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Introduction 

In accordance with the City Auditor’s 2008-09 Audit Workplan, we have 
completed an audit of the San José Police Department’s Auto Theft Unit.  
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards.  Those standards require that we plan and 
perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a 
reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit 
objectives.  We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable 
basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.  We 
limited our work to those areas specified in the Audit Objective, Scope, and 
Methodology section of this report. 

The Office of the City Auditor thanks the management and staff of the  
San José Police Department and the Office of the City Attorney who 
provided their time, information, insight, and cooperation during the audit 
process. 

  
Background 

For six consecutive years beginning in 2001, the City of San José (City) 
was designated the “safest big city in the country”1.  Rankings are based on 
prior year crime statistics.  In 2007, San José fell from its safest big city 
designation to the third ranking; and in 2008, it fell to the fourth ranking.  
Part of the reason for the initial decline in the ranking was a significant 
increase in auto thefts.  Specifically, in 2006 the auto theft rate increased by 
28 percent from 584 to 747 auto thefts per 100,000 residents.  However, in 
2007, the number of reported auto thefts decreased by 12 percent from the 
prior year, and in 2008, auto thefts dropped even further to 528 per 100,000 
residents, a 20 percent decrease – the lowest level in at least four years. 

As part of our audit, we verified the accuracy and reliability of the number 
of auto thefts in San José as reported by the Police Department 
(Department).2  Exhibit 1 summarizes the City’s vehicle theft crime data for 
calendar years 2005 through 2008 reported to the State of California 
Department of Justice (CA – DOJ) and the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI), as part of the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program. 

 

                                                 
1 The “safest big city” ranking (now called “city crime rankings”) is designated by CQ Press, formerly 
Morgan Quitno Press.   
2 We reviewed the Department’s quality control process and performed limited testing regarding the number 
of auto thefts data.  Based on our review, the accuracy of the number of auto thefts reported is sufficiently 
reliable. 
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Exhibit 1:  Data Reported to California Department of Justice and the FBI 

San José 2005 2006 2007 2008 
Percent change 

2005 to 2008 
Motor Vehicle Thefts 5,507 7,139 6,413 5,229 -5% 
City of San José Population 942,993 955,829 972,190 989,496 5% 
Auto Thefts per 100,000 residents 584 747 660 528 -10% 
Number of Vehicles Recovered in San José 3,582 4,892 4,395 3,425 -4% 
Recovered in Other Jurisdictions 1,566 1,854 1,416 1,323 -16% 
Total Recoveries 5,148 6,746 5,811 4,748 -8% 
Recovery Rate 93% 94% 91% 91% - 
Value Stolen (in millions) $29.6 $34.0 $31.9 $25.1 -15% 
Value Recovered (in millions) $26.3 $29.7 $28.0 $21.2 -19% 

Source:  SJPD Crime Analysis Unit and California Department of Justice. San José population data is based 
on California Department of Finance estimates. 

 

As shown in Exhibit 1, San José has achieved recovery rates of 91% to 94% 
in the past four years. 

Comparative Theft Rate Data 

As shown in Exhibit 2, we compared the number of San José’s auto thefts 
per 100,000 residents to auto theft rates of comparative jurisdictions.   
San José is fourth lowest when compared to the other jurisdictions.  The 
four cities most recently ranked as “safest big cities” (Honolulu, Hawaii; 
New York, New York; El Paso, Texas; and San José) are also the cities 
shown with the four lowest auto theft rates.  
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Exhibit 2:  2007 San José and Comparative Jurisdictions Auto Thefts Per 
100,000 Residents 
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Source:  City Auditor calculation of auto theft rate based on population and auto 
theft data.  Comparable cities based on a list provided by the Department.  The Auto 
theft data is based on Federal Bureau of Investigations Uniform Crime Reports 
2007.  San José’s population is based on the California Department of Finance 
population estimates; the population data for the other jurisdictions is based on U.S. 
Census Bureau estimates for 2007. 

