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1. INTRODUCTION 

The NMVTRC‟s annual strategic reviews with stakeholders have been central to our 

development of a “shared vision” of Australia‟s vehicle theft reform priorities and delivery of a 

comprehensive reform program that enjoys broad cross-sectoral support.   

The 2008 year saw the nation‟s stolen vehicle numbers fall for a seventh consecutive year—

delivering a 7 per cent decrease for the 12 months and building on the more than 50 per cent 

reduction since 2001.  In its 2008 Strategic Plan, published last August, the NMVTRC observed 

that the uncertainties about the nation‟s general economic outlook posed a serious threat to the 

nation‟s unprecedented period of sustained theft reduction.  Of course by early 2009 the 

economic settings have worsened again and hence the theme and focus for this year‟s StratPlan 

Workshops—Containing Theft in an Economic Crisis. 

This paper canvasses: 

¶ the impacts that the current economic conditions will have on both vehicle crime and the 

capacity of the NMVTRC‟s stakeholders to implement the changes required to combat it; 

¶ analyses the prevailing theft landscape;  

¶ outlines the NMVTRC‟s current work program; and 

¶ asks workshop participants to think about what the next generation of reforms should 

comprise and how best to ensure identified actions translate to implemented solutions. 

2. ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE AND CRIME 

While the links between economic conditions and crime rates are not precise enough to enable 

concrete predictions to be made there is a considerable body of expert opinion amongst 

criminologists and law enforcement agencies that support the NMVTRC‟s elevated concerns for 

the short to medium term. 

Upon his appointment as Victoria‟s new Chief Commissioner of Police in March, 

Simon Overland rated his organisation‟s capacity to quickly respond to shifts in criminal 

behavior driven by the economic downturn as one of his major challenges. 

In that month the Australian Homeland Security Research Centre‟s (AHSRC) Briefing Notes 

series also noted that while the economy/crime nexus is complex, as a general rule, as 

unemployment grows so too will crime—with local demographics, relative social disadvantage 

and urban design all playing a part in determining where crime spikes will occur.    

In mid-April , the Director of the New South Wales Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, 

Dr Don Weatherburn, echoed these assessments arguing that the effects will be ultimately 

determined by the length of the economic downturn.  Weatherburn‟s assessment is that if the 

recession is short-lived there should be little effect on crime as people do not turn to illicit 

activity the moment they are unemployed.  However, should Australia suffer a sustained period 

of recession Weatherburn says there is every reason to expect an increase in crime on the basis 

that the longer people—and young people in particular—are out of work, the harder it is to find a 

job and the more attractive crime becomes as an alternative source of income.  Similar 

sentiments have been expressed by law enforcement agencies and academics in both the 
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United States and the United Kingdom.  In recent days, the International Monetary Fund has 

issued a warning that in its assessment the global crisis is likely to be unusually long and severe 

and the eventual recovery sluggish.  In Australia, most analysts are predicting that 

unemployment will double to 9 per cent in 2009/10.  

Not all impacts will be restricted to the lower socio-economic sectors. As unemployment bites, 

particularly in the relatively high wealth occupations associated with the finance, real estate and 

mining sectors, personal hardship is likely to hit hard.  Some people‟s ability to service high 

value vehicle loans and leases, many of which will have significant negative equity, but high 

agreed and market value insurance coverage is expected to lead to an increase in the already little 

understood level of insurance fraud often „dressed up‟ to look like theft.   

The AHSRC also pointed out that the difficult economic times also provide new opportunities 

for organised crime including— 

¶ using their criminal proceeds to acquire or develop legitimate businesses; and 

¶ exploiting the temptation for genuine but cash-strapped businesses to ignore dubious or 

suspect transactions or dealings that they would routinely avoid or report in boom times. 

The other major consideration from the NMVTRC‟s perspective is the impact an economic 

downturn may have on its stakeholders‟ capacity to implement key reforms.   

Government budgets will be tight as revenue to all tiers of government falls due to sharp declines 

in property stamp duty, GST receipts, and all manner of taxes.  Governments are also 

increasingly expected to provide new money for infrastructure building and other stimulus 

packages to try and minimize the impact of the recession.  At a state government level budget 

reviews have already translated to tight departmental budgets, including police.   This could 

mean a slowing down of recruitment and a higher number of unfilled vacancies, tighter 

restrictions on overtime, tighter restrictions on travel and perhaps a freeze on expansion of 

material resources.  However the tight budget manifests itself in police services, it is clear that 

there will be less money for new initiatives and there will be an even greater prioritisation of 

resource allocation.  This will occur in an environment where car crime is already fairly low 

down on the priority list.  

