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Date of Hearing: January 11, 2022 

ASSEMBLY COMMITTEE ON BUSINESS AND PROFESSIONS 

Marc Berman, Chair 

AB 294 (Santiago) – As Introduced January 21, 2021 

NOTE: This bill is double-referred to the Assembly Committee on Transportation.  

SUBJECT: Vehicle Tow and Storage Act. 

SUMMARY: Establishes the Vehicle Towing and Storage Board (VTSB) within the Department 

of Consumer Affairs, requires businesses that tow and store vehicles to receive a permit from 

VTSB, authorizes VTSB to resolve disputes associated with the tow and storage of vehicles, and 

adds additional requirements to the existing tow and storage laws.  

EXISTING LAW REGARDING THE TOW INDUSTRY: 

1) Defines a “tow truck” as: (1) a motor vehicle which has been altered or designed and 

equipped for, and primarily used in the business of, transporting vehicles by means of a 

crane, hoist, tow bar, tow line, or dolly or is otherwise primarily used to render assistance to 

other vehicles; (2) a “roll-back carrier” designed to carry up to two vehicles; (3) a trailer for 

hire that is being used to transport a vehicle. (Vehicle Code (VEH) § 615(a)) 

2) Excludes from the definition of “tow truck”:  

a) A “repossessor’s tow vehicle” means a tow vehicle that is registered to a repossessor 

licensed or registered under the Collateral Recovery Act under the Business and 

Professions Code that is used exclusively in the course of the repossession business. 

(VEH § 615(b)) 

b) An “automobile dismantlers’ tow vehicle” means a tow vehicle that is registered by an 

automobile dismantler licensed under the automobile dismantlers laws and which is used 

exclusively to tow vehicles owned by that automobile dismantler in the course of the 

automobile dismantling business. (VEH § 615(c)) 

3) Requires the operator of a tow truck to have a Motor Carrier Permit issued by the Department 

of Motor Vehicles (DMV), a valid California driver’s license of an appropriate class for the 

vehicle being driven, and a tow truck driver certificate issued by the DMV or a temporary 

tow truck driver certificate issued by the Department of the California Highway Patrol, to 

permit the operation of the tow truck. (VEH §§ 12520, 12804, 24620) 

4) Requires all storage and towing fees charged to a legal owner of a motor vehicle to be 

reasonable, as specified. Requires all towing and storage fees charged when those services 

are performed as a result of an accident or recovery of a stolen vehicle to be reasonable. 

Deems a towing and storage charge to be reasonable if it does not exceed those rates and fees 

charged for similar services provided in response to requests initiated by a public agency, 

including but not limited to, the California Highway Patrol (CHP) or local police department. 

Deems a storage rate and fee to be reasonable if it is comparable to storage-related rates and 

fees charged by other facilities in the same locale, but does not preclude a rate or fee that is 

higher or lower if it is otherwise reasonable. (VEH § 22524.5(a)-(c)(2)) 
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5) Specifies that the following rates and fees are presumptively unreasonable: administrative or 

filing fees, except those incurred related to documentation from DMV and those related to 

the lien sale of a vehicle; security fees; dolly fees; load and unload fees; pull-out fees; and, 

gate fees, except when the owner or insurer of the vehicle requests that the vehicle be 

released outside of regular business hours. (VEH § 22524.5(c)(3)) 

6) Authorizes a vehicle owner, agent, or a repossessor before paying any towing, recovery, or 

storage-related fees to inspect the vehicle without paying a fee or have an insurer inspect the 

vehicle at the storage facility at no charge during normal business hours; however, the 

storage facility may limit the inspection to increments of 45 consecutive minutes to provide 

service to customers, as specified. (VEH § 22651.07(c)) 

7) Requires a towing or storage facility to accept an insurer’s check as a form of payment. 

