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 ■ Motor vehicle theft rates were higher and more volatile 
in Washington, D.C. than in the U.S. as a whole.

 ■ Washington, D.C. experienced significant decreases in 
vehicle theft rates between 2003 and 2009. 

 ■ Vehicle theft rates in 6D and 7D increased over the 
last decade while decreasing in other police districts.

 ■ Hot spots in 6D were found along major thoroughfares 
and were ‘hottest’ in 2003.

Over the past 50 years, nationwide rates 
of  motor vehicle thefts rose slowly and 
steadily to a peak in 1990 at about 66 
motor vehicle thefts per 10,000 residents 

(figure 1). After 1990, the rate of  motor vehicle thefts 
began to decline at a rate similar to the earlier incline, 
and reached a low of  26 motor vehicle thefts per 
10,000 in 2009. 

Motor vehicle theft rates in Washington, D.C., 
however, were more volatile—and much higher—
than nationwide rates (figure 1). Between 1960 
and 1970 vehicle theft rates in D.C. rose from 
close to the national average to a rate almost four 
times higher. This rapid increase was followed 
by a dramatic decline to a vehicle theft rate that 
was briefly below national average in the mid-
1970s. Rates then climbed steadily and remained three to four times the national average for two decades 
from the mid-1980s to the mid-2000s. Over the previous five years, motor vehicle theft rates have dropped 
substantially, to the lowest level in 25 years. This brief  examines trends in motor vehicle theft in the District 
of  Columbia over the past decade and identifies micro-regions at greater risk of  motor vehicle theft.1 
 
1See the DCPI Burglary brief for a more information on the definition of different types of property crimes. 
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Figure 1. Motor vehicle theft rates per 10,000 residents, 
United States and Washington , D.C., 1960–2009
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The Magnitude of Motor Vehicle Thefts
Figure 2 describes the weekly counts of  motor vehicle 
thefts in D.C. from 2000 to 2009. As with other types of  
crime in the city, motor vehicle thefts followed a seasonal 
pattern, with more thefts occurring during the summer 
months. Motor vehicle thefts peaked in 2003, and then 
declined steadily through the end of  the period. Statistical 
analyses (not shown) that examined year-over-year changes 
found significant increases between 2000 and 2003 and 
significant decreases between 2003 and 2004 and again 
between 2007 and 2009.2

District-Specific Trends
Within individual police districts, changes in motor vehicle 
theft rates did not consistently mirror the citywide trends 
over the study period. In four police districts (3D, 4D, 5D, 
and 6D), theft rates increased over the first half  of  the study 
period, and then decreased over the second half. In the First 
and Second Police Districts (1D and 2D), rates decreased 
over both periods. Conversely, motor vehicle theft increased 
in both halves of  the study period in the Seventh Police 
District (7D), resulting in a 56 percent increase over the 
whole study period. 

Figure 3 highlights that while the pattern of  change in the 
Sixth Police District (6D) was equivalent to changes in other 
districts, 6D had by far the highest rates of  motor vehicle 
theft in the city. Motor vehicle thefts peaked in 2003 at an 
annual rate of  nearly 300 thefts per 10,000 residents, twice 
the citywide average. While rates in 6D declined after 2003, 
the decline was not large enough to compensate for the 
huge increases experienced in the first half  of  the period, 
and overall 6D saw a 5 percent increase in motor vehicle 
theft rates from 2000 to 2009.

Mapping Motor Vehicle Theft
Figure 4 maps motor vehicle thefts across the city for four 
years: 2000, 2003, 2006, and 2009. The two districts that 
experienced increasing rates were the two on the east side 
of  the Anacostia River—6D and 7D. There are also several 
notable hot spots of  motor vehicle theft in the Third Police 
District (3D). While the rates of  motor vehicle theft in 3D 
were lower than in other districts, the thefts were more 
concentrated geographically—they took place in a small 

2All statistical analyses available from DCPI upon request.

number of  areas within 3D. Thefts in other districts, such as 
7D, were more spread out. 

