WA AUTO THEFT PREVENTION AUTHORITY
2025 ANNUAL REPORT

Background — The Washington Auto Theft Prevention Authority (WATPA) was established when the Elizabeth
Novak — Washington Auto Theft Prevention Act (https://app.leg.wa.gov/documents/billdocs/2007-
08/Htm/Bill%20Reports/House/1001-S3.FBR.htm) was signed into law and became effective July 1, 2007.

Washington at the top in auto theft DECREASE — Washington ranked #1 in declining auto theft through the
third quarter of 2025 when comparted to 2024 (NICB Report November 14, 2025). Auto thefts were down 40%
during that time. Washington still ranks #10 nationwide in auto thefts per capita and #9 in total volume
(through Q3 2025, NICB Report November 14, 2025). Auto thefts per capita are arguably the most meaningful
statistic metric when comparing where Washington ranks on the national stage, because it measures thefts to
population which creates a clearer picture of opportunity. Overall, there were 17,499 auto thefts in 2025
(10,801 less than 2024) which was 38% lower than 2024 and the lowest number of auto thefts in over 23 years.

The reduction can be attributed to several factors: the hard work of vehicle crime investigators, aggressive
prosecution, juvenile incarceration for violent crimes, change in pursuit law, technology upgrades, to include
Automated License Plate Readers, and public outreach to assist with education to protect vehicles from theft.
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The following are anecdotes from many of our auto theft grant recipients that received WATPA
funding in 2024. These events are a very small snapshot of the good work supported by WATPA
resources in 2025.

Vehicle Crimes Conference — The Washington Auto Theft Prevention Authority partnered with the Northwest
Chapter of the Western States Auto Theft Investigators and the National Insurance Crime Bureau to host a
Vehicle Crimes Conference in March in Wenatchee. There had not been a conference of this nature in over
ten years.

More than 200 law enforcement professionals attended the valuable training, which consisted of 24 hours of
instruction from top-tier instructors from across the United States. The training also connected vehicle crime
practitioners from around the state, strengthening relationships critical to reducing vehicle crime. In addition,
a vendor show showcased the latest technology available to combat vehicle-related crimes.

Puget Sound Auto Theft Task Force (PSATT) — PSATT is funded with six detectives and a sergeant. The sixth
detective was not filled in the second half of 2025.

During the year, PSATT operated throughout South King County and all of Pierce County with a continued
focus on reducing auto theft, recovering stolen vehicles, dismantling organized theft networks, and
supporting successful prosecutions. PSATT’s efforts contributed to a sustained and measurable decline in auto
theft across the region, reflecting coordinated enforcement, investigative innovation, public outreach, and
improved legislative and policy conditions.

PSATT documented 352 reported stolen vehicles, representing a substantial year-over-year decline, and
achieved 333 vehicle recoveries totaling $7,331,123, underscoring the task force’s strong recovery
performance. Detectives initiated 203 felony auto theft, title fraud, and possession of stolen property cases,
resulting in 63 arrests and 111 cases referred for prosecution. These cases targeted both individual offenders
and organized criminal groups involved in VIN swapping, title fraud, chop shop operations, and international
vehicle export schemes. In addition, 12 firearms were recovered.

PSATT investigators disrupted five chop shop operations and initiated 19 title fraud investigations, seven of
which were referred for prosecution during the reporting year. Several complex investigations involved high-
end and collector vehicles, synthetic identification fraud, and multi-state or international trafficking. Task
force members worked closely with local agencies, the Washington Department of Licensing, NICB, U.S.
Customs and Border Protection, the FBI, port authorities, and out-of-state and international partners to
recover vehicles and build prosecutable cases.
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Technology continued to be a force multiplier for PSATT. Investigators leveraged surveillance cameras, GPS
tracking devices, open-source automated license plate recognition (ALPR), and BERLA vehicle infotainment
system data extraction to identify suspects, corroborate criminal activity, and expand investigations. While
ALPR deployments did not directly result in arrests or recoveries during this period, they provided real-time
intelligence in active surveillance areas and enhanced situational awareness.

Public outreach remained a core component of PSATT’s strategy. The task force maintained a strong social
media presence, conducted community presentations, participated in public events, and distributed theft-
prevention materials and steering-wheel locks to vulnerable vehicle owners. Through the “We Got Your
Tow” program, PSATT assisted 11 victims by covering towing costs following vehicle recovery. These victims
were individuals who relied on their vehicles for work and could not afford insurance to cover towing or
theft-related expenses.