(VEH § 22651.07(c)(5)) 

8) Requires a storage facility to be open and accessible during normal business hours and 

outside of normal business hours, the facility must provide a telephone number that permits 

the caller to leave a message and calls must be returned no later than six business hours after 

a message has been left. (VEH § 22651.07(d)) 

EXISTING LAW REGARDING THE CREATION OF NEW LICENSING BOARDS:  

1) Establishes requirements and procedures for legislative oversight of state board formation 

and licensed professional practice. (Government Code (GOV) §§ 9148-9148.8) 

2) Requires, before consideration by the Legislature of legislation creating a new state board or 

legislation creating a new category of licensed professional, that the author or sponsor of the 

legislation develop a plan for the establishment and operation of the proposed state board or 

new category of licensed professional. (GOV § 9148.4) 

3) The plan must include all of the following: 

a) A description of the problem that the creation of the specific state board or new category 

of licensed professional would address, including the specific evidence of need for the 

state to address the problem. (GOV § 9148.4 (a)) 

b) The reasons why this proposed state board or new category of licensed professional was 

selected to address this problem, including the full range of alternatives considered and 

the reason why each of these alternatives was not selected. (GOV § 9148.4(b)) 

c) Alternatives that shall be considered include, but are not limited to, the following: 

i) No action taken to establish a state board or create a new category of licensed 

professional. (GOV § 9148.4(b)(1)) 

ii) The use of a current state board or agency or the existence of a current category of 

licensed professional to address the problem, including any necessary changes to the 

mandate or composition of the existing state board or agency or current category of 

licensed professional. (GOV § 9148.4(b)(2)) 
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iii) The various levels of regulation or administration available to address the problem. 

(GOV § 9148.4(b)(3)) 

iv) Addressing the problem by federal or local agencies. (GOV § 9148.4(b)(4)) 

d) The specific public benefit or harm that would result from the establishment of the 

proposed state board or new category of licensed professional, the specific manner in 

which the proposed state board or new category of licensed professional would achieve 

this benefit and the specific standards of performance which shall be used in reviewing 

the subsequent operation of the board or category of licensed professional. (GOV § 

9148.4(c)) 

e) The specific source or sources of revenue and funding to be utilized by the proposed state 

board or new category of licensed professional in achieving its mandate. (GOV § 

9148.4(d)) 

f) The necessary data and other information required in this section shall be provided to the 

Legislature with the initial legislation and forwarded to the policy committees in which 

the bill will be heard. (GOV § 9148.4(e)) 

4) Authorizes the appropriate policy committee of the Legislature to evaluate the plan prepared 

in connection with a legislative proposal to create a new state board and provides that, if the 

appropriate policy committee does not evaluate a plan, then the Joint Sunset Review 

Committee shall evaluate the plan and provide recommendations to the Legislature. (GOV § 

9148.8) 

EXISTING LAW REGARDING RELATED LICENSING PROGRAMS: 

1) Establishes the Department of Consumer Affairs (DCA) within the Business, Consumer 

Services, and Housing Agency. (Business and Professions Code (BPC) § 100) 

2) Provides for the licensure and regulation of various professions and vocations by boards, 

bureaus, and other entities within the DCA. (BPC §§ 22, 100-144.5) 

3) Specifies that the DCA is under the control of a civil executive officer who is known as the 

Director of Consumer Affairs and specifies the duties and authority of the Director. (BPC §§ 

150-166) 

4) Authorizes the DCA to levy a charge for estimated administrative expenses, not to exceed the 

available balance in any appropriation for any one fiscal year, in advance on a pro-rata share 

basis against any of the boards, bureaus, commissions, divisions, and agencies, at the 

discretion of the director and with the approval of the Department of Finance. (BPC § 201) 

5) Establishes the Bagley-Keene Open Meetings Act, which covers all state boards and 

commissions and requires them to publicly notice their meetings, prepare agendas, accept 

public testimony, and conduct their meetings in public unless specifically authorized to meet 

in closed session. (GOV §§ 11120-11132) 
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6) Establishes the Automotive Repair Act, which licenses and regulates automotive repair 

dealers, as defined, and establishes the Bureau of Automotive Repair within the DCA to 

administer and enforce the act. (BPC §§ 9880-9550.3) 

7) Requires automotive repair dealers to be registered and comply with the automotive repair 

act to utilize any lien for labor or materials, including the ability to charge storage fees under 

applicable laws, or the right to sue on a contract for motor vehicle repairs. (BPC § 9884.16). 

8) Establishes the Collateral Recovery Act, which licenses and regulates repossessors, as 

defined, and specifies that the act is administered and enforced by the Bureau of Security and 

Investigative Services. (BPC §§ 7500-7511.5)  

THIS BILL: 

1) Makes legislative findings and declarations related to unlawful towing practices.  

2) Deems a towing and storage charge reasonable if it does not exceed the fees and rates 

charged for similar services provided in the same geographical organization area established 

by the Department of the California Highway Patrol, as specified.  

