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Executive summary
Car theft has been coming down now for some time – it has reduced by 47% over the
last 10 years
Early signs are that it may go up again. Theft of younger vehicles is increasing. If
this continues and transfers into thefts for ‘joy-riding’ the numbers of thefts could rise
very rapidly. This has implications for the impact of MVRIB. Analysis of theft
modus operandi would help determine whether this was a likely scenario over the
next five years.
If the whole MVRIB package is implemented effectively and quickly, and rigorously
enforced, we could expect to see car theft cut very substantially – perhaps by as much
as 50%.
Suggested performance indicators of the impact of MVRIB on vehicle theft are:
•
•
•
•

National rate of vehicle theft
Continuing analysis of the Car Theft Index rates of theft by age of
vehicle, separately for recovered and unrecovered thefts
Intelligence from V712 investigations
Use of ANPR to detect impossible hits
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1. Future trends in vehicle theft
To understand how the MVRIB initiatives might impact on vehicle thefts, we need to
first understand the current trends of vehicle theft in England and Wales. Figure 1
shows the numbers of vehicles stolen from 1991-2001, for both England and Wales
and also for Germany.
Figure 1. Number of vehicle thefts in England &Wales, and Germany 1991-2001
700000

600000

500000

400000

300000

England and Wales
Germany

200000

100000

0
1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

Year

Sources: Crime in England and Wales, 2001/2002,1 Polizeiliche Kriminalstatictik. Bundeskriminalamt,
Kriminalistisches Insitut.2

2.

Figure 1 shows that:
•

vehicle theft has been reducing in England & Wales over the past 10 years
- a 47% reduction since 1993

•

the rate of reduction appears to be slowing down, from 30% between
1993-1997, to 20% from 1997-2001.

•

while this is an impressive reduction, vehicle theft in England & Wales
remains much higher than in Germany (and other EU countries)

3.
Figure 2 shows the rate of theft for different ages of vehicle in 2000. This has
been shown separately for thefts where the vehicle is eventually recovered, and where
it is not. Whether or not a vehicle is recovered reflects very different problems.
Recovered thefts include so-called joyriding, and taking the vehicle as a temporary
means of transport. Unrecovered thefts involve more determined thieves who are
1

From 1997/1998, thefts were recorded in the financial years. From 1998/1999 onwards the counting
rules for vehicle thefts were revised and changed.
2
Theft rates for England and Wales include all vehicles; theft rates for Germany are cars only.
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stealing for financial gain, and insurance fraud. MVRIB will have different effects on
these very different problems.
Figure 2. ‘Recovered’ and ‘unrecovered’ thefts rates in 2000 for each vehicle age
cohort
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4.

Figure 2 shows that:
•

more cars are stolen for temporary use than for permanent loss – temporary
thefts make up about two-thirds of all thefts.

•

the risk of theft is much greater for older vehicles than newer ones, for both
recovered and unrecovered thefts.

•

reducing temporary thefts of older vehicles will make the biggest impact on
the national theft statistics.

5.
Figures 3 and 4 show how the rates of recovered and unrecovered theft have
changed over the past 3 years.
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Figure 3. ‘Recovered’ theft rates 1998 -2000
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Figure 4. ‘Unrecovered’ theft rates 1998-2000

Rate of unrecovered cars per 1000 vehicles on the road
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6.

Figures 3 and 4 show that:
•

consistently, older cars are more at risk than younger cars for both types of
theft, and more cars are stolen for temporary use than permanent loss.

•

the rate of theft has been decreasing across most ages of car for both recovered
and unrecovered cars.

5

Jill Dando Institute of Crime Science
•

the risk of theft of younger cars is increasing. This is most noticeable in
Figure 4 for permanent thefts, where theft risks of vehicles aged three years
and under grew by 9% in 1999 (an additional 677 cars) and by 16% (an
additional 1,253 cars) in 2000. Figure 3 is also showing the beginnings of a
similar pattern.

So what does all this mean for the future?
7.
Vehicle theft has been coming down for some time now, probably as a result
of improved vehicle security and other initiatives such as secured car parks. Vehicles
registered in 1996 have seen the biggest reduction in the risk of theft, the year when
immobilisers were fitted as standard to all new vehicles.
8.
However, there are early signs that the impact of improved vehicle security
may be wearing off. The increase in permanent thefts of newer vehicles observed
above involves small numbers and so has made no impact yet on the theft statistics
generally. The question is will it?
9.