PSATT demonstrated sustained effectiveness throughout the year by reducing auto theft, recovering stolen
vehicles, dismantling organized criminal operations, and strengthening regional and federal partnerships.
These results reflect the dedication of task force personnel, the strategic use of technology, and continued
support through WATPA grant funding.

Clark County Prosecutor’s Office — This office is funded with one deputy prosecutor who is specifically
assigned to prosecute vehicle crime cases.

The Clark County Prosecutor’s Office handled a significant volume of auto theft-related cases,
demonstrating strong case acceptance rates, effective resolutions, and meaningful sentencing outcomes
that targeted repeat and organized offenders.

A total of 213 cases were referred for prosecution, primarily involving auto theft (88 cases) and possession
of a stolen vehicle (PSP) (87 cases), along with attempting to elude (32 cases) and vehicle prowls (6 cases).
Of these referrals, 178 cases were formally filed, reflecting a high filing rate. Only five cases were declined,
underscoring the strength of investigative submissions and prosecutorial screening.

Case outcomes were largely resolved without trial, with 190 cases resulting in plea agreements, promoting
efficiency while still achieving accountability. Four cases proceeded to trial, all of which resulted in guilty
verdicts, demonstrating successful trial advocacy when contested litigation was necessary.

Sentencing outcomes reflected a balanced approach focused on incarceration for serious and repeat
offenders while allowing alternative sanctions where appropriate. Seventy-two defendants were
sentenced to prison, 112 received county jail sentences, and 20 were given alternative sentences.
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Several significant cases highlight the office’s impact on chronic and organized vehicle theft activity:

« A 60-month prison sentence was imposed on a defendant with multiple PSP charges from 2023 and an
extensive failure-to-appear history.

« A 24-month prison sentence was secured in a muscle car theft ring case involving multiple counts of PSP
and Trafficking in Stolen Property in the First Degree. This case was the result of close collaboration
with the Clark County Sheriff’s Office and the Multnomah County District Attorney’s Office; a co-
defendant remains pending.

« A 43-month prison sentence was imposed on a defendant with a significant criminal history, supported
by surveillance evidence showing the defendant operating a stolen vehicle.

The Clark County Prosecutor’s Office demonstrated a strong commitment to combating auto theft through
effective case filing, high conviction rates, interagency collaboration, and meaningful sentences that
prioritize public safety and offender accountability.

Snohomish County Auto Theft Task Force (SNOCAT) — SNOCAT is funded with two detectives and a
sergeant.

SNOCAT operated primarily within Snohomish County while routinely extending investigations into King,
Skagit, Island, and Whatcom counties. SNOCAT focused on reducing auto theft, recovering stolen vehicles,
dismantling organized theft and fraud operations, and supporting successful prosecutions. Task force efforts
contributed to a continued reduction in reported vehicle thefts within Everett and supported broader
statewide declines, reflecting coordinated enforcement, investigative persistence, public outreach, and
effective regional partnerships.

Across the combined reporting periods, Everett—the largest city in the task force area—recorded 221
reported stolen vehicles, representing a sustained decline throughout the year. SNOCAT recovered 314
stolen vehicles in 2025, underscoring their strong recovery performance despite evolving offender tactics
and jurisdictional complexity. Countywide, SNOCAT detectives initiated 87 felony auto theft, title fraud,
and possession of stolen property cases, resulting in 16 arrests and 23 cases referred for prosecution.
These investigations targeted both individual offenders and organized criminal activity involving vehicle
theft, title fraud, and multi-jurisdictional dumping operations.

SNOCAT investigators initiated 13 title fraud cases, with 10 referred for prosecution, and disrupted five
chop shop operations during the first half of the year. Several investigations involved complex fraud
schemes, including stolen and re-VINned vehicles, fraudulent RV consignments, auction-related thefts, and
coordinated theft activity across multiple counties. Task force members worked closely with local and
regional law enforcement agencies, the Washington Department of Licensing, NICB, King County AFIS, U.S.
Customs and Border Protection, and out-of-state partners to recover vehicles, identify suspects, and build
prosecutable cases.
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Technology served as a force multiplier throughout 2025. SNOCAT made extensive use of WATPA-funded
drones, surveillance cameras, and snake camera for VIN identification, which enhanced investigative
efficiency, officer safety, and evidence documentation. Drone deployments supported surveillance of
chronic theft locations, large rural properties, and containment operations, while snake cameras allowed
detectives to quickly confirm altered or hidden VINs on re-VINned vehicles. Automated License Plate
Readers (ALPRs) saw limited deployment in 2025 due to staffing constraints and statewide database issues;
however, a coordinated ALPR operational plan with PSATT is scheduled for implementation in 2026.