3) Deletes the exception allowing for storage rates to be comparable to the rates charged by 

other facilities in the same locale.  

4) Requires the towing and storage fees and access notice to include a specified reference to the 

new Vehicle Tow and Storage Board created under this bill. 

5) Adds specified driver information to the itemized invoice required by law.  

6) Establishes the Vehicle Tow and Storage Act and establishes the Vehicle Towing and Storage 

Board within the DCA to administer and enforce the act, and specifically establishes the 

following: 

a) Defines “business”, for purposes of the act, as any business entity formed as a sole 

proprietorship, partnership, limited liability company, limited liability partnership, or 

corporation. 

b) Defines “tow truck or tow vehicle” as a vehicle specified in Vehicle Code § 615, which 

provides the following definitions: 

i) A “tow truck” is a motor vehicle that has been altered or designed and equipped for, 

and primarily used in the business of, transporting vehicles by means of a crane, 

hoist, tow bar, tow line, or dolly or is otherwise primarily used to render assistance to 

other vehicles. A “roll-back carrier” designed to carry up to two vehicles is also a tow 

truck. A trailer for hire that is being used to transport a vehicle is a tow truck. “Tow 

truck” does not include an automobile dismantlers’ tow vehicle or a repossessor’s tow 

vehicle. 

ii) “Repossessor’s tow vehicle” means a tow vehicle that is registered to a repossessor 

licensed or registered under the Collateral Recovery Act that is used exclusively in 

the course of the repossession business. 
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iii) “Automobile dismantlers’ tow vehicle” means a tow vehicle which is registered by an 

automobile dismantler licensed by the Department of Motor Vehicles and which is 

used exclusively to tow vehicles owned by that automobile dismantler in the course 

of the automobile dismantling business. 

c) Specifies the following related to the Vehicle Tow and Storage Board: 

i) “It is the mandate of the board to regulate the practice of towing and storing vehicles 

in the interest and for the protection of the public health, safety, and welfare. For this 

purpose, the board shall have the authority to issue a permit to any business that tows 

and stores a vehicle, as described in this chapter, maintain a public database of 

permitholders, promptly review and resolve disputes associated with the tow and 

storage of vehicles, as contemplated by this chapter, and enforce the provisions of this 

chapter to provide for the protection of the consumer.” 

ii) The board consists of nine members, comprised of the following:  

(1) Seven members appointed by the Governor: 

(a) Two members from the law enforcement community, at least one of whom is 

from the Department of the California Highway Patrol. 

(b) Two members from the towing industry who have at least 10 years of direct 

management or ownership experience with a business that primarily 

conducted services with a tow truck, as defined. 

(c) Two members from the insurance industry. 

(d) One member from an automotive repair facility regulated by the Bureau of 

Automotive Repair. 

(2) Two members of the public, one of whom is appointed by the President Pro 

Tempore of the Senate and one of whom is appointed by the Speaker of the 

Assembly. 

d) Establishes requirements on the board members, including that: 

i) Board members serve for a term of four years and until the appointment and 

qualification of their successor.  

ii) There are no term limits.  

iii) Board members receive a per diem and expenses. 

iv) The board meets at least once each month to transact business. 

e) Requires a “business” to obtain a Vehicle and Storage Permit from the VTSB before 

operating a tow truck or tow vehicle in California or enforcing a lien on a vehicle, as 

defined under existing law (CIV § 3068.1).  
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f) Requires each Vehicle and Storage permit holder to post in the office area of the storage 

facility, in plain view of the public, a copy of the permit. 

g) Requires the board to establish and maintain a database on a publicly available internet 

website that contains the following information on each holder of a Vehicle Tow and 

Storage Permit: 

i) The legal business name and any additional business names, including fictitious 

business names, under which the permit holder tows or stores vehicles in California. 

ii) The motor carrier permit number issued to the business by the Department of Motor 

Vehicles, if applicable. 

iii) The license number issued to the business by the Bureau of Automotive Repair, if 

applicable. 

iv) The vehicle identification number and license plate number of all tow trucks or tow 

vehicles used to tow a vehicle in California. 

v) The names of each person that owns an equity stake in a business holding a Vehicle 

Tow and Storage Permit and the business names of any additional businesses that tow 

or store vehicles in California in which the person has owned an equity stake in the 

past 10 years. 

