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I. PURPOSE

To establish department procedures to be followed in handling abandoned and junk vehicles within the City of Helena.

II. POLICY

A. The Helena Police Department is responsible for investigating and properly removing vehicles determined to meet the requirements of City Ordinance 8-11-1(D) as abandoned.

B. The Helena Police Department will coordinate efforts in removing junk vehicles with the Lewis and Clark County Health Department’s Environmental Health Division.

C. Investigations into abandoned or junk vehicles on public property (city streets or government-owned property) may be initiated either by public complaint or initiated by the investigating officer.  Complaints of abandoned or junk vehicles on public property will be assigned to the Special Detail Officer, or in his/her absence, to another designated officer, to investigate in a timely manner.  The Department will not remove abandoned or junk vehicles from private property.

III. PROCEDURE

A. In order for a vehicle to be towed as abandoned or junk, it must first be 

determined to be an abandoned or junk vehicle.

1. “A vehicle, motor vehicle, or trailer left on a city street, alley, roadway, or public property over seventy-two (72) hours without being moved shall be declared abandoned” (Helena City Ordinance 8-11-1(D).

2. A junk vehicle means a motor vehicle, including component parts:

a. that is discarded, ruined, wrecked, or dismantled;

b. that, except as provided in section d below, is not lawfully and validly licensed; and

c. That remains inoperative or incapable of being driven (75-10-501(4)(a) MCA)

d. If a vehicle is permanently registered under 61-3-562 MCA and meets the criteria for a junk vehicle as described above, the vehicle is a junk vehicle (75-10-501(4)(b) MCA).

3.  A vehicle found … to be a junk vehicle, as defined by 75-10-501 MCA, and that has a value of $500 or less may be directly submitted for disposal…” (61-12-402 MCA)

B. 911/Telecommunicator Responsibilities

1. When receiving a complaint of an abandoned or junk vehicle, obtain all pertinent information from the complainant to create a call for service record.

2. When possible, obtain the license number and a detailed description of the reported vehicle, including an accurate description of where the vehicle is located.

3. Attempt to determine whether the vehicle is located on public or private property and note this information in the Call for Service record.

4. Assign the Special Detail Officer to the Call for Service, close it out and archive it with an “Active” disposition.

5. Print the abandoned vehicle CFS and place it in the file located in dispatch for abandoned vehicles.  The Special Detail Officer will retrieve the calls for service when he/she comes on duty.

6. If contacted by an officer requesting a tow for an abandoned vehicle:

a. Contact the contract tow service and advise an abandoned vehicle tow is needed.

b. Provide the tow service with the Call for Service number, description of the vehicle, and exact directions where the vehicle is located.

c. Attempt to obtain from the tow service the time/date of when the vehicle will be towed. 

(1) Advise the Special Detail Officer of the tow information.

(2) The Special Detail Officer should whenever possible be present with the abandoned vehicle when it is towed. 

(3) If the Special Detail Officer cannot be present during the tow, the contract tow provider has been instructed to call dispatch immediately before removing the abandoned vehicle to advise of the tow.  Add the time and date to the Call for Service when advised of the tow.

C. Supervisor Responsibilities

1. One or more supervisory officers will be assigned oversight of the Abandoned Vehicle Program.

D. Officer responsibility

1. When assigned an abandoned vehicle CFS, respond to the location of the vehicle to investigate as soon as is practical.

a. If when responding to investigate the vehicle it cannot be located as described, note this in the Call for Service. 

b. If the vehicle is located on private property:

(1) Check the vehicle license and/or VIN through NCIC to ensure the vehicle is not reported wanted or stolen.

(2) Contact the owner of the property on which the vehicle is parked.  Advise them to contact the Montana Department of Justice Motor Vehicle Division concerning owner information on the vehicle, or refer them to https://app.mt.gov/dojvs/public to access this information.

(3) Officers may not release vehicle owner information to the public, cannot remove abandoned vehicles from private property and will not contact a vehicle owner on behalf of the property owner.

2. If not already recorded, ensure the vehicle’s license number, registration information (owner, address, etc) and VIN number are noted in the Call for Service record.

3. Ensure a complete and accurate description of the vehicle is recorded in the CFS (vehicle make, model, color, etc).

4. Check the vehicle license and/or VIN through NCIC to ensure the vehicle is not reported wanted or stolen. This may be done either through dispatch or via MDC in the patrol vehicle.  Note in the CFS this check was performed.