Public outreach and prevention remained central to SNOCAT’s mission. Task force members participated
in National Night Out, citizen academies in several jurisdictions, and community presentations, distributing
theft-prevention materials and anti-theft devices while educating residents on current theft trends.
SNOCAT detectives also delivered roll-call and patrol-level training to more than 30 deputies, improving
first-response investigations, recovery outcomes, and information flow to task force detectives.

SNOCAT demonstrated sustained effectiveness throughout the year by reducing reported vehicle thefts,
maintaining strong recovery rates, disrupting organized criminal activity, and strengthening regional and
federal partnerships. These outcomes reflect the dedication of task force personnel, strategic use of
technology, and continued support through WATPA grant funding, positioning SNOCAT for continued
impact moving into 2026.

Spokane Auto Theft Task Force — This Task Force is funded with .5 of a detective from the Spokane Police
Department. Overall detective activity demonstrated measurable reductions in vehicle theft and
recoveries, effective investigative interventions, and targeted deterrence efforts despite staffing and
resource limitations. Spokane County experienced a substantial decline in reported stolen vehicles in 2025
compared to in 2024. 538 stolen vehicles were recovered during the year. These reductions are strongly
associated with focused enforcement, public awareness efforts, and prevention strategies targeting high-
risk vehicle models, particularly KIA vehicles.

In 2025, 24 cases were initiated by WATPA detectives. Detectives made 12 arrests, and referred 18 cases
for prosecution.

KIA thefts continued to trend downward due to a coordinated prevention approach that included public
dissemination of information regarding ignition/software updates, dealer fixes, and the distribution of
steering wheel locks, all of which were fully utilized by the community. Additionally, the detectives
obtained a KIA bait car through NICB. It is currently being outfitted with GPS tracking and a kill switch for
proactive deployment.

Investigative problem-solving extended beyond traditional enforcement. Detectives identified systemic

issues in rental car theft reporting, successfully escalating a case involving an unreported stolen rental
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vehicle that was being used in repeated felony eluding incidents.
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This intervention led to recovery of the vehicle, an arrest, and disruption of ongoing criminal activity.
Spokane currently operates with .5 of an FTE dedicated to vehicle crime investigations and without a
WATPA-funded prosecutor or crime analyst, limiting prosecution tracking and analytical capacity.

Despite staffing constraints and equipment delays, the Spokane detectives demonstrated strong
performance, significant theft reductions, and meaningful community and offender-focused impacts.
Continued investment in detective staffing, analytical support, prosecution resources, and technology will
be critical to sustaining and advancing these gains.

2023-25 Biennium Grant Awards — The following grants were awarded out of surplus funds at the end of
the FY 2023-25 biennium:

« Des Moines Police Department — $19,000 for steering wheel locks and public outreach materials.

« Mason County Sheriff’s Office — $1900 for public outreach and auto theft prevention devices.

« Newcastle Police Department — $715 for surveillance equipment and public outreach materials.

« Ridgefield Police Department — $11,188 for mobile surveillance camera to assist with identifying
suspects in vehicle related crimes. The camera was successful in identifying a suspect in the theft of a
commercial dump trailer.

Conclusion — Washington experienced a dramatic reduction in vehicle theft again in 2025.
Unfortunately, the Washington Auto Theft Prevention Authority was funded at the 2023-25 levels
necessitating cuts to the existing auto theft task forces. The cuts included:

« The Spokane Task Force lost funding for the detective from the Stevens County Sheriff’s Office and .5
funding for the Spokane Police Department’s Detective.

« The Snohomish County Auto Theft Task Force lost funding for their prosecutorial assistance.

« The Clark County Prosecutor’s Office was reduced from two deputy prosecutors to one deputy
prosecutor.

« There wasn’t sufficient budget to fund any grants in the FY 2026 budget and it is very likely that this
will be the case in FY 2027.

« There won’t be sufficient budget to support a vehicle crimes conference in 2027 as was planned.

« Most public outreach was discontinued due to lack of funds.

Criminals are adapting their tactics to try to stay ahead of law enforcement. The utilization of synthetic IDs
to purchase vehicles, creating synthetic vehicles by altering their physical (VIN plates/tags) and digital

identifications, vehicle cloning and key fob cloning have all seen increases in 2025.

WATPA’s goal is to assist agencies in keeping auto theft down. It is imperative that WATPA receive

adequate funding for staffing, prosecution, training, technology and public outreach to continue to reduce
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instances of vehicle crime in Washington.
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