vi) The name of each driver of a tow truck or tow vehicle that is employed by a business 

holding a Vehicle Tow and Storage Permit. 

vii) The address and phone number for each location of a business holding a Vehicle Tow 

and Storage Permit. 

viii) All tow and storage rates. 

ix) A record of any disputes decided by the board adversely to the permit holder. 

h) Specifies that 1) information provided to the board by a permit applicant or permit holder 

shall be submitted under the penalty of perjury and 2) any changes to the information 

available to the public in the database established under this bill must be submitted to the 

board by a permit holder with the payment of its annual fees due to the board. 

i) Establishes a dispute resolution program, specifying the following procedures:  

i) Requires the board to establish a process to receive, review, and issue determinations 

on any of the following disputes submitted by a vehicle owner or the vehicle owner’s 

agent that has had their vehicle towed or stored in California: 

(1) Whether the business that towed or stored the vehicle had a valid Vehicle Tow and 

Storage Permit at the time of the tow or storage. 

(2) Whether the fees charged for the tow or storage exceeded the rates authorized by 

law, the rates approved by the applicable law enforcement entity that initiated the 

tow or were otherwise reasonable, as defined.  



AB 294 

 Page 7 

(3) Whether the business that towed or stored the vehicle charged for “unreasonably 

excessive time.” 

(4) Whether an insurer’s check was accepted when the vehicle was retrieved by an 

insurer.  

ii) Specifies that the board shall not review, nor issue determinations, on any of the 

following disputes: 

(1) Tow or storage charges when the tow was initiated by a motor club holding a 

certificate of authority, as specified.  

(2) Tow or storage charges when a written agreement between the vehicle owner and 

the business charging for tow or storage was entered into before the incident that 

triggered the tow. 

iii) Requires the board to resolve disputes according to the following process: 

(1) A vehicle owner or their agent, referred to as the complainant, must file a dispute 

against a business charging for towing or storage charges, referred to as the 

respondent, with the board within 30 calendar days following the payment of tow 

or storage charges on which the dispute is based. In its dispute, the complainant 

must provide the board with sufficient information to identify the respondent, the 

basis for the dispute, and if it is a vehicle owner’s agent filing the dispute, the 

name of the vehicle owner that it represents. The board shall not have jurisdiction 

to resolve any dispute filed after 30 calendar days following the payment of tow 

or storage charges on which the dispute is based. 

(2) The respondent bears the burden to prove by a preponderance of the evidence that 

the dispute is meritless, except the complainant must bear the burden on any 

disputes based on acceptance of an insurance check at the time the vehicle was 

retrieved. All disputed charges are presumed to be unreasonable unless 

sufficiently rebutted by the respondent. 

(3) The board must promptly notify the respondent of the dispute, including all 

pertinent details of the dispute. 

(4) The respondent must, within 15 business days from receipt of the board’s notice, 

respond to the board. If the respondent fails to respond within 15 business days, 

the board must issue a determination in the complainant’s favor. In its response, a 

respondent may either: 

(a) Contest the dispute and provide the board with exculpatory evidence. 

(b) If a dispute is based on 1) whether the fees charged for the tow or storage 

exceeded the rates authorized by law, the rates approved by the applicable law 

enforcement entity that initiated the tow, or were otherwise reasonable, as 

defined, or 2) whether the business that towed or stored the vehicle charged 

for unreasonably excessive time, the respondent may elect to not contest the 
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dispute and return the full amount charged for towing or storage to the board 

to be returned to the complainant. 

(5) After reviewing all evidence provided to it by the parties, the board must issue a 

determination in one party’s favor and assess any penalties within 30 days, or as 

close to 30 days as possible, after receiving the response. 

(6) The respondent must pay any penalties assessed by the board within 30 days of 

receipt of the determination. If a respondent fails to pay penalties within the 30 

days, the board must suspend the respondent’s Vehicle Tow and Storage Permit, 

or delay the issuance of a Vehicle Tow and Storage Permit if the respondent does 

not have a permit, until paid. 

iv) Specifies the following penalties on the respondent upon the issuance of a 

determination in the complainant’s favor: 

(1) If the board determines that the respondent failed to obtain a Vehicle Tow and 

Storage Permit at the time of the tow or storage in dispute, the respondent will be 

assessed a penalty equivalent to the cost of the tow or storage in dispute plus four 

times the amount charged, but not more than $10,000. 

