San Diego Scam 

by

Eyes Right

San Diego, CA -   My older daughter had an automobile accident on the freeway here near home a few weeks ago.  She called right away to our home in Virginia to tell us that she was fine, but that her car, a 1998 Mazda Protegè, had been hit on the left rear side by another car as my daughter swerved to avoid a truck which had stopped suddenly in front of her.  There was no damage to the car which hit my daughter, nor was the driver of that car injured.  It all seemed, thankfully, both fortunate and simple.

But, we quickly learned, nothing is simple in terms of car insurance these days.  

My daughter dutifully reported the accident and was assigned a local adjuster.  She was told by the adjuster to take the car to a local collision center, where the damage would be estimated and also repaired.  

All went well until my daughter received a phone call informing her that her car may be totaled.  “What???  That’s impossible,” was her reply.  “I have been driving the car for the past week and it simply has a ding in the left rear side.”

“I’m sorry.” responded the adjuster.  “The collision center has cut a hole in your left rear quarter panel and there is damage inside.  It is not economically viable to repair your car.  From our point of view, it is a total loss.  We will pay you the blue book value of your car.  You have three days to turn in your rental car.  The check will be mailed to you by the total loss department.”

This was the scenario when my daughter called me on the East Coast for advice and/or assistance.  Since my wife and I had been planning a trip to San Diego to visit her (she is a doctor at the Naval Hospital there), I told her not to accept the offer and that I would check out the situation as soon as I arrived.  Something very fishy was in progress.

Upon arrival in San Diego, I went immediately to the collision center to look at the car and its damage.  There was indeed a hole cut in the left quarter panel, but there was no apparent damage to the frame or anything else.  There were some black marks on the left rear bumper from the other car’s bumper, but it truly looked like a fender bender.

Five phone calls, some heated, later, we had an agreement that the collision center would put all parts back together, leaving the hole that had been cut in the quarter panel, and that my daughter would receive a check for $4150 (the “totaled” amount for her car, minus the salvage value plus sales tax minus the deductible) and receive her car back.  We drove it away 30 minutes later.  It runs fine and, except for the ten-inch hole cut into the left rear quarter panel, looks like a virtually new car.  My daughter is happy because she does not have to spend the time (which she does not have) and money to find a replacement car.  With her $4150 check in hand, she could care less about the hole (which is now tastefully covered with duct tape).

 Here is what really happened.  The local adjuster was in the process of running a scam with the collision center.  They conspire to have cars with minor damage declared totaled so that the owner of the car gets a check from the insurance company, and they (the collision center and the adjuster) have a well-running car for the salvage value of $400 or less.  The car is then shipped across the border to Tijuana in Mexico where it is sold for $2000 or more.  Except this time the scam did not work out so well.

I thought you might like to know.
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