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TOWING WOES

Vehicles donated to charity
wind up in hands of crooks

BY DAVE SAVINI AND MICHELE YOUNGERMAN
WRBM-CHICAGO

'I'racy Kaczynski thought she could help. She had
an older car she no longer needed and decided to
donate it to the Alzheimer’s Association of Greater
[llinois.

It was stupid at the time, but I thought maybe
donating this car could find a cure.” says Kaczynski,
who lost her mother to the disease.

But Kaczynski discovered after our investigation
that she is one of thousands of people who donated
cars to charities, only to have those vehicles, or the
proceeds from them, diverted.

Specifically, our five-month undercover investiga-
tion with the Naperville (111.) Sun revealed what could

_Surveillance and
background checks

After we got the tip from the Irions, we started
by conducting surveillance and background
checks on the company that towed their car,
O’Hare Kars.We searched for business licenses
and police reports and conducted criminal
and civil background checks on its owners.

We spent months watching vehicles
being brought in and taken out of their
tow lots, collecting vehicle identification
numbers (VIN) and license plate numbers
at night when the business was closed. Next,
we ran these identifiers through an lllinois
Secretary of State database and found the
original owners/donors of the cars. We cre-
ated our own database of donor names, VIN
numbers, makes and models.

When we contacted these donors, we
found out which charities were supposed
to receive their cars, then called each char-
ity. That's when we discovered neither the
vehicles nor the proceeds ever made it to
the organizations.

During this time, our civil litigation search
helped us identify Royal Auto and Towing.We
continued to build our database to determine
how much money and how many vehicles
were diverted from each charity.

We also checked lllinois charitable laws and
found no one regulating these middlemenin
lllinois and most other states.
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be one of the largest car donation schemes in history.
At least 4,238 donated cars, and a few boats, with an
estimated value of more than $2 million never made it
to the charities. Instead. they allegedly ended up pad-
ding the pockets of convicted felons in Illinois.

The Alzheimer’s Association of Greater lilinois
might have been cheated from receiving proceeds from
189 vehicles, include Kaczynski's. Law enforcement
ofticers believe there may be more than 200 charities
victimized nationwide.

Deceptive practices
; Towing companies act as middlemen for charitics.
| Insome cases, charities directly hire tow operators. In
| other cases, when a charity receives a call that some-
one wants to donate a car, it passes

and Frank Irion. The couple donated their car to the
Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation.

Janet Irion, who has diabetes, says she was told the
car was being sold for scrap and the proceeds would
20 to the charity. But she says a year later the car was
found on a Chicago street loaded with drugs.

O'Hare Kars has been shut down by the IHlinois
Secretary of State’s police force and is under investi-
gation by several other state and federal government
agencies. Joseph Zuccaro has been charged with
operating as an unlicensed auto recycler.

Fred Serpe. an attorney for the Zuccaros, says his
clients intend on making good on any monies outstand-
ing to charities. He could not say when the Zuccaros
would make payment.

Donation middlemen
Ofticials from the charities involved have stated
they had no idea they were stiffed on payments until
they learned of our investigation. In fact. we found at
least 187 charities unknowingly using companies with-
out valid business licenses run by convicted felons.
These charities fired the tow operators involved and
launched internal investigations into how car donation
programs were being handled.
Police from the Secretary of State and the Illinois
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that information to an organization
that handles car donation programs.
That company in turn hires towing
companies to pick up the car and
either sell or scrap it. A portion of
the proceeds are supposed to go to
the charity. But officials say that was
not always the case with two towing
operators: O'Hare Kars and Royal
Auto and Towing.

Kaczynski's car was towed by
Royal Auto and Towing. Dwayne
Ronczkowski of Royal Auto and
Towing refused to comment, but our
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investigation shows he has numerous
criminal convictions involving car
1 titles. theft, deceptive practices and
fraud. He is being sued for not send-

Tracy Kaczynski discovered after an investigation that she was one of
thousands of people who donated cars to charities, only to have those
vehicles, or the proceeds from them, diverted to middlemen for profit.

ing payment to multiple charities
involving 3,834 donated cars.

O’Hare Kars is run by convicted
felon William Zuccaro and his son
Joseph. William Zuccaro has a felony
record that includes vehicle title
fraud. stolen vehicles, theft, assaults
and an illegal possession of firearm.
We found he was operating an illegal
car dealership without a valid busi-
ness license. So far, our probe has
linked at least 500 missing donated
cars, worth an estimated $250,000,
to the Zuccaros.

One of those cars belonged to the
| original tipsters on this story, Janet

Police raid O'Hare Kars,which was accused of towing donated cars and not
turning the proceeds over to the charities.



Loans
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After that. many officials wouldn't return phone
calls. One district stood us up when we arrived for a
meeting. And still others sent out pre-emptive e-mails
to their teachers, residents or other members of the
media in order to make our job more difficult.

Still. district officials that hadn't taken advantage
of some of the practices we brought to light were
receptive. and often complimentary. For them. acting
responsibly had meant missing out on the hundreds
of millions of dollars other school districts were
reaping.