Other notable features of  the hotspots in figure 4 include 
the peak in motor vehicle thefts in 6D in 2003—almost 
the entire district had higher thefts per square kilometer 
than the rest of  the city (except for 3D). The maps also 
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Figure 2. Citywide Weekly Vehicle Thefts, 2000–2009 

Figure 3. Vehicle Theft Rates per 10,000 residents
By Police District and Citywide, 2000-2009

Percent Change in Rates by District, Citywide
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highlight increasing motor vehicle theft rates in 7D. In 2000, 
there were few hot spots in 7D but hot spots there grew 
over time. By 2009, hot spots were located in the southern 
portion of  the district, near South Capitol Street, and along 
the Suitland Parkway near 7D’s southeastern border. 

Hot Spots along 6D’s Main Thoroughfares
To examine micro-level trends in motor vehicle theft, we 
focused on thefts in 6D in figure 5, again providing maps 
for four separate years. The maps highlight the peak in 
motor vehicle thefts in 6D in 2003, with several very hot 
spots found throughout the district. Two hot spots flanked 
the southern border of  the district, which follows Good 

Hope Road SE and Naylor Road SE. Another hot spot 
sat along the eastern border of  the district at Pennsylvania 
Avenue SE. Two more hot spots were located in the center 
of  6D, both east and west of  the intersection of  Benning 
Road NE and East Capitol Street. Finally, a fairly large 
hot spot was found along the northern border of  the 
district, near Kenilworth Avenue NE and Eastern Avenue. 
These hot spots were all located near or along major 
thoroughfares, as is typical with the location of  motor 
vehicle thefts, facilitating an easy getaway. In addition, the 
locations tended to cluster near the border between D.C. 
and Prince George’s County; offenders might cross the city 
border to escape authorities in D.C. after a car theft. 

Figure 4. Hot Spots of Motor Vehicle Theft, 2000–2009 
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The other three years shown in figure 5—2000, 2006, 
and 2009—all had similar geographic patterns of  motor 
vehicle theft. Persistent hot spots were visible in all three 
years near the Benning Road NE–East Capitol Street 
intersection, along the southern border of  the district at 
Good Hope Road SE, and along the eastern border of  6D 
at Pennsylvania Avenue SE. Much of  6D is residential, with 
strip malls common along the main thoroughfares. The 

district also sees a large amount of  through traffic heading 
into and out of  D.C. along Pennsylvania Avenue SE, East 
Capitol Street, and Kenilworth Avenue (also known as DC-
295). The existence of  these main thoroughfares near the 
border with another jurisdiction (Prince George’s County) 
may make locations in 6D more attractive to car thieves and 
may explain why 6D has the highest rates of  motor vehicle 
thefts in the city, but lower rates of  other types of  crime 

(see other briefs in this series).

Summary
Motor vehicle theft rates in 
Washington, D.C., did not follow 
the same slow and steady increase 
through 1990 and subsequent 
steady decline that was apparent 
at the national level. Instead, D.C. 
experienced substantial volatility in 
motor vehicle theft, with the most 
recent peak observed in the mid-
2000s. Since then, car theft rates 
have dropped nearly 13 percent but 
citywide rates remain far above the 
national average. 

Most police districts in the city 
mirrored this citywide trend, 
but overall increases from 2000 
to 2009 are apparent in 6D and 
7D. While 6D had the highest 
rates and largest counts of  motor 
vehicle theft over the study period, 
7D had the largest percentage 
increase in car theft rates. A closer 
examination of  trends in 6D 
revealed hot spots along major 
thoroughfares connecting the 
central business district—west of  
the Anacostia River—and Prince 
George’s County to the east.

Figure 5. Hot Spots of Motor Vehicle Theft in 6D, 2000–2009 