(2) If the board determines that the respondent charged a fee for towing or storage 

that exceeded the rates authorized by law, approved by the applicable law 

enforcement entity that initiated the tow, or were otherwise reasonable, as defined, 

the respondent will be assessed a penalty equivalent to the cost of the tow or 

storage in dispute plus four times the amount charged, but no more than $10,000. 

(3) If the board determines that the respondent charged for unreasonably excessive 

time, the respondent will be assessed the following penalties: 

(a) For a first adverse determination related to charging unreasonably excessive 

time within a rolling 18-month period, the respondent will be assessed a 

penalty equivalent to the amount charged for the time determined to be 

excessive, but no more than $10,000. 

(b) For a second adverse determination related to charging unreasonably 

excessive time within a rolling 18-month period, the respondent will be 

assessed a penalty equivalent to two times the amount charged for the time 

determined to be excessive, but no more than $10,000. 

(c) For a third or subsequent adverse determination related to charging 

unreasonably excessive time within a rolling 18-month period, the respondent 

will be assessed a penalty equivalent to four times the amount charged for the 

time determined to be excessive, but no more than $10,000. 

(4) If the board determines that the respondent did not accept an insurer’s check when 

the vehicle was retrieved by an insurer, the respondent will be assessed a penalty 

equivalent to the cost of the tow or storage in dispute plus four times the amount 

charged, but no more than $10,000. 
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v) Specifies that one-quarter of any penalties paid to the board is retained by the board 

to fund its activities, with the remaining amount promptly paid by the board to the 

complainant. If the complainant is a vehicle owner’s agent, any penalty amounts paid 

to the complainant shall be returned to the vehicle owner. 

vi) Authorizes a respondent to appeal a board’s determination by filing a writ of 

administrative mandate with the superior court of the county in which the incident 

occurred. If the writ is filed within 30 days of receipt of the board’s determination, 

the determination may not be enforced by the board until the court issues a final 

resolution on the matter. 

vii) Specifies that the filing of a dispute with the board precludes the complainant from 

bringing the same or similar claim for the same incident against the same respondent 

in any court of law in California. 

viii) Authorizes a single complainant to file 10 disputes with the board in a calendar 

year, after which the board will assess a $100 filing fee for each additional dispute. 

The filing fee is returned to the complainant if the board issues a determination in the 

complainant’s favor. 

j) Establishes an initial and annual renewal permit fee schedule according to the following:  

i) $125 for a fleet size of no more than one. 

ii) $176 for a fleet size of no less than two and no more than four. 

iii) $363.50 for a fleet size of no less than 5 and no more than 10. 

iv) $641.50 for a fleet size of no less than 11 and no more than 20. 

v) $859 for a fleet size of no less than 21 and no more than 35. 

vi) $1,135.50 for a fleet size of 36 or more.  

k) Provides that, until January 1, 2023, a business operating a tow truck or tow vehicle in 

California or enforcing a lien on a vehicle, as specified, without obtaining a Vehicle Tow 

and Storage Permit will not be penalized and instead be issued a notice to correct the 

violation. 

l) Provides that, by January 1, 2023, a business operating a tow truck or tow vehicle in 

California or enforcing a lien on a vehicle, as specified without obtaining a Vehicle Tow 

and Storage Permit will be punished by a fine not exceeding $5,000. 

m) Specifies that a business operating a tow truck or tow vehicle in California or enforcing a 

lien on a vehicle, as specified, with a Vehicle Tow and Storage Permit that has been 

suspended by the board will be punished as follows: 

i) For a first offense, the business will be assessed a fine not exceeding $5,000. 

ii) For a second offense, the business will be assessed a fine not exceeding $10,000. 



AB 294 

 Page 10 

iii) For a third offense, the business will be assessed a fine not exceeding $25,000. 

7) Makes other technical and conforming changes to existing law.  

FISCAL EFFECT: Unknown. This bill is keyed fiscal by the Legislative Counsel.  

COMMENTS: 

Purpose. This bill is co-sponsored by the California Tow Truck Association and the Personal 

Insurance Federation of California. According to the author, “[this bill] will help relieve low-

income consumers burdened by high tow and storage fees charged for the towing and storage of 

their vehicles. Because consumers often need towing services in times of crisis, such as when 

they get into a car accident, they are often stuck choosing the most convenient towing service. 

Towing companies can charge hundreds of dollars a day in vