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PROGRAM GUIDE 

Operation Identification 

I. Introduction 

Annually law enforcanent agencies across the nation through criminal 
investigation, arrest and routine patrol recover millions of dollars WJrth of stolen 
property. In Virginia during 1980, property valued at $120,794,644 was stolen but 
only 27% or $32,358,580 of that property was recovered. A substantial portion of the 
recovered stolen property was motor vehicles and when motor vehicles are excluded from 
the total property stolen and recovered, only 11% of the stolen property was 
recovered. Listed below are the 1980 Virginia recovery rates of the various 
categories of stolen property. 

Currency, Notes, etc. 13% 
Jewelery and Precious Metals - 8% 
Clothing and Furs - 14% 
Motor Vehicles - 68% 
Office Equi pment - 13% 
TV 's, Rad i os, etc. 8% 

Fi rea nTIS 12% 
Household Goods - 10% 
Consumeable Goods - 9% 
L i ve s to ck - 2 5% 
Mi scellaneous - 14% 
Total - 27% 

Only 27% of the stolen property was recovered, but no infonnation is available 
which indicates how much of the stolen property wa s actually returned to the origi nal 
owner. An indicator that much of the recovered stolen property is not returned to 
owners are the numberous public auctions conducted by law enforc611ent agencies across 
the state to clear unclaimed property from property storage areas. 

The recovery rate for non-vehicular stolen property was 11%, yet the recovery 
rate for stolen motor vehicles was 68%. These are motor vehicles that are not only 
recovered but in most instances which are returned to the rightful owner. The high 
recovery and return rate of stolen motor vehicles is substantially due to the 
mandatory Vehicle Identification Number systan and the cOO1puter syst611S which make it 
work. Combined with anti-theft devices, the Vehicle Identification Number syst611 
apppears to have slowed the increase of auto theft compared to other crime. Auto 
theft decreased 6% in Virginia in 1980 and the rate of theft per 1,000 registered 
vehicles was 3.4 in 1980 compared to 6.0 in 1970. 

The low recovery rate of property such as radios, office equipment, cameras, 
fireanns, etc. can in part be attributed to the inability of law enforcenent personnel 
to identify the rightful owner when such property is encountered in the p::lssession of 
a suspicious person or arrested thief, or just found abandonded somewhere. Law 
enforcement authorities cannot identify such property because it bears no markings or 
serial numbers which can be used to identify and locate the owner, or the inscribed 
numbers are not recognizable. 

There is a program, if properly implemented, \lktich can combat thls problem of 
unidentifiable recovered stolen property and it is most comtronly know as Operation 
Identification. This infonnation is intended to serve as a guide which all law 
enforcenent agencies in the Commonwealth of Virginia can utilize to develop a local 
Operation Identification Program. 



-------------~------------------------- - --~~--~--- - -

II. Definition 

Operation Identification was begun in California in 1963 as an anti-theft 
program which encouraged citizens to mark their valuable property with a unique 
personal identifier an owner applied number (OAN), so that each item vlOuld become 
more readily identifiable and traceable to its rightful owner in the event of theft or 
loss. The objectives of Operation Identification are: 

A. To increase chances of recovery of stolen property by rightful owners. 

B. To discourage theft of marked property by increasing the likelihood that it 
can be traced to a legitimate owner. 

C. To deter theft of marked property by reducing the ease with which stolen 
prope rty ca n be reso 1 d. 

D. To increase apprehension and conviction rates of theft suspects by 
increasing positive identification of recovered stolen property. 

II 1. Operation 

A. Engravi ng : 
Identifying numbers or owner applied numbers (OAN's) are applied to 
property by permarlently engraving the number with an electric 
engraver or manual engravi ng pencil or by stampi ng with a metal stampi ng 
device. The electric engraver and pencil can be purchased at most any 
hardware store at an approximate cost of six dollars for the engraver dnd 
two dollars for the pencil. The stamping devices are rather expensive, 
costing approximately one hundred dollars. and usually must be obtained 
through a special supplier. 

B. Property to be engraved: 
Portable property which can be easily carried away by an individual 
should be engraved. These are items which can easily be sold to a 
stolen property fence for quick cash. Exarnples of these types of 
property are: 

1. Tel evi sions 
2. Cameras 
3 • Bicycles 
4. Lawn mowers 
5. Fi rearms 
6. Tools 

C. Where to engrave: 
Engrave on metal where possible, in a place which law enforcement personnel 
can locate but so that it does not deface the property. Do not engrave on a 
lid or coverplate which can be easily removed. 

