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SUMMARY
Defines "vehicle theft crimes" to include vehicle parts for the purposes of what a county can spend vehicle registration fee revenue on and requires a county to post its year-end report on collection of this fee on its website. 
Major Provisions
 
COMMENTS
Counties are permitted to authorize a small fee on vehicle registration for counties to use to combat motor vehicle theft. As of 2024, 46 of the 58 counties have authorized this fee. According to the State Controller's Office, as of February of 2024, those 46 counties have collected nearly $27 million in revenue to combat motor vehicle theft. Alameda County was able to use their funds in 2022 to recover 1,420 of the reported 15,757 stolen vehicles. Under existing law, "motor vehicle theft" is undefined, but counties have traditionally used this revenue to recover vehicles. This bill allows the existing revenue to be spent on the theft of motor vehicle parts like catalytic converters. 
A catalytic converter is an exhaust emission control device that converts toxic gases and pollutants in exhaust gas from an internal combustion engine into less-toxic pollutants.  
Catalytic converter thefts were on the rise. The Bureau of Automotive Repair (BAR) reported about 1,600 converter thefts per month statewide in 2021.  The National Insurance Crime Bureau (NICB) reported more than 64,000 catalytic converter thefts nationwide from 2020 to 2022. California accounted for 24,102 of those thefts. According to data provided by the Personal Insurance Federation of California, insurance claims for catalytic converter thefts in California grew from a monthly average of 183 in 2020 to 477 claims in January 2022. Claims rose by 308% from 2019 to 2020 and 100% from 2020 to 2021. California had the highest number of claims in the United States, accounting for 28% of all theft claims in the country.  The insurance industry paid over $23 million in repair costs for catalytic converters in 2021 alone, an 11.5% increase from the year before. 
Catalytic converter thefts have slowed down in 2023. State Farm, for example, reported 14,500 claims nationwide for catalytic converter thefts in the first half of the year, down from 23,000 the year before. California accounted for 5,400 of those 14,500 claims and paid a total of $17.8 million for those claims. 
Catalytic converters are stolen because they are coated with precious metals such as rhodium which is valued at over $14,000 per ounce and palladium which is valued at $2,500 per ounce.  According to NICB, metal recyclers pay between $50 to $250 for a catalytic converter and up to $800 for one removed from a hybrid vehicle. Replacing them can be expensive, costing between $1000 and $3,500. Toyota and Honda vehicles have been particularly attractive to thieves, because the location of the converters on certain vehicles makes it so that a thief can steal one with basic tools, such as a pipe wrench or cordless saw, in a matter of minutes. 
The best way to reduce catalytic converter theft is not a problem of law, but rather a problem of enforcement. According to the United States Department of Justice, in October and November 2022, federal, state, and local law enforcement partners from across the United States executed a nationwide, coordinated takedown of leaders and associates of a national network of thieves, dealers, and processors for their roles in conspiracies involving stolen catalytic converters sold to a metal refinery for over $600 million.  In October 2023, three members of a California family from Sacramento pleaded guilty to their roles in a $600 million nationwide catalytic converter theft ring that operated for three years.
According to the Author
"Our state is currently experiencing a considerable increase in vehicle break-ins and theft. While there is an existing program to allow counties to use revenue from vehicle registration fees to combat vehicle theft, this does not include the theft of vehicle parts or smash-and-grabs. [This bill] gives our counties more flexibility to use millions in unspent vehicle registration fees to further address the rise in crime."
Arguments in Support
The California District Attorneys Association, writing in support of this bill, argues "The theft of vehicle parts or components has become an increasingly alarming problem in communities across the state. For example, according to State Farm, California continues to lead the nation in catalytic converter thefts, with more than 5,400 claims filed and approximately $17.8 million paid out through the first six months of 2023. The theft of vehicle parts or components is difficult to enforce and prosecute because the crime is often committed within minutes and the stolen vehicle part is often devoid of any identifying information of the victim. [This bill] recognizes these challenges and provides for a more flexible funding source to programs that are currently being used to investigate and prosecute vehicle theft crimes. By expanding vehicle theft crimes to include the theft of vehicle parts or components, counties will be better able to allocate resources to address this problem."
Arguments in Opposition
None on file.
FISCAL COMMENTS
This bill is keyed non-fiscal by legislative counsel. 
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