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Professional truck drivers represent the most 
important factor in any motor carrier’s security and 
cargo theft prevention program.  Approximately 12 
billion dollars of cargo is stolen every year.  Beyond 
simple theft, as a result of 9/11, drivers must also be 
concerned about those who would steal a truck for 
its hazardous cargo or to use the vehicle itself as a 
weapon of terrorism. 
 
Today’s transportation environment requires all 
drivers to operate with a 
heightened sense of 
awareness and alertness. 
Most cargo thieves are 
more organized and 
sophisticated than they 
used to be – and often 
more dangerous. 
 
Lieutenant Ed Petow, 
Commander of the 
Miami, Florida based 
TOMCATS (Trucking 
Operators Multi-Agency 
Cargo Anti-Theft Squad), 
says many stolen trucks are actually taken to fill a 
demand. 
 
“Lets say they want to steal cell phones because 
they have an order,” says Petow.  “They’ll go to a cell 
phone distribution center.  They’ll wait for a truck to 
leave and follow it.  They usually do this late in the 
afternoon because darkness will come soon and the 
driver will stop to eat, so they don’t have to follow it 
too far.  A lot of tractor-trailers are stolen at the first 
truck stop a driver reaches after he/she leaves the 
factory or distribution center.” 
 
Careful observation and good planning can give 
thieves huge payoffs.  In June of 2003, thieves made 
off with 3.2 million dollars worth of Motorola cell 

phones from a truck stop in Seymour, IN.  The driver 
had stopped for fuel and to take a shower.  When he 
returned the truck and the trailer were gone.  When 
the FBI later found the tractor-trailer in Georgia, the 
load had vanished. 
 
In this case the FBI believe that the thieves followed 
the truck from the Motorola plant in Harvard, Illinois.  
Thieves are willing to follow a truck with known cargo 
for hours, wait until it is unattended, and then in a 
matter of seconds drive it away. 
 
Many truck thefts are accomplished by a group of 
four or five people following the tractor-trailer in a 

cargo or mini-van.  
When the driver 
enters the truck stop, 
one thief goes in to 
tail him.  He then 
reports via a walkie-
talkie or cell phone 
when the driver is in 
the shower or eating.  
The other thieves 
break into the truck, 
hotwire it, and leave 
with the tractor, trailer 
and cargo.  In most 
cases the cargo is 

quickly off-loaded into a storage warehouse, and the 
tractor-trailer dumped in an abandoned parking lot. 
 
Although most drivers will never experience a theft or 
hijacking during their careers, anyone can become 
a victim.  There’s one person who can reduce the 
odds of that happening…and that person is you. 
 
During the next quarter we will review various ways 
that you, the professional driver, can increase your 
physical protection as well as the protection of your 
cargo and equipment. 
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“The information contained in this report was obtained from sources which, to the best of the writer’s knowledge are authentic and reliable.  Arthur J. Gallagher & Co. makes no guarantee of results, and 
assumes no liability in connection with either the information herein contained, or the safety suggestions herein made.  Moreover, it can not be assumed that every acceptable safety procedure is contained 
herein, or that abnormal or unusual circumstances may not warrant or require further or additional procedures.” 
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The fact that cargo theft is considered a property 
crime makes it very attractive to the criminal element 
and an increasing problem for the trucking industry 
across the country.  A criminal caught with several 
kilograms of cocaine will face a long stint in prison -
possibly a life sentence.  A thief caught with a load of 
cell phones – possibly worth millions – is commonly 
a candidate for probation or only a few years in 
prison, unless he’s a repeat offender. 
 
Professional drivers often work alone, at night, in 
unfamiliar surroundings, and are responsible for 
valuable cargo.  Combined, these factors can make 
a driver an easy target for violence.  Although the 
odds are still in your favor, many professional drivers 
just like you, in the course of hauling their loads from 
pickup to delivery, have been robbed, hijacked, 
beaten, stabbed and shot for their loads and their 
vehicles.  It’s a hard fact, but your job gets more 
dangerous every day. 
 
Although most drivers probably won’t 
encounter these “worst case scenarios” 
while completing their job duties, you must 
never let your guard down.  When a driver 
becomes complacent, that is when he is 
most at risk.  The key to your security is to 
always be alert and on the lookout for 
anything that is suspicious or out of the 
ordinary. 
 
Safely transporting a load from point A to point B 
begins even before a driver is dispatched to pick up 
a load.  The operations department must always be 
aware if a load is considered a “target commodity” 
for theft, such as consumer electronics, cigarettes, 
designer clothing or seafood products.  This 
information should then be conveyed to the driver 
being dispatched to pick up the load.  Drivers should 
be asked their current hours of service status to 

ensure that the driver will have adequate time to 
drive at least 5 hours after being loaded.  Most cargo 
theft rings will not follow a tractor that distance to 
wait for the driver to stop at a truck stop or rest area. 
 
Upon arrival at your pick-up point, scan the area and 
look for suspicious activity.  Is there anyone who 
does not seem to belong in the area?  Do any of 
them seem to be taking too much interest in your 
vehicle while being loaded?  Have you been asked 
over the CB radio what you are hauling or what your 
destination is? 
 
Check your paperwork closely as you are signing for 
having received the load.  Know what your shipment 
consists of, and attempt to be certain of exactly what 
gets loaded onto your trailer.  If your trailer is being 
“live loaded,” always supervise the loading process 
(if allowed) to ensure that you will not end up with 
shortages or are accepting damaged freight. 
 
In next month’s Safety Topic, we will discuss safety 

ideas regarding en-
route driving and 
parking security tips to 
assist in keeping you, 
your equipment, and 
loads safe while on the 
road. 
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