 

Auto Theft Crimes 

According to Forensic Investigation of Stolen-Recovered and Other Crime 
Related Vehicles3 (Forensic Investigation), auto thefts are categorized as 
property crimes, but can be a ‘gateway’ to other crimes such as kidnapping, 
narcotics and burglary.  Motives for committing auto theft include profit, 
personal use, insurance fraud, resale and export of the stolen vehicle or 
vehicle parts, joyriding, or committing other crimes.  Auto theft crime not 
only affects the quality of life of residents, but also adversely impacts 
businesses, insurance companies, and governments. 

Forensic Investigation also notes that advances in the auto manufacturing 
industry have enhanced anti-theft and security features in many newer 
vehicle models by equipping them with immobilizers, vehicle identification 
numbers etching and alarm systems.  However, criminals also make 
advances in auto theft tactics and easily adapt to changes in technology and 
security.  Furthermore, auto manufacturers, insurance companies, 

                                                 
3 Eric Stauffer and Monica Bonfanti, Forensic Investigation of Stolen-Recovered and Other Crime Related 
Vehicles (2006). 
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professional associations, and law enforcement agencies have demonstrated 
an interest in working together to combat auto theft through the creation of 
task forces and committees aimed at preventing and detecting auto thefts. 

Organization 

The San José Police Department Bureau of Investigations’ Auto Theft Unit, 
which is a part of the Vehicular Crimes Unit, is responsible for investigating 
auto thefts and auto burglaries.  During the period that we reviewed the 
Auto Theft Unit, it operated primarily in a reactive mode, which is, 
processing and investigating auto thefts as they are reported.  The City 
participates in the Santa Clara County Regional Auto Theft Task Force to 
proactively investigate and deter auto thefts. 

The objectives of the Auto Theft Unit include: 
• Review, prioritize and investigate cases received by the Unit 

(subject to available resources and solvability factors). 

• Ensure a reasonable clearance rate as it relates to the Unit’s 
investigative resources. 

• Conduct vehicle anti-theft campaign and vehicular safety 
awareness programs via the Vehicular Crimes website, media 
publicity, community meetings and community member contacts, 
as time and resources permit. 

• Provide training to law enforcement sworn and civilian personnel 
to include new technology used for prevention/apprehension. 

• Maintain the vehicle evidence warehouse. 

 
Exhibit 3 shows the Auto Theft Unit organization chart as of December 
2008.  The Lieutenant in charge of the Vehicular Crimes Unit also oversees 
the Traffic Investigations Unit, which investigates fatal traffic accidents. 
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Exhibit 3:  Auto Theft Unit Organization Chart 

 
Source:  City Auditor-prepared based on Department information as of December 31, 2008. 

 
Regional Auto Theft Task Force 

The Regional Auto Theft Task Force (RATTF) of Santa Clara County was 
created in 1994 through the collaborative efforts of the Santa Clara County 
Police Chiefs’ Association and the Santa Clara County Board of 
Supervisors to address the problem of auto theft and related crimes in 
Santa Clara County.  RATTF is a proactive undercover investigative unit 
currently comprised of members of the San José Police Department, 
Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Office, Office of the District Attorney, 
California Highway Patrol, and five other jurisdictions in the county.  Under 
California Vehicle Code Section 9250.14, participating counties receive a 
fee of $1 for every vehicle registered in that county.  RATTF meets with 
interested groups such as representatives from insurance companies, auto 
dealers, and other law enforcement agencies to address current issues and 
trends.  Exhibit 4 shows the Santa Clara County Regional Auto Theft Task 
Force organization chart as of February 2009. 
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Exhibit 4:  Santa Clara County Regional Auto Theft Task Force 
(RATTF) Organization Chart 

 
Source: City Auditor-prepared based on RATTF information. 

 

Budget 

The Police Department’s Auto Theft Unit expenditures are included in the 
Vehicular Crimes Unit expenditures in the City’s Financial Management 
System (FMS).  Therefore, to determine expenditures for the Auto Theft 
Unit we estimated its expenditures based on its annual staffing.  Staffing 
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salaries assigned to Regional Auto Theft Task Force (RATTF).  The task 
force currently includes three San José Police Department sworn staff (one 
lieutenant, one sergeant and one officer).  Exhibit 5 shows the salary 
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Exhibit 5:  San José Auto Theft Unit and Regional Auto Theft Task Force 
(RATTF) Expenditures for Fiscal Years 2005-2006 Through 2007-2008 

 FY 2005-06 FY 2006-07 FY 2007-08 

Auto Theft Unit Expenditures (estimated)4 $1,033,036 $1,051,958  $1,132,936  
San José RATTF Expenditures $504,711 $514,224  $540,144  
Less RATTF Reimbursement From State   -364,624 -380,684 -373,5695 

NET COST $1,173,123 $1,185,498  $1,299,511 
Source:  City’s Financial Management System Reports. 

 

Auto Theft Investigation Process 

The auto theft investigation process typically begins when an auto is stolen 
and the reporting party calls the Department’s Communications Division.  
A Communications Division dispatcher obtains a description of the car and 
the license plate number and dispatches a patrol officer.  A patrol officer 
responds to the call and takes a report using the California Highway Patrol 
Vehicle Report 180 Vehicle Report (CHP 180) form.  The CHP 180 
information is provided to the Department’s Operations Support Services 
Division (OSSD) Vehicle Records Unit.  The Vehicle Records Unit sends 
the auto theft information to patrol officers via their Mobile Data Terminals. 
The Vehicle Records Unit enters the auto theft information into the Police 
Department’s Record Management System (RMS) and the Statewide Stolen 
Vehicle System (SVS) which also interfaces with the National Crime 
Information Center system.  The Vehicle Records Unit routes a copy of the 
report to the Auto Theft Unit for their review and potential case assignment.  
A copy is also provided to the Santa Clara County Regional Auto Theft 
Task Force. 

The Auto Theft Unit operates Monday through Friday, 7:00 a.m. to  
5:00 p.m. Daily, the Auto Theft Unit sergeant reviews and triages all auto 
theft and recovery reports for solvability factors such as evidence, leads, 
and witnesses.  During the triage process, the sergeant considers 
investigators available for assignment.  Auto thefts identified as having 
solvability factors are assigned to investigators and logged into the Unit’s 
case log; all arrest cases are filed with the County of Santa Clara District 
Attorney.  Exhibit 6 illustrates an overview of the auto theft case 
investigation processes. 

                                                 
4 The City Auditor estimated the Auto Theft Unit expenditures based on actual Vehicular Crimes Unit 
expenditures adjusted to Auto Theft Unit annual staffing levels.  
5 Fiscal year 2007-08 reimbursement information is estimated. 
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Exhibit 6:  Overview of the Auto Theft Case Investigation Processes 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: City Auditor-prepared based on Department information.  For additional information on the auto theft reporting and 
data-entry process, see Exhibit 12. 
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VIN using other means. 
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License Plate Readers 

License plate readers (LPR) are digital image devices used to read license 
plate numbers from vehicles.  License plate numbers are scanned using an 
LPR and stored into a database and compared to another database to 
identify stolen vehicles.  In 2008, the Department purchased four LPRs.  
They are placed on patrol cars throughout the City.  According to the Auto 
Theft Unit, the use of the LPRs has proven to be effective for recovering 
stolen vehicles.  The Auto Theft Unit provides training to patrol officers and 
other Bureau of Investigations Units’ detectives on the use of the LPRs.  

Auto Theft Management Reports, Crime Statistics, and Crime Data on 
the Web 

The Department generates auto theft management report data and crime 
statistics.  The quarterly Bureau of Investigations Caseload Summary 
Report shows workload data such as the number of cases assigned, closed 
and cleared during the quarter, for each of the Bureau of Investigations’ 
units.  It also includes the number of cases open as of the last day of the 
quarter.  The Auto Theft Unit also prepares a Quarterly Program 
Management Report to the Chief and Annual Program Plans.  These reports 
identify the program’s objectives, concerns, current staffing levels and 
shows measurement data pertaining to the Auto Theft Unit. 

Data Reported to the State for the FBI Uniform Crime Reports 

Monthly, the Department reports crime statistics to the State of California’s 
Department of Justice, which forwards the data to the Federal Bureau of 
Investigations (FBI) on a semi-annual basis to be included in its Uniform 
Crime Reports.  Law enforcement agencies reporting crime data to be used 
in the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports are subject to Uniform Crime 
Reporting (UCR) guidelines. 

Crime Data on the Web 

The Department uses CADmine, a software application which can provide 
crime trend information in a statistical format.  CADmine is a web-based 
application that uses San José Police Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD) data.  
Crime Analysis staff create maps with complex mapping software utilizing 
CADmine, RMS, and other data.  CAD reports can be viewed based on area 
or date spans determined by the user.  CADmine allows an internal user to 
run queries, reports, perform keyword searches, and set up alerts and 
warnings.  For instance, a user can set up an alert to be notified every time a 
vehicle theft occurs in San José.  According to the Department, most of its 
employees have been trained on CADmine.  However, CADmine is not yet 
available in patrol vehicles because they do not have internet access given 
security and logistical concerns. 
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Two on-line applications are available to the public on the Department’s 
website for crime statistics data: Public CADmine and CrimeReports.com.  
Both Public CADmine and Crime Reports.com can also be utilized by 
Department staff.  Public CADmine is similar to the internal CADmine.  
The public CADmine delivers CAD-based calls-for-service summary 
reports to all members of the public.  Users can find an address of interest 
and view agency-wide call type reports or area-specific call type reports and 
call profiles, as well as event detail listings for the last 90 days.  
CrimeReports.com is a public search tool that allows the public to see 
location-based crime activities and occurrences and receive email alerts 
based on a jurisdictions crime data.  CrimeReports.com allows the 
Department to share and control timely and important local crime data with 
the public by uploading crime data from the Department’s CAD to 
CrimeReports.com. 

  
Audit Objective, Scope, and Methodology 

The objective of our audit was to evaluate the efficiency and effectiveness 
of the San José Police Department’s (Department) Auto Theft 
Investigations Program and the associated processes and procedures of the 
program.  The scope of the audit was from calendar years 2005 through 
2008, and January 2009. 

To achieve our audit objective we performed the following: 

1. To assess the communication of crime trends and protocols, we 
interviewed Department management and staff, including patrol 
officers; reviewed internal reports and maps; and observed the use 
crime mapping software. 

 
2. To evaluate the Auto Theft Unit’s workload and effectiveness of 

case management, we reviewed Bureau of Investigations Caseload 
Summary Reports and investigators’ case logs.  We performed a 
limited review of adult auto theft case files.  We did not review 
juveniles’ case files because of State regulations regarding the 
confidentiality of minors’ files.  Also, we reviewed the Consent 
Decree-Exempt Officers Equality Program, the Memorandum of 
Agreement for the City of San José and the San José Police 
Officers’ Association; and walked through Department processes. 

 
3. To assess the accuracy and reliability of computer generated auto 

theft data, we examined Records Management System reports, and 
compared computer generated data to a judgmental sample of source 
documents such as auto theft reports and files.  We also performed a  
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walkthrough of the Department’s systems and databases used for the 
auto theft process by interviewing staff and reviewing and 
flowcharting policies, procedures and controls.  

 
4. To assess the timeliness and effectiveness of the auto theft reporting 

process, we reviewed response time data from the Communications 
Division, surveyed other jurisdictions on alternative reporting 
processes for auto thefts, and interviewed Department staff. 

 
Furthermore, we interviewed staff from the Office of Employee Relations 
and the Department’s Crime Analysis Unit, Operations Support Services 
Division, Bureau of Field Operations patrol officers, and the 
Communications Division.  We reviewed Department management reports 
and memorandums.  We surveyed six comparable jurisdictions regarding 
their auto theft programs: 1) Sacramento, CA; 2) San Diego, CA; 3) Seattle, 
Washington; 4) Phoenix, Arizona; 5) El Paso, Texas; and 6) Honolulu, 
Hawaii.  We selected these cities based primarily on a list of comparable 
jurisdictions provided by the Department.  We reviewed a consultant report: 
Organizational Assessment Of The San Francisco Police Department: A 
Technical Report6.  We also performed a patrol ride-a-long.  Finally, we 
interviewed staff from the California Department of Justice Criminal Justice 
Statistics Center, the Santa Clara County Regional Auto Theft Task Force, 
and the County of Santa Clara Probation Department Juvenile Services. 

 

                                                 
6 The Police Executive Research Forum, 2008.   
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Finding I    The San José Police Department Can 
Improve Its Communication of Auto Theft 
Trends and Protocols 

The San José Police Department’s (Department) Auto Theft Unit is 
primarily responsible for work related to auto thefts.  The Auto Theft Unit 
communicates auto theft information by updating a daily spreadsheet that is 
available for download by patrol officers, and by occasionally preparing a 
bulletin distributed at patrol briefings.  In our opinion, more widespread use 
of mapping would help build a picture of auto theft trends.  Therefore, we 
recommend that the Auto Theft Unit periodically brief patrol on auto theft 
trends and use maps to convey trend information.  During our audit, various 
Department personnel indicated their concerns that juveniles, including 
repeat offenders, represented a high number of auto theft suspects in 
San José.  Santa Clara County data shows that 24 to 30 percent of juveniles 
arrested for auto theft were repeat offenders.  We recommend that the 
Department periodically brief its command and patrol staff regarding 
juvenile auto theft trends and protocols. 

  
The Department Can Improve Its Communication of Auto Theft Trend Data to 
Patrol and the Regional Auto Theft Task Force 

The Auto Theft Unit receives auto theft reports daily.  Each day, the Auto 
Theft Unit sergeant updates an Excel spreadsheet referred to as the Hot 
Sheet.  The Hot Sheet is a listing of auto theft reports and includes details 
such as the locations of auto thefts and corresponding recoveries, as well as 
the license plate number.  The database is cumulative for the calendar year, 
and includes several years of data.  The Hot Sheet is available for patrol 
officers to view at the police station or community centers, or to download 
for later viewing in their patrol cars.  It is also available to the Regional 
Auto Theft Task Force (RATTF). 

Data pertaining to the location of auto thefts and recoveries can also be 
accessed through the Department’s CADmine application; however this 
application is not accessible in patrol cars.  Although officers have 
computer and internet access at the police station and at community 
policing centers, some patrol officers, especially those in higher crime 
districts, indicated that they do not have time to access the computers. 

According to fundamental law enforcement practices, specialized units 
should brief patrol officers of trends and activity.  Although the Unit 
occasionally prepares a bulletin for patrol describing trends, it does not 
include mapped information.  According to the Auto Theft Unit, the bulletin 
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is prepared when the Auto Theft Unit sergeant has time to prepare it, or 
when a significant trend is occurring, perhaps every few months.  The 
bulletin is placed on a desk in the briefing room and is available for patrol 
officers to pick up during briefings.  Other crime-related handouts are also 
on the desk and the officers may or may not pick up the auto theft trends 
bulletin.  Significant events, including those related to auto theft, are 
communicated at briefings by the briefing patrol sergeants or the day/night 
detectives. 

More Widespread Use of Mapping Would Help Build a Picture of Auto 
Theft Trends 

One of the functions of the Department’s Crime Analysis Unit is to map 
auto theft trends.  The Crime Analysis Unit has an analyst assigned to each 
Division.  Auto theft maps are generated at the semi-annual shift changes, 
which occur in March and September, and upon request.  These maps are 
prepared with mapping software using the Department’s RMS data, 
described in the Background section of this report, and are reportedly 
forwarded via e-mail to RATTF, the Auto Theft Commander, and patrol 
command staff.  Below is a sample auto theft map prepared by the Crime 
Analysis Unit using the data from one of the Department’s 16 districts,7 
District C.  The auto icons represent the locations of auto thefts. 

Exhibit 7:  Map of District C Auto Theft Locations During August 1, 2008 Through 
October 26, 2008 

 
Source:  SJPD Crime Analysis Unit. 

                                                 
7 In addition to the 16 districts, the Airport is its own geographical division.   



  Finding I 

15 

According to the Department, although they have the technology to 
generate the maps, preparation is time consuming because the source data 
needs to be “cleaned up” for items such as duplicate entries.  The RATTF 
Commander and patrol officers indicated that they find maps with current 
data, referred to as real-time maps, useful.  However, given that Crime 
Analysis Unit has staffing constraints, real-time mapped trend data is not 
readily available. 

One of the jurisdictions we surveyed, Sacramento, California prepares auto 
theft maps weekly.  An intern prepares the maps every week using their 
records management system.  She said that given that she uses their records 
management system, the process does not require any “clean up”8.  
According to the Sacramento crime analysis unit sergeant, his department 
needs to know where the thefts and recoveries are occurring, and maps are 
helpful for that purpose. 

According to Forensic Investigation of Stolen-Recovered and Other Crime 
Related Vehicles, the use of maps helps with building up a picture of crime 
patterns in a local area.  “Armed with an understanding of the larger crime 
picture, crime prevention and detection resources can be more effectively 
applied to stop further car thefts, either by targeting organized groups of 
offenders or by tackling the problem in a vulnerable crime hot spot.”  
Furthermore, complex queries can tap into the analytical power of 
geographic information systems to determine the answers to many questions 
of crime and space.  “These are questions that are beyond a standard 
database’s functionality.  For example, it is possible to map not only the 
location of a car theft, but also the location where the stolen vehicle was 
recovered.  From this it is possible to ask a barrage of potentially useful 
questions: 

• How far does the average car travel from being stolen to being 
dumped? 

• Are there areas where many cars are stolen? 

• Are there areas where many stolen cars are dumped? 

• Are the hotspots for vehicle theft near ATMs or banks? 

• Are the hotspots near schools or bars and taverns? 

• Are hotspots for cars that are stolen in the day different than 
night-time hotspots? 

• What percentage of all the stolen cars in an area is stolen from 
within 500 feet of a subway station? 

                                                 
8 According to the Department, although it also uses RMS data to prepare maps, Sacramento may have a 
more advanced system which does not require cleaning up the data.  
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• Are there spatial relationships between where cars are abandoned 
and the modus operandi used to steal them?9” 

We recommend that the Auto Theft Unit: 

 
Recommendation #1 

Periodically brief patrol on auto theft trends and utilize real-time 
mapped information and communicate this information to the Regional 
Auto Theft Task Force.  (Priority 3) 

 
  
The Department Can Improve Its Communication Regarding Juvenile Auto Theft 
Trends and Protocols With Its Command and Patrol Staff 

During our audit, various Department personnel indicated their concerns 
that juveniles, including repeat offenders, represented a high number of auto 
theft suspects.  We reviewed California Department of Justice data 
regarding adult and juvenile arrests in San José.  The Department reports 
crime statistics to the California Department of Justice, and adheres to 
FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) guidelines.  As shown in Exhibit 8, 
juveniles represented 35 percent of total adult and juvenile auto theft arrests 
for 2007. 

Exhibit 8:  Break-down of Adult and Juvenile Auto Theft Arrests Made By 
the San José Police Department In Calendar Years 2005, 2006 and 2007 
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Source: City Auditor analysis based on 2005-2007 California 
Department of Justice data. 

                                                 
9 Eric Stauffer and Monica Bonfanti, Forensic Investigation of Stolen-Recovered and Other Crime Related 
Vehicles (2006). 
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County Data Shows that 24 to 30 percent of Juveniles Arrested For 
Auto Theft Were Repeat Offenders 

At our request, the Santa Clara County’s Probation Department provided 
information regarding juvenile auto theft arrests.  The data supported the 
Department’s concerns about repeat juvenile offenders.  The Department 
does not have in-house access to this type of data regarding trends in 
juvenile auto theft because the Department can only access the County’s 
criminal databases for specific suspect information, not for generating 
reports. 

Exhibits 9 and 10 present information regarding repeat juvenile auto theft 
offenders.  Exhibit 9 documents the number of repeat juvenile offenders and 
their corresponding arrests.  For example, the 80 repeat offenders in 2006 
shown below had 148 arrests among them.  We noted that one juvenile was 
arrested six times for auto theft in 2006.  The 76 repeat offenders in 2007 
(who had a total of 146 arrests) included 24 juveniles who were arrested 
twice and two juveniles who were arrested four times for auto theft.  The 
arrest details for the three years are shown in Appendix B. 

As shown in Exhibit 9, from 2005 to 2007, the number of juveniles with 
multiple auto theft arrests increased from 47 to 76 juveniles. 

 
Exhibit 9:  Repeat Juvenile Auto Theft Offenders Arrested By the 
San José Police Department and Their Total Number of Arrests In 
Calendar Years 2005, 2006 and 2007 
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Source:  City Auditor analysis based on Santa Clara County data. 

 




