Repo Men eschew TV image, depend on quiet, law-abiding operations
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Clark Thomas is one modern-day doctor who still believes in house calls. But when his team finishes an operation, most people may feel sicker than they did before they arrived. Thomas, who holds a doctorate in political science and economics from the University of Texas at Dallas, is president of Texas Hide & Seek Inc. 
     

That's right, Dr. Thomas is a repo man.     
     

And as his academic and professional background might attest, he's part of a new genre of repo guys – and women – who have gone highbrow in their approach to repossessing vehicles. At Hide & Seek, recovery agents        use video cameras, BlackBerrys and laptops to do their jobs. In addition, many reputable agents have taken the Certified Asset Recovery Specialists national certification program, which includes ethics, skip tracing, insurance coverage and tow truck operation.     
     

"You can't get in the business and be legitimate with just a driver and a truck and a computer," said Thomas, who said he has been in the industry since 2005 after working several years as an analyst for the federal government.Thomas said he got into the business at the request of a friend who was already heavily involved and, after doing some research of his own, decided the venture was worthwhile. "A lot of people have thought it's an easy, quick way to make money, but they don't last long," he said. "We've got folks [in the business] that really should be doing something else."     
 

Rick Selder, a former police officer who has been in the repo business for 23 years, said the industry is a lot more professionally run than it was when he got his first tow truck.   
     

"When I started, there were probably five times as many fly-by-night companies as reputable companies," Selder said. "Back then, that was who the banks were using because that's all that was out there. You're        always going to have the renegades out there ... but still across the board, the people out here are doing it the right way."     
     
    
The TruTV network has brought the profession much notoriety with its popular weekly television show Operation Repo. But the scripted drama – widely disdained by repo industry workers – struck close to home last week when, police say, a 28-year-old woman tossed her infant child into the back seat of a SUV that was being repossessed. Taking a vehicle with a human inside is technically kidnapping, so the actions by the woman temporarily halted the repossession. In that case, the repo man also suffered minor injuries when a 15-year-old boy shot him in the leg with a shotgun. The woman, Krystal Gardner, was charged with injury to a child, and the teenager – who is not being named because he is a minor – was charged with aggravated assault.     
     

 "It was a breath of fresh air to see that they arrested that woman for child endangerment," said Selder, owner of All-American Recovery in Lewisville. "In the old days, they would have come after the repo man." 
     

 Confrontations involving weapons are a rarity, Selder and other industry insiders say. But the incident nevertheless highlights often volatile and emotional situations where people have one of their most valuable        possessions snatched from them.     
     

 "People are angry at us instead of being angry at themselves because they're not the ones who paid the bills or they bought something over their budget," said David Nazem, general manager and owner of Southwest        Collateral Recovery LLC.     
     
He said that "a young kid with a shotgun is unusual," but if that kind of violence does occur, it is more likely to happen in a high-crime area where folks aren't aware – or claim not be aware – that their vehicle is being repossessed.     
     

"They may be thinking the car is being stolen – that's the excuse they   may use," Nazem said. "They know they're behind on their payment." 
     

 Jim Hall, owner of Hall Recovery Specialists in Dallas and president of the American Recovery Association, said Gardner's actions likely stemmed from a 1992 Texas Supreme Court case. In that ruling, the court determined that an El Paso bank was liable for the actions of a repossessor it hired who took a car –and locked it in storage guarded by a vicious dog – with a protesting woman inside. 
     

The case, Hall said, has become legendary for many folks trying to avoid repossessions.     
     

"There are groups out there that make sure people know about that rule," Hall said. "People tell us what we can and cannot do. The thing that lady [Gardner] did was reacting to some urban legend that she knows ...will stop this deal. And it did."     
     

Hall said his association, which bills itself as the largest of its kind, offers training to members on how to deal with volatile situations "because they do happen," though they're not the norm.     
     

 "The violence probably makes good TV," Hall said, a reference to Operation Repo. "But the fact of the matter is this is done quite often, quite safely, quite professionally. Most of the repossessions are handled very quietly."     
     

That's because although laws governing repossessions vary wildly by state, almost all jurisdictions mandate that recovery agents may not  commit a "breach of the peace." In most instances, that means they cannot use physical force or threats of force, or even remove a car from a closed garage without permission, according to the Federal Trade Commission.     
     

Most states do allow repossessions to occur on any day, including holidays, and at any time of day. And, contrary to what many believe, a vehicle can usually be repossessed from someone's private property. In addition, unless specifically required by law or the contract, lenders are not obligated to grant borrowers a grace period.     
     

"I'm out seven days a week, 24 hours a day," Nazem said. "Holidays are normally good because people are home. Rainy days are good. Snowy days are good because people don't want to walk in the snow. They park the car close to home. We'll use any advantage we can."     
 

       
Economy depresses repo business       
    
     

Nationwide, about 1.5 million vehicles are repossessed annually. But the economy has taken a toll.     
  

       "We're picking up less cars, and a lot of that is because the dealerships are not selling the cars," said Mark Summs, president of Summs Skip and Collection service in Virginia and president of National Finance Adjusters, a trade association. "The repossession business is based on selling cars and a having a good portion of those loans going bad. So if they're selling a whole lot less, then there's less possibility of it being repossessed."     
     

       •Repossessions can occur any time on any day.     
     

       •In most cases, no physical force or threats can be used. This includes breaking into a garage.     
 

       •A vehicle can usually be repossessed from private property.     
     

       •Lenders are not obligated to grant borrowers a grace period     
     

       •Like most states – California, Florida and South Carolina are exceptions – Texas does not license recovery agents or regulate the repo industry. Although there are rules regarding the overall towing business, anyone with a working tow truck could hold act as a repo agent
