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IOBSERVER’S SEAT

BY KEVIN SPAISE

Editor-at-Lage Kevin Spaise
has socupied 2 number of
eilorlal positiones with Hay
Boat, including Editor, since
the ggiby 19705, His byline
Peas apoearad in mare than
20 magazings. Betwaen
asalgnmeants in such vamad
lotalzs as Havasu and
Florida, his home base i&
nowd Pl You ean reach
him at (A0B) 875-8710 orwia
e-mall at hdeedits Eaclcom

To Gatch a Thief

odd Schwads has becoma the John Walsh of perfor-
mance beating. |n California alone, a staggering 900

boats a month are reported stolen, and a growing number of
these are performance boats. While that figure givas cause for
pause, it is in itself typical of the murky world of boat theft,

where things rarely are as they seem on the surfacs,

Todd Schwede, a marine
surveyor and spearhead
benind the San Diego-based
Todd & Asscclates (www,Doal-
marn.com), has actively navi-
gated this shadowy terrain for
nearly a decads. Through an
expansive nationwide fax net-
wiork, extensive contact with
law enforcement agencies
{mostly in California, Arizona
and Mevada), a Web sile that
elicits some 4,400 hits a day,
and good, old-fashicned police
work, Schwede has become
the Jobn Walsh of the missing
boat world.

He is every bit as tenacious.
And his terwre has done noth-
ing to reinforce his faith in
humanity.

It is Schwede's experience
twhich includes a hand in the
recovery of mora than 200
stolen powerboals) that the
owners ars involved in some
way in eight of ten raported
thefte. Admittedly, these num-
bars are skewed, since Todd
deals only with insurance
claims, and do not fake into
account uninsured boats. He
intercedes and investigates
on behalf of 20 insurance
companies and vanous lend-
ing insitutions.

“Whether it's insurance
fraud, a way to get the bank 1o
pay for the boat or a divorce
situatian, it's an unforiunate
fact that the reporfing owner is
imvohved in most of these inc-
dents," says Schwede, Todd
& Associates has pioneered
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4 proactive and tech-basad
recovary approach that has
been phenomenally effective,
by national standards, with a
reported 68% racovery rate,

After a boat is reported
stolen to the insurance car-
rier, Todd (or sameonea like
him} is comtacted for follow-
up. His role ranges from a
simple telephone interview
with the: reporting policyholder,
to a full-scale investigation.
He often enlists the services of
right-hand investigator

. & lengtime perfor-
mancs boating enthusiast who
is also with the and
who moenlights for Todd &
Azzociates.

“Having done several thou-
sard of these interviews, you
can usually tell if something
izn't quite right after 20 min-
utes on the phone,” says Todd,
"Cn a full investigation, we'll
get the initial information on
the boat. and a photo, so that
wi can prepare a flyer. We
put it on the Internet and fax it
to a network of over 8,000
locations nationwide—eavery-
thing from law entorcemeant,
launch ramps, gas stations
near lzkes, yacht clubs, marina
sunveyors, public park amploy-
ees, even delis near the
waler—anywhere people
might come in contact with the
stolen boat. We may then
dedide 1o meet the owner aye-
bal-o-eyeball, depending an
how everyone involved leels
CONTINUED OH PAGE 116
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about the case. You can usually tell if
someans is a legitimate victim, There are
a number of things that send up red flags—
someona not having & photo of their boat,
not knowing the specific colors or 2quip-
mant, or gensrally not giving us all possiole
inlormation.”

Mot surprisingly, Lake Havasu City is a
haotbed of theft-related activity because of
its strang performance boating culturs, its
proximity to Las Vegas and Southem Cal-
ffarnia, and the shear number of transiant
and local boats. Local law enforcement
there deals with a heavy theft caseload,
and thay are extremsly agorassive and
highly atfactive. About six months ago, the
propristor of a Laks Havasu Gity maring
and automotive performance shop was
arrested for dealing in stolen outdrives and
angines, ending what appearsd 0 be an
arganized ring that recycled hot pars and
motors into both new boats and repalr jobs,

Mora often, the scenario is similar to
the 24° Eliminator that was repored stolen
aut of the Lasghiin Harrah's Casing park-
ing lot on Super Bowl Sunday last year.
Sunselllance cameras recorded the Incl-
dent, and Todd & Associgtes broadcast a
detailed deseription of the offending tow
vahicle, a distinctively striped truck, A tip-
ster in Costa Mesa, Calitornia, recognized
fhe truck by the descrption and linked it 1o
an area marine performance shop.

An investigator contacted the shop,
couching his inguiry in a general conver-
sation about boat thaft in which he enlisted
infarmiation and help. Meanwhile, the shop
was placed under survaillance. Within min-
utes of the telephone conversation, the
truck and baat wers obsarved laaving the
shop. Law enforcement pulled over the
driver, 8 shop emploves, a few biocks later,
unbsknownst to the shop owner, The inves-
tigator then visited the shop and had
another comearsation with the ownar—and
afterward promptly arrested him.

A classic case of a delighted owner
reunited with his high-performance pride
and joy...but not quite. The employee
caught towing the boat away spilled the
beans. The Eliminator owner, embrailad in
the midst of a divorce, had been involved
fram the beginning, and had already used
the setiiement check for a down payment
on a condo, Tha bottom line: three arrasts,
criminal charges and full restitution. There
was a happy twist to the story, however,
agide from the averted insurance fraud.
One lucky hot-boater, in the hunt for a
bargain, encountered the year-ald Elimi-
nator—in near-perfect condition and pow-
arad by a fresh 502 Magnum/Bravo train—
for sale at the mandated salvage offering.
He bought it for a hair over 20 grand.
Slole it, you might say. ]
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