5. In order to determine whether the vehicle qualifies as abandoned under city ordinance (not moving for 72 hours), mark a tire of the vehicle, preferably one facing/visible from the street, with:

a. An arrow pointing vertically downward to the ground;

b. The Call for Service number; and

c. The investigating officer’s badge number.

6. Issue parking citations for any applicable City Ordinance violations (i.e. parked facing flow of traffic, no valid registration, etc).

7. Make an attempt to contact the registered owner of the vehicle and advise them of the City Ordinance concerning abandoned vehicles and consequences if the vehicle is not removed.  Document in the Call for Service any attempts to locate the owner or whether he/she was found.

a. An owner of a motor vehicle may voluntarily relinquish ownership of a vehicle and have it removed as a junk vehicle by the Environmental Health Division.

b. If an owner wishes to have the vehicle designated junk, assist the owner in completing the Tow Request Form, affix the junk vehicle placard and forward the tow request through the Abandoned/Junk Vehicle Program Coordinator to the Environmental Health Division.

8. Ascertain whether the vehicle qualifies as “junk” under the county junk vehicle program.

a. Evaluate the condition of the vehicle (age, make, model, body condition, mechanical condition, etc) and estimate the value of the vehicle as over or under $500.00

b.  If estimated worth is over $500.00, skip to step #9.  Otherwise, continue.

c. Send an appraisal request via email to the Environmental Health Division.  Include in the message the Call for Service number and the location and description of the vehicle.

d. If the appraisal returns from Environmental Health as over $500.00, skip to step #9.  Otherwise, continue.

e. After a vehicle has been designated as junk:

(1) Return to the vehicle and place a junk vehicle placard (provided by the Environmental Health Division) in the lower right corner of the driver’s window, or as close as possible to this location.  

(2) Complete a Tow Request form (with corresponding tracking number as found on the junk sticker), including a diagram of where the vehicle is located.  

(3) Place all completed tow requests forms in the Administration box located in the patrol room at the LEF.  Forms will be collected by the Department’s Abandoned/Junk Vehicle Program Coordinator and forwarded to Environmental Health.  

(4) Note in the Call for Service the date and time these steps were completed.

(5) Check back to ascertain that Environmental Health has removed the vehicle.  When the vehicle has been towed, note this information in the Call for Service.

(6) If the vehicle has not been towed within 1 week of the request, notify the Department Program Coordinator.

9. Return to the vehicle 72 hours after it was first marked (or as close as possible to 72 hours)

a. If the vehicle has been moved, note this in the Call for Service. 

b. If the vehicle has not been moved, place an abandoned vehicle placard on side window of the vehicle facing the street.   The placard advises the owner the vehicle will be towed in 5 days unless removed.

c. Issue a parking citation for Abandoned Vehicle (C/O 8-11-1(D)) and any other applicable violations.

10. Return to the vehicle 5 days after the abandoned notice placard was placed on the vehicle.

a. If the vehicle has been moved, note this in the Call for Service. 

b. If the vehicle has not been moved, contact the contract towing service to tow the abandoned vehicle.  The tow service will be provided the Call for Service number, description of the vehicle and exact directions where the vehicle is located.

c. A date and time should be arranged when the Special Detail Officer can meet with the contract tow service to oversee the tow.

d. Prior to the vehicle being removed, the officer shall ensure photos are taken of the abandoned vehicle, to include documenting it’s location, the tire markings supporting the abandoned vehicle declaration, and license on the vehicle, if one is present.

11. If the Special Detail Officer is not able to arrange a mutually-agreed upon meeting time to tow the vehicle, the officer should check twenty-four hours (or as close to this time as possible) after making the abandoned vehicle tow request, to ascertain whether the vehicle has in fact been towed.

a. If the officer cannot locate the vehicle, he/she should contact the contract tow service to confirm the vehicle was in fact towed (and not moved by the owner or otherwise removed).

b. Once it is confirmed the vehicle has been towed, note this in the Call for Service.

c. If the vehicle has not been towed within 24 hours of making the tow request, send a notification email to the Program Coordinator.

12. When all steps have been completed and the vehicle has been towed as abandoned, 

a. The officer will ensure a case number is assigned to the abandoned vehicle Call for Service and will complete a report within RMS. 

b. The officer will electronically attach the photographs taken of the abandoned vehicle to the completed RMS report.
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