteied, the motoi and seiial numbei 
index system will affoid means of tracing 
not available otherwise To the experi­
enced eye of an expeit a lack of coire-l 
spondence between the motoi and seiial 
numbei s of a cai if either numbei is al-
teied leveals the change at a glance 
Thus the value of the seiial as well as 
the motoi numbei index is obvious 

The peicentage of uniecoveied stolen 
cais steadily incieased until 1921, when 
a substantial numbei of certificate of title 
laws embodying the idea of a cential 
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checking office became effective There­
after the pe rcen tage of un recove red 
stolen automobiles steadily declined as 
ceitificate of title laws have inci eased 

In 1926 the number of automobiles 
stolen and not recovered in seven cities 
located in states having no ceitificate of 
title laws was 6,260 out of 1,187,635 reg­
istered, while in 14 cities located in states 
having ceitificate of title laws the unre­
covered cars numbeied 3,477 out of 1-
276,614 registered. The former figure 
comes to 5 3 per thousand registered and 

idhe lattei to 2 7 per thousand 
P The National Automobile Undei writ­
ers Confeience still estimates the auto­
mobile theft losses in 1927 at $20,338,000 
Under a fedeial law (the Dyer Act) 
which punishes anyone transporting a 
stolen car across a state line there were, 
according to the latest 1928 leport of the 
Attorney Geneial of the United States, 
2,549 indictments and 2,055 convictions 
Add to this the numbei of thefts within 
each of the 48 states not mentioned in 

Ithe Attorney Geneial's repoit and the 
|mpoitance of the auto theft problem 
may be appieciated 

The motoi-seiial index system of check­
ing original legistrations at a central of­
fice before appioval should be univer­
sally accepted It is contained in The 
Unifoim Motoi Vehicle Code refeired to 
above (section five of the Antitheft Act) 
At a minimum of expense to the state it 
discourages and pi events crime as well 
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as facilitates capture and conviction 
thieves 

The motoi vehicle owner whose car 
stolen is assuied that his car can be reg- <:u 
istered in no other person's name and 
that recovery of his cat will be made more 
speedy and before use, abuse or time has 
depreciated its value Whether insuied 
01 not (and more than two-thiids of the 
motor vehicles are not insured against 
theft) the acceptance by the 48 states of 
the cential office motoi-seiial number 
check will benefit eveiy car owner 