D. Owner Applied Number: 
The key to the success of Operation Identification is the use of an easily 
recognized nurroer system which can identify the most people. Through 
legislation Virginia has established the use of the Social Security number 
preceded by the letters "VA" as the Virginia Operation Identification system 
for owner applied nurroers (OAN's). Virginia Code 18.2-96.1 states the 
following: 

-2-

1. Identification of Personal Property 
a. The owner of personal property may (permanently) mark such 
property for the purpose of identification with the Soci al Security 
number of the owner, preceded by the letters "VA". 

b. Any person who removes, alters or conceal s any identification 
number pl aced on personal ty wi thout the consent of tf"Je owner, 
thereof, shall be guilty of a Class I misdemeanor. 

This owner applied number system (OAN) is used because it is the personal 
identification system most familiar to all individuals, it represents the 
greatest number of people and law enforcement personnel have access to the 
numbers through the driver's license registration files of the Virginia 
Division of Motor Vehicles. Although, there are many Virginians who do not 
have a driver's license, the Division of Motor Vehicles has the capability 
to issue social security numbered identifications for non-drivers. 

At times the use of a social security number may not be feasible or desire
able for an individual, a large business or an institution .• In those 
instances, it is recommended that the number system sponsored by the 
Virginia Farm Bureau for marking farm equipment be utilized. This is a ten 
character number based on the following character organization: 

VA 012 3456 

Number 
VCIN identifier 

State prefix 

P 

I 
First letter of owner's last name 
assigned by local law enforcement 
for local law enforcement agency 

age ncy 

In those situations where an initial from the owner's last name would not 
apply, the last character of the number would be dropped to form a nine 
character rather than a ten character number. 

E. Unmarkable Property 
There are types of property which do not lend themselves to permanent 
marking such as valuable jewelery, crops, furs, etc.; then alternate means 
of identification must be used. Photographic and descriptive records are 
most often used to identify jewelery. Color coded confetti has been used 
to ide nt i fy fa rm product s such as hay. 

Because of their nature, many items will require a novel approach for 
identification, but whatever approach is taken the following points should 
be kept in mind. 

1. Permanent identification 
2. Ability to positively identify 
3. Record of ident ificat ion 
4. Knowledge of identification system by law enforcement personnel 

F. Property Inventory 
When property is marked for identification by using an owner applied number 
or any other procedure, a detail ed inventory of the part icul a rs of the 
marked property should be made and this inventory should be stored in a 
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secure location. When a theft or loss occurs the inventory can be used to 
give a complete, descriptive report to law enfor'cement personnel. A sample 
inventory is i ncl uded as appendi x A. 

G. Part i c i pa nt St i cke r 
Most of the theft deterrent potential of Operation Identification is in the 
use of window or door stickers by participa,lts to warn potential thieves 
that property on the premises is marked for easy identification by law 
enforcement personnel. When it is verified that an individual has in fact 
engraved his property he is issued an Operation Identification participant 
sticker. Engraving should be verified before a sticker is issued because 
one burglary to a home which only displayed a sticker without engraving 
property can jeopardize the whole program. A sample sticker is show in 
Appendix B. 

H • Part i c i pat ion 

There are a numbe r of ways wh i ch 1 aw e nfo rcememt, the commun ity and 
individuals acting together, or on their own can foster participation in 
Operation Identification. 

1. Direct-in-home engraving 
Law enforcement and/or civic groups can sponsor a program where 
engravers are taken directly into homes on request or by solicitation. 

2. Loan program 
Law enforcement and/or Cl V1C groups can provide engravers and 
pertinent literature to be loaned out of public facilities such as 
libraries and fire sta:ions. A sample loan agreement is attached as 
appendix B. 

3. Engraving sessions 
Civic or social organizations can schedule engraving sessions during 
regular organizational meetings where members br'ing in their valuable 
property to have it engraved. 

4. Employment benefit 
Businesses can make engravers and pertinent literature available to 
their employees as a fringe benefit of employment. 