The automotive industry is suffering its worst sales performance in 30 years—with flow-on 

effects expected across all automotive sectors including the vehicle repair industry.  Recent 

downward movements in the value of the Australian dollar will also have the effect of pushing 

up the cost of genuine replacement parts for imported vehicles (which currently comprise more 

than 80 per cent of sales by volume for passenger vehicles) and lead to even higher demand for 

equivalent stolen parts.   

 

While the Australian insurance sector is seen as secure it is not immune from the downturn.  

Plummeting investment returns together with an increase in extreme weather related claims 

events have led to a significant downturn in company profits.  This in turn has led to some 

dramatic cost reductions including significant staff redundancies.  A shaper focus on the 

financial performance of the various underwriting businesses is likely to see a general upward 

trend in premiums.   
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3.  THE CURRENT THEFT ENVIRONMENT 

The NMVTRC‟s strategic assessment of the prevailing vehicle theft environment has been 

developed from our continuous analysis of vehicle theft data from police, transport agencies, 

insurers and other commercial sources, and discussions with senior executives from stakeholder 

organisations throughout the year.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

While recent reductions in vehicle theft have been dramatic, vehicle crime still has a major 

economic and social impact and there is considerable evidence that professional car criminals are 

continuing to adapt their methodologies to find new gaps in the system to ply their trade.  As 

criminal networks are shut down by police action, others rise up to occupy the “vacancy” 

created.   

In 2006 the NMVTRC made a fundamental change in the way it thought about and described the 

inter-relationship between its strategic vision and work program in response to the strong view 

amongst police and others that— 

¶ the „traditional‟ line between the theft of vehicles by juveniles for short term use and more 
organised criminal activity had become increasingly blurred; and 

¶ treating the two forms of offending as almost mutually exclusive was outmoded. 

The resulting Vehicle Crime Continuum (see Diagram 1 below) attempts to depict the „new 

vision‟ by the various motivations behind vehicle theft, the relationships between those 

motivations and the vehicle‟s value, likelihood of recovery and the major intervention strategies 

that may be applied to them.  The NMVTRC considers the model still applicable in 2009. 

  

The key points for the short to medium term are— 

¶ overall theft rates are at a historical low; 

¶ five million older vehicles remain vulnerable to simple attack by „coat hanger and screwdriver‟; 

¶ improvements in the recovery numbers are being steadily eroded by changes in the modus 

operandi of profit-motivated thieves; and 

¶ motorcycles (and scooters in particular) are growing in significance. 
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Diagram 1:  The Car Crime Continuum 

 

*The term minor fraud is used here to distinguish less sophisticated, limited scope and lower value scams from more highly organised, widespread and higher value fraud.  It is in no way intended to diminish the seriousness of 
related offences. 

Theft of passenger and light commercial vehicles (PLC), which make up between 80 and 85 per 

cent of all thefts, has consistently declined by significant margins each year since its peak in 

2000/2001.  The majority of this decline has been in short-term theft.  In 2008 PLC thefts 

declined by a further 7 per cent over 2007 resulting in just under 55,000 thefts.  Forty-two 

thousand of these vehicles were recovered.   

Mixed motivations include short term theft for a specific purpose such as using the vehicle to 

commit another crime and for low level profit such as scrap disposal, minor strips, minor fraud 

and low level re-birthing.  While the short term thefts in this category are recorded in the overall 

recovered group, the unrecovered group contains a proportion of low level profit motivations 

which are defined as low value non-recoveries.  In 2008, 6,000 (46 per cent) of all non-recovered 

PLC were valued at less than $5000. 