Since publication. school districts in our arcu
have already begun giving taxpayers more informa-
tion betore voting on school construction loans. They
now discuss the type of loans, for instance, or explain
how quickly they plan to repay the money.

One districteven revised their repayment sehedule,
saving their taxpayers about $34 million over the next
20 years.

Jeffrex Gaunt has covered suburban school districts
Sor the Daily Herald since 2003, Emily Krone joined
the paper’s business desk in 2003, before becoming an
education reporter. Timothy Sheil came to the paper
in 1998, working first as an assistant news editor, and
later as an assistan city editor:

Towing woes
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Commeree Commission, as well as the Tri-County
Auto Thelt Task Force. have launched criminal and
civil investigations, The evidence we collected. inelud-
ing our database, was presented to the Hllinois House
Judiciary Committee.

Further, Car Program LLC. which had hired both
Royal Auto and Towing and O Hare Kars for their
Midwest vehicle donation collections, has filed a
lawsuit against Royal Auto and Towing. After our
investigation. they also have taken legal action against
the Zuccaros for nonpayment on hundreds of donated
cars dating to the beginning of 2005, Car Program
officials would not comment on camera about why
they did not inform the charities of the missing car
donation proceeds.

Finally. this investigation led to a new law. signed
by Illinios Gov. Rod Blagojevich on May 9. The law
bans felons and anyone convicted of financial crime
in the past five years from acting as vehicle donation
middlemen and would require middlemen to be reg-
istered and file annual reports with the state.

Investigative reporter Dave Savini and investiga-
tive producer Michele Youngerman joined WBBM
in 2004. "Good Gifts Gone Bad™ has won a Peter
Lisagor Award and the Chicago Buar Association’'s
2005 Herman Kogan Award,
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IRE SERVICES

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTERS AND EDITORS, INC. is a grassroots nonprofit organization
dedicated to improving the quality of investigative reporting within the field of journal-
ism.IRE was formed in 1975 with the intent of creating a networking tool and a forumin
which journalists from across the country could raise questions and exchange ideas.IRE
provides educational services to reporters,editors and others interested in investigative
reporting and works to maintain high professional standards.

Programs and Services:

IRE RESOURCE CENTER - A rich reserve of print and broadcast stories, tipsheets and guides to help
you start and complete the best work of your career. This unique library is the starting point of any
piece you're working on.You can search through abstracts of more than 20,000 investigative reporting
stories through our Web site.

Contact: Beth Kopine, beth@ire.org, 573-882-3364

DATABASE LIBRARY - Administered by IRE and the National Institute for Computer-Assisted Reporting.
The library has copies of many government databases,and makes them available to news organizations
at or below actual cost. Analysis services are available on these databases, as is help in deciphering
records you obtain yourself.

Contact: Jeff Porter, jeff@ire.org, 573-882-1982

CAMPAIGN FINANCE INFORMATION CENTER - Administered by IRE and the National Institute for
Computer-Assisted Reporting. It's dedicated to helping journalists uncover the campaign money
trail. State campaign finance data is collected from across the nation, cleaned and made available to
journalists. A search engine allows reporters to track political cash flow across several states in federal
and state races.

Contact: Brant Houston, brant@ire.org, 573-882-2042

ON-THE-ROAD TRAINING - As a top promoter of journalism education, IRE offers loads of train-
ing opportunities throughout the year. Possibilities range from national conferences and regional
workshops to weeklong boot camps and on-site newsroom training. Costs are on a sliding scale and
fellowships are available to many of the events.

Contact: David Donald, ddonald@ire.org, 573-882-2042

Publications

THE IRE JOURNAL - Published six times a year. Contains journalist profiles, how-to stories, reviews,
investigative ideas and backgrounding tips. The Journal also provides members with the latest news
on upcoming events and training opportunities from IRE and NICAR.

Contact: Megan Means, meganm@nicar.org, 573-884-2360

UPLINK - Newsletter by IRE and NICAR on computer-assisted reporting. Published six times a year.
Often, Uplink stories are written after reporters have had particular success using data to investigate
stories.The columns include valuable information on advanced database techniques as well as success
stories written by newly trained CAR reporters.

Contact: David Herzog, dherzog@ire.org, 573-884-7711

REPORTER.ORG - A collection of Web-based resources for journalists, journalism educators and others.
Discounted Web hosting and services such as mailing list management and site development are
provided to other nonprofit journalism organizations.

Contact: Brant Houston, brant@ire.org, 573-882-2042

For information on:

ADVERTISING - Megan Means, meganm@nicar.org, 573-884-2360
MEMBERSHIP AnD SUBSCRIPTIONS - John Green, jgreen@ire.org, 573-882-2772
CONFERENCES AND BOOT CAMPS - Ev Ruch-Graham, ev@ire.org, 573-882-8969
LISTSERVS - Amy Johnston, amy@ire.org, 573-884-1444

Mailing Address:
IRE, 138 Neff Annex, Missouri School of Journalism, Columbia, MO 65211
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