5. Individual participation 
Individuals can act on their own to acquire an engraver and materials 
to mark their own property, or the property of friends and relatiVes. 

Whatever method of participation is used, those participating should inform 
law enforcement personnel that the engraving has been done so records can be 
maintained if desired. 

Law Enforcement Responsibilities 

A. Acqui sition 
Personnel should be instructed that when taking reports of stolen property, 
owner applied numbers (DAN's) should be obtained if available. Law 
enforcement personnel should request the information rather than depend on 
it to be vo 1 unteered. 

-4-

B. Reporting 
!hose individua'is responsible for reporting and entering stolen property 
1 nto. the VeIN system must be trained to recognize and then supply owner 
applled numbers (DAN's) when making entries into the veIN system. The VeIN 
system has been able to accommodate owner applied numbers (DAN's) since 
1977. The system provides for a 20 character, right justified field 
between the Model field and Date of Theft on stolen property e~tries and 
inquiries. This field for owner applied numbers is identified by the 
message code field DAN. The system can accept any number up to twenty 
characters in length. It is not necessary that a Social Security number be 
used, although it is strongly suggested. The applicable section from the 
VeIN operations manual is included as Appendix e. 

e. Recognition 
Law enforcement personnel who encounter lost or stolen property ~ich has 
been ~ar~ed with an owner applied number (DAN) must be able to recognize it 
when 1 t 1 S encountered and be awa re of the procedures necessary to ident i fy 
the owner, ie. access the DMV driver's license file or the veIN stolen 
property fil e. 

There are a variety of owner applied number systems across the country. 
Some, like Virginia, use Social Security numbers; others use drivers license 
numbers and others use speci fically assigned numbers. Just as the VeIN 
syste-n, the National Crime Infonnation Center can accept owner applied 
numbers (DAN's). When examining recovered property, especially in those 
areas bordering other states, law enforcement personnel rust be alert to any 
engraving which may be an owner applied number (DAN). 

D. Records 
All law enforcement agencies are encouraged to maintain records of 
participants in the Operation Identi fication program. The records can serve 
as a reference without having to inquiry the DMV or VeIN computer files or 
act as a backup ~en the DMV and VeIN files are unavailable. 

More importantly, the records can serve as a tool to measure the crime 
prevention benefits of the Operation Identification program. By using any 
of the below methods it can be demonstrated that Operation Identification is 
or is not having some effect on crime and the recovery of stolen property. 

1. Befo re and after 
Study the victimization of Operation Identification participants before 
entry into the program and after a reasonable period in the program. 

2. Participant vs. non-participant 
Study the victimization of the individuals participating in Operation 
Identification compared to those not participating. 

3. Recove red s to 1 en prope rty 
Relying on monthly data provided to the Unifonn Crime Reporting section 
of the State Police, compare property recovery rates before and after 
Operation Identification. It may also be of value to examine records 
from auctions of unclaimed property to develop estimates on the rate of 
return of stolen property to rightful owners. 
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APPEfmIX - A 

SAMPLE PROPERTY IiNENTORY 

OPERATION DISHWASHER, STOVE, MIXER, 
TOASTER, REFRIGERATOR, etc. 

IDENTIFICATION Item Make Model 5."., Number 
E-' 
E·2 

Valuable Property E-3 

E--4 
AUTOMOBILE, MOTORCYCLE, S.CooTER E-5 

Make Model Lie. No. Color Serl.1 Number 
E-6 

E-7 
A-, 

E-B 
A-2 

E-9 
A-3 E-'O --
A--4 E-" 

E-'2 ------- _. __ .-- _ .. -- -. ---- - -,-----A'5 
E"3 

BICYCLE 
CAMERA, BINOCULARS, WATCHES 

~ ".lodel lie. No Color Serial Number SPORTING GOODS, SEWING MACHINE, etc. 