Non-recovered theft of PLC‟s remains the area of most concern.  In 2001 the total number of 

PLC‟s stolen and not recovered totaled 15,200. In 2004 this had dropped to 12,200 but by 2008 

had climbed back to 13,000.  The 7,000 non-recovered vehicles valued at more than $5,000 

totaled an estimated $116 million in 2008.  Profit motivated theft involves large scale re-birthing, 

major strips, export and major fraud. 
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While the Car Crime Continuum motivations apply equally to motorcycles they present their 

own particular dynamics. In 2001 6,200 motorcycles were reported stolen which comprised 

around 4 per cent of all theft. In 2008 there were 7,800 motorcycle thefts which comprised 11 

per cent of all thefts.  With slightly more than half of all motorcycle thefts being unregistered 

off-road machines and with an overall recovery rate of around 34 per cent motorcycle theft 

remains a significant challenge.  

 

 

A detailed analysis of theft trends in your jurisdiction for 2008 is set out in the December 

Quarterly Report from the NMVTRC‟s Comprehensive Auto-theft Research System forwarded 

to confirmed workshop participants with this paper. 
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4. REFINING THE NMVTRCôS STRATEGIC RESPONES 

The economic environment for the foreseeable future will be quite different from that which has 

been experienced during most of the NMVTRC‟s previous terms and will have a significant 

impact on the NMVTRC‟s ability to engage its stakeholders in continuing vehicle theft reform. 

Despite the significant reductions since 2001 the challenges in relation to short-term theft going 

forward still centre on the vulnerability of the more than five million unsecured vehicles that 

remain in the Australian fleet and the emerging trend towards theft of keys and transponders to 

steal immobilised vehicles.  

Further challenges lie in the field of youth recidivist offending, estimated to be responsible for 

three out of every five thefts.  Despite impressive results demonstrated by the NMVTRC 

designed “U-Turn” program, these types of crime specific youth diversionary initiatives continue 

to struggle to attract recurrent funding. 

The area of most pressing concern to the NMVTRC is the way profit-motivated thieves have 

continued to ply their trade despite major improvements in both public policy and infrastructure, 

which has seen the traditional re-birthing methods virtually eliminated.  The number of non-

recovered PLC vehicles declined 19 per cent between 2001 and 2004 as a result of these reforms 

but 6 per cent of those gains has now been lost due to profit motivated thieves being able to 

adapt their methodologies.  As a group, missing vehicles now present a bigger proportion of total 

thefts with one in five stolen vehicles now unrecovered, compared to close to one in eight, five 

years ago.  Non-recoveries valued at more than $5000 totaled an estimated $116 million in 2008.  

We have also seen an increase in the proportion of older vehicles stolen and not recovered, with 

46 per cent of all non-recovered PLCs valued at less than $5000 in 2008. 

As a result the NMVTRC‟s 2008-09 work programme
1
 has a sharp focus on the major structural 

weaknesses in industry and government practices—as identified by our stakeholders—as 

allowing profit-motivated thieves to continue to ply their trade, including:  

¶ the recycled metals market which has seen older stolen vehicles „traded‟ for their value as 

scrap
2
; 

¶ the involvement of unlicensed motor car traders in the end-of-life vehicle processing chain 

and the demand for „black market‟ replacement components for older vehicles—including 

infiltration into the legitimate recycling and repair sector; and. 

¶ the use of repairable write-offs as a „Trojan horse‟ for stolen parts, which can be almost 

impossible to detect or trace with certainty. 

The NMVTRC is also examining factors assessed to „inflate‟ the actual number of non-

recoveries including— 

¶ the number of stolen vehicles dumped in waterways and bush land; and 

                                                           
1
 A summary of the NMVTRC‟s full work programme for 2008-09 is attached as Appendix A 

2 One of the ironies of the global financial crisis is that the formerly strong market for stolen vehicles as scrap—which fuelled an 

increase in the theft and non-recovery of older vehicles throughout 2007/08—has dissipated with vehicles traded as scrap 

fetching as little as $10/tonne by the end of the year after peaking at $400/tonne mid-year.  
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¶ a breakdown in local government protocols for removing „abandoned‟ vehicles, which may 

mean that up to 10 per cent of abandoned vehicles designated for auction or crushing are in 

fact uncleared stolen vehicles. 

5. DEVELOPING THE NEXT GENERATION OF REFORM 

It is incumbent on the NMVTRC and its stakeholders not only to take stock of the likely impact 

of the economic downturn on the incidence of vehicle theft but just as importantly, its impact on 

the ability of its key stakeholders to participate and apply their attention and resources to vehicle 

theft reduction.  The central challenge in moving forward during this difficult period is not only 

determining what needs to done, but equally importantly how those strategies will be 

implemented.   

With such broadly based negative impacts of the economic downturn affecting all of the 

NMVTRC‟s stakeholders, demonstrating return on investment in the form of the economic and 

social benefits that flow from reduced vehicle crime becomes even more critical for maintaining 

stakeholder engagement in vehicle theft reform. 

Implementing effective interventions in this environment depend on being able to identify 

pathways where illegal activity and the legitimate industry intersect and creating barriers that 

expose the illegal activity without unduly impacting legitimate business.  Potential interventions 

include improved regulation and compliance, intelligence and investigation, industry practices 

and creating market resistance to illegal activity through a better informed public.  Each of these 

responses will be explored in detail during the StratPlan workshops. 

 

 

External References:  

Australian Homeland Security Research Centre, National Security Briefing Notes, March 2009. 

Fairfax Digital, Simon Overland Victoria's New Police Chief (News Report), The Age (On-line 

Edition), 2 March 2009. 

Fairfax Digital, A Complex Link between Recession and Crime (Opinion), The Sydney Morning 

Herald (On-line Edition), 13 April 2009. 
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Appendix A:  Summary of NMVTRC Work Programme 2008-2009 
(by Work Stream with Cross-references to the Vehicle Crime Continuum) 

Education Engineering Enforcement  Encouragement 

Community practices 

Monitor motoristsô attitudes to 

vehicle security issues to refine 

materials and channels as 

required (Short-term). 

Maintain public awareness 

programs including media 

campaigns and distribution of 

public education, advice and 

support materials. (Short-term) 

Develop specific materials for key 

theft, property from vehicles and 

motorcycles. (Short-term/Profit) 

Review communications 

channels and examine options to 

tie campaigns to periods of peak 

risk. (Short-term/Profit) 

Maintain Operation Bounce Back 

(Local Govt Grants). (Short-term) 

Vehicle Identification 

Facilitate wider use of the 

NMVTRC approved secure 

compliance label. (Profit) 

Facilitate wider use of Whole of 

Vehicle Marking (WOVM). 

(Profit) 

Maintain liaison with key 

agencies to promote WOVM 

internationally. (Profit) 

Encourage key fleets to insist 

on WOVM as pre-condition of 

vehicle supply. (Profit) 

Improve standard of VIN 

stamping on new heavy 

vehicles. (Profit) 

Registration System  

Performance 

Enhance Early Warning System 

to alert registration authorities 

to high risk vehicles. (Profit) 

Review of Managing Repairable 

Write-offs. (Profit) 

Examine options for making 

registration more secure and/or 

intelligent. (Profit) 

(Joint project with Austroads) 

Monitor ATC/CAF proposals for 

a single national registration 

scheme. (Profit) 

Other 

Monitor on-line validation of VIN 

and other data by insurers via 

Vehicle Information Request 

System (VIRS). (Profit) 

Review effectiveness of ACT 

secure motorcycle parking 

infrastructure. (Profit) 

Police Responses 

Conduct wider audits of local 

government/police protocols for 

recording removal of 

abandoned vehicles. (Mixed)  

Review effectiveness of NSW 

specific definition of re-birthing 

offences for possible national 

application. (Profit) 

Continue to develop customised 

data analysis tools using CARS 

data for local area command. 

(Short-term/Profit) 

Assist police to undertake 

strategic operations targeting 

theft for scrap scams. (Mixed) 

Complete trials of new-

generation ANPR systems as a 

vehicle crime 

reduction/detection tool.  (Short-

term/Profit) 

Continue to pursue better data 

on parts stripping of recovered 

stolen vehicles. (Profit) 

 

Youth 

Promote success of U-Turn 

model to key agencies and the 

philanthropic sector to 

encourage new start ups. 

(Short-term) 

Industry practices 

Monitor the on-going 

management of NPC. (Profit) 

Re-introduce Secure by Design 

including a motorcycle 

category. (Short-term/Profit) 

Develop partnerships with 

environmental and other 

organisations to retrieve and 

identify dumped stolen vehicles. 

(Short-term) 

Identify options to limit 

unsanctioned disposal of stolen 

vehicles by end of life metal 

recycling processes. (Mixed) 
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