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	Commentary: European thieves have new scam for travelers

	
	

	
By Rene A Henry 

ABOARD THE CRYSTAL SYMPHONY IN THE BALTIC SEA -- Thieves in Europe are always finding new ways to rob unsuspecting tourists. The latest scam is a team that works together to disable a rental car, distract the occupants and then rob them of their belongings. 
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A team of thieves working together will look for tourists driving rental cars which are so designated by their license plates. If there are two or more passengers and a lot of luggage this car will be a prime target. And the robbers, both women and men working together, look like polite, helpful local citizens. 

Be on the alert in heavy traffic and at roundabouts with merging traffic. One member of the team will most likely be riding a motor scooter and will slash a tire, generally the right rear tire, which he can easily do without the driver or any passenger seeing it happen. Within a few blocks, another team member will knock on the passenger window to say the tire is flat. As the driver looks for a place to pull over, the man on the motor scooter will suddenly appear and point to the flat tire and direct the driver to turn off and park. 

Within minutes an official looking individual wearing a reflective vest, speaking only the local language, will arrive on the scene and insist the car be driven around the corner to a side street. He will tell the occupants that he works for the city and will help change the tire. As he helps unload the luggage to get to the spare tire, he scouts the bags to steal. 

The “helpful” man will tell the driver and passengers he needs to get an aerosol can to inflate and seal the tire. During the few minutes he is gone, he tells his accomplices what bags to take and if any are in the car. He returns to the scene car and shows the driver and passengers how to inflate the tire, distracting them and others while his accomplices move quickly to steal the luggage and items that have been targeted. 

The thief says he is going for help but never returns. By the time the stolen items have been discovered, it is too late. 

Here are some suggestions for travelers in rented cars who suddenly have a flat tire: 

* Never leave the main road, boulevard or street, regardless how much traffic you are blocking. Ignore the honking horns and shouts. In due time the police will arrive and be of assistance. Once the police are on the scene, the thieves will be long gone. It is far better to have a few locals upset with you than to have your passport, credit cards, cash, camera, cell phone and other belongings stolen. 

* Never turn on a side street unless so directed by the police. 

* Take a close look at the shoes the man with the reflective vest is wearing. Are they shoes a workman would wear, such as boots, or more upscale such as loafers? 

* Never take any luggage out of the car until the police are on the scene. 

* When you call the rental car agency for help, if anything is suspicious, tell them to call the police and report the incident. 

* When out of the car, be sure to lock all of the doors and close the windows. Someone should stay with the car at all times. 

* Report the incident to the police. 

* Always keep your passport and your most important valuables, including credit and bank cards, on your person. Have a photocopy of your passport in other luggage and it is wise to give a friend a copy as well. 

* When you pickup the rental car, double check the trunk to be sure there is a spare tire, a jack and equipment needed to change a tire. 

Remember that if something seems too good to be true, it probably is.

Be suspicious of strangers and always be aware of everything around you. Always err on the side of caution. If the scam is working in Europe, it may soon be a modus operandi in the Caribbean, US and other countries.