_.Item .1 Make Model S.nll Number B·' ----- .---.- .. _-
B-2 -- F·, I 
B-3 

F'2 ---.-f--B" I F·J 
I I B'~ 

F·' I----~-- t- -. 
GUNS F-S I 

F'6 
Make Model Caliber Serial Number F-7 - --'--' I C·. I F-B 

e'2 F'9 

e'3 F-IO 

C·. F-11 

e·s 
POWER TOOLS AND SPECIAL EOUIPMENT 

TELEVISION, TAPE RECORDER, RADIO, 
Item Make Mode ~.,,", Number 

CB RADIO, STEREO, etc. G·, ---------.--t------ .. 
Item Make Model Sinai Numbtr 0-2 

D-, G-3 

0'2 0-' 

D-3 
0-5 

C--I G~ 

O-~ 0-7 

D-e G-8 

D-7 Q-g 

[)-8 G-'( 

D-9 G-" 
0-,0 0-12 

POLICE DEPARTMENT COpy (Please print plainly.) 
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Name 
List Firat Inltlll 

Addres3 

Zip_ Phone 

I. D. Number 

Date of Inventory 

Law Enforcement Agency. 

OTHER PROPERTY MARKED 

Item I Make Model Strlal No 

H-, I 
H-2 I 
H-3 .. 

I H-' ----.--t--. 
! H-5 

H-tl 
H'7 
H·e .. 
H'9 I 
H·,O .1 
H'11 I 
H-'2 

H"3 I 

H·'. , 
H"5 

H·.6 

H·17 , , 

H-'8 I 
H·'Q ---- --
H'20 

H'2' 
··· .. ··_ .. -1---r----·-1----

H'22 

H'23 I 

H·2. 

H'25 ---- ._-
H'28 

H-27 
H-28 
H'2V 
H-3t 

WARNING 
OUR PROPERTY IS MARKED 

APPEIWIX - B 

SAMPLE STICKERS 

WARNING 
BUSINESS WATCH MEMBER 
Crime Reporting and 
Operation Identification in 
use by this business area. 

SA~lPLE. LOON AGREEMENT 

OPERATION IDENTIFICATION 

LOAN AGREEMENT FOR ENGRAYING TOOLS 
Name--_________________________________________________________ TooISet # ____________ __ 

Address __________________________________________________ City _______________ _ 

Driver's license No. ______________________ Phone No _______ Date of Loan ____ __ 

I hereby acknOWledge the receipt DC one electric cnif.ver. I airee to return the tool 

aet by The ena,raver is to remllln the property oC Prince WilUaDl 

County. I _"ree to be rel!lponl!ble (Of the tool aet and to UAe it only lor the purpoae DC 

()peraUon IdenUllcation. I p1eda:e to return the electric enirover in operaUna: condlUon 

after hayin" marked .11 DC the valuable Items I Own with the driverB license number 

liated above. I a1ao agree to releaae Prince William County andlor any DC ita ."aocies 

from any llabl11ty lor any accident or injury reluttine: (rom Ule ule of the electric cnin.ver. 

OPERATION IDENTIFICATION THANKS YOU FOR YOUR HELP 
Tell YOUR FRIENDS AND NEIGHBORS ABOUT IT. 
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Slin.ture DC borrower 

Si&nature ollBsuing clerk 

== 
Date DC return oC tool aet 
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APPENDIX - C 

ru.N POI ICY 

NCIC OPERATING MANUAL PART 5 
ARTICLE FlLE 

SECTION l--INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Criteria for Entry 

** 

** 

** 

Unrecovered stolen articles may be entered into file if a theft 
report has been made and the following circumstances are met: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4 • 

Any item in the theft report valued at $500 or more and having 
a unique manufacturer-assigned serial number and/or an PWDer
~pplied numbeji except for an item to be entered in the Boat, 

un, License ate, Securities, or Vehicle File. Office 
equipment (adding machine, typewriter, dictating macnine, 
etc.), a color television set, and a bicycle may be entered 
regardless of value. 

If the aggre.gate value of the property in one theft exceeds 
$5,000, any item in the theft report, regardless of value, 
having a unique manufacturer-assigned serial number and/pr an 
owner-applied number 

Any item in the theft report, regardless of value, having a 
unique manufacturer-assigned serial number and/or an oWQer
applied number if; 

1. The circumstances of the theft indicate that 
there is a probability of interstate movement, or 

2. The seriousness of the crime dictates that an 
entry should be made for investigative purposes. 

STOLEN ARTICLE FILE-RECORD FORMAT 

1 JO • • JO • • 10 II Of CHAIIACTEJlS) 

I--..L..--.Jl....---L---_-'_...L_-L ____ -L_L_L_=-~-...J-___J TOTAL 1 Ii() CHARACTERS ----50 
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