Three scenarios for the future are possible:

Scenario 1
The observed increases are a blip, and the rate will revert to the lower level or remain
as it is. If this is the case, the impact on overall theft figures will be negligible
Scenario 2
The rate of theft is real and continues to grow, but is limited to the relatively small
problem of permanent thefts of newer vehicles because the modus operandi used to
steal cars are very specialised or risky (eg breaking into houses to steal car keys). In
this scenario, there would be an extra 30,000 vehicle thefts by 2007, which represents
an overall increase in vehicle theft figures of around 10%
Scenario 3
The increased rate of theft spreads to older vehicles and to thefts for temporary use of
vehicles. This is plausible if new methods of overcoming vehicle security developed
by the ‘professional’ thieves spread into other offender groups such ‘joy-riders’. If
this process takes place, there could be a very rapid upturn in vehicle theft nationally
which could wipe out the reduction seen in the last five years by 2007 (see Figure 5).
10.
So which scenario is most likely? Although the numbers are small, the pattern
of change observed in Figures 3 and 4 above is consistent with what one would expect
to see under scenario 3:
• the rate of theft of newer vehicles is growing
• permanent thefts are leading the growth, temporary thefts are showing a
similar trend but lagging behind,
• the growth in risk is moving into older vehicles.
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11.
However, the data are currently too thin to be sure. Analysis of the next set of
data from the Car Theft Index together with a study of the modus operandi used by
thieves would enable us to be clearer about what the future holds. It is important to
assess which is most likely since it has implications for impact of MVRIB.
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2. The impact of MVRIB initiatives on future trends
Possible scale of impact
12.
Annex 1 provides an analysis of whether and how each of the MVRIB
initiatives would be expected to impact on thefts. It is clear that the programme could
have a significant impact on theft, reducing it by perhaps as much as 50%. This level
of reduction is suggested on the basis that:
•

a number of MVRIB initiatives will close down the loopholes that make ringing
and cloning of vehicles possible. Permanent thefts of vehicles make up nearly
one-third of all thefts so these initiatives could make a big impact on thefts overall

•

MVRIB would also impact on the much bigger problem of temporary thefts. It
would do this in two ways. First, through those initiatives aimed at improving the
detection of stolen vehicles on the road. Secondly, by deterring the professional
thieves from developing new methods of overcoming vehicle security devices.
Some big gains are possible if this happens.

•

research consistently deminstrates that packages of measures such as the MVRIB
programme are more effective than single measures

•

a 50% reduction in theft would still be above the current and likely future scale of
theft in Germany

13.
The scale of impact will, however, be affected by which of the three future
scenarios for vehicle theft take place. If thefts continue on their current course, a 50%
reduction over the next five years is not implausible. However, if scenario three
occurs, and the rate of theft increases rapidly before MVRIB has been able to bite,
then a 50% reduction by 2007 is much less likely. Figure 5 illustrates the point.
Figure 5: Possible future trends in the numbers of vehicle thefts
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The likely pattern of change
14.
If MVRIB works, we would expect to see thefts of unrecovered vehicles
reduce first because:
•

the earlier initiatives are targeted more at permanent theft rather than the ‘joyriding’ problem.

•

Those measures which close down opportunities for crime would have a more
immediate impact than those which increase its detection, because the latter would
need a period in which offenders learn that risks have increased before a reduction
in rates could be expected. Opportunity reduction measures are focused more on
the permanent theft.

•

The current increase in unrecovered thefts may mean that this problem is more
sensitive to such crime reduction initiatives.

Keeping crime down
15.
In time, any impact on theft will wear off as offenders find ways around the
new system. The speed and success of this process will depend on
• How well the system is rigorously enforced, and
• The availability of good management information on new methods of
changing vehicle identities
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3. Monitoring the impact on theft – performance indicators
16.
We would ultimately expect to see the impact of MVRIB reflected in the
national vehicle theft statistics. However, these are not sensitive to the kind of
changes that would enable us to attribute impact to MVRIB as opposed to other
initiatives, or to identify early signs of success. While vehicle theft figures should
continue to be monitored, more sensitive indicators of the impact of MVRIB are:
•

Rates of theft by age of vehicles (we would expect to see the increase in thefts of
newer vehicles halted first).

•

Rates on unrecovered and recovered theft (we would expect to see changes in
unrecovered thefts before recovered thefts).

17.
Both measures can be developed using the Car Theft Index, continuing the
analysis provided in Figures 3 and 4 above. In addition, two new sources of data
could be monitored to give a more direct indication of changes in ringing and cloning.
Monitoring V712 Forms
18.
At present car owners can apply for a replacement registration form (V5) by
using the form V62. Currently, before a registration form (V5) can be given to the
new applicant, the DVLA checks its records to ensure the details on the V62 match
those already on the system. If there is a discrepancy with the details on the system, a
V712 form is sent out to the current keeper on their records associated with the
existing registration details, asking the keeper if their vehicle has been stolen, or sold.
19.
If DVLA are not contacted within 14 days of a V712 form being issued, they
will issue a V5 to the new applicant. However, if the DVLA are suspicious about the
application, they pass on the details to the police for investigation. Cars that are
found to be stolen as a result of these investigations are reported back to the DVLA.
20.
There is currently no measure of the number of these stolen cars that are found
to be rung. We would therefore suggest that the DVLA collect the number of cloned
cars from the police reports of those stolen.
21.
There is a limitation in the use of the V712 data. Under continuous
registration, registered keepers will remain liable for their vehicle until a change of
keepership is notified to DVLA. The keeper will be forced to notify the appropriate
authority (e.g. DVLA or police) when a car is sold or stolen, otherwise they will still
be responsible for continuing to pay vehicle excise duty. Accordingly, it should not
be possible for anyone except the registered keeper to obtain the registration for the
vehicle, especially as an application for a replacement V5 will require proof of
identity. However, under the current proposals, ‘Euro-Clones’ will not be prevented,
as no proof of identity is required at the point of first registration of a used vehicle. It
is also important to note that continuous registration is not expected to be introduced
until approximately 2004-2005.
Using ANPR to identify ‘impossible hits’
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22.
ANPR was originally introduced for intelligence gathering and for anti
terrorist measures. However, in the last two years it has been recognised that ANPR
has the potential to be used for other capacities, e.g. reducing vehicle tax evasion,
(ACPO, 2002). An additional use of ANPR could include estimating the number of
cloned vehicles.
23.
Currently, local intelligence can inform the police of vehicles believed to be
cloned. If the ANPR system spots a particular registration believed to be cloned, the
operator is alerted and a team can be despatched to investigate this vehicle. However,
currently few forces currently use the technology in this way.
24.
In theory, it would be possible to use an ANPR system to identify ‘impossible
hits’. An ‘impossible hit’ would be if a vehicle with a number plate ABC123 was
identified by an ANPR system in Wales at 12pm and then the same vehicle is
identified again in London five minutes later. In such a situation one could make the
assumption that there were two vehicles on the road with the same number plate – one
of which might be cloned.
25.
The introduction of Project Spectrum holds the possibility of integrating the
different police force systems, and enabling ‘impossible hits’ to be identified. In the
meantime, the plausibility of such a PI could tested and piloted in areas known to
have high theft rates.
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ANNEX
MVRIB Initiatives and their impact on vehicle theft
Initiative

How it will work

Mandatory
V5s at
relicensing
(February
2003)
Continuous
Registration

Vehicle owners will not
be able to buy tax discs
without a V5

Harmonised
V5
(June 2004)

New
Enforcement
Regime
(end 2004)

Owners remain liable for
their vehicles until the
vehicle is registered with
another keeper, or
reported scrapped or
stolen.
Currently, vehicle
registration information
differs across countries.
These barriers will be
broken down, and there
will be more information
sharing.

Includes many different
aspects but one of direct
relevance is the greater
use of ANPR

Each database system
linked in real time to
other databases. This
may improve the
accuracy of vehicle and
keeper details.
Electronic chip in
Electronic
vehicle. When the
Vehicle
Identification vehicle goes past an
electronic reader,vehicle
(2007)
is identified. If the chip
information does not
match the database,
authorities alerted and
the vehicle stopped
Virtual
database
(plans for
2005)

How will it impact on
vehicle
Vehicles stolen for resale
will not be able to be reregistered, making sale
of stolen vehicles more
difficult.
Improving database
ownership details and
details of scrapped cars
will make it harder for
thieves to ring vehicles

What would we
expect to see
A decrease in
the rate of
unrecovered
thefts

It may be easier to
determine stolen vehicles
between countries. May
help to target stolen
imported/exported
vehicles (a component of
unrecovered vehicles).
Dependent on the level
of information sharing
between countries.
Increases the risk of
detection, enabling more
stolen vehicles to be
identified, and speed up
their detection.

A decrease in
the rate of
unrecovered
thefts

This will speed up police
enquiries and enable
them to identify stolen
vehicles faster

Increases the chances of
detecting stolen vehicles
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A decrease in
the rate of
unrecovered
thefts

An increase in
the rate of
recovered thefts.
Ultimately, it
should have a
deterrent effect
on temporary
and permanent
thefts
Increase the rate
of recovery, and
reduce both
temporary and
permanent thefts
Increase
recovery rates
and reduce
temporary and
permanent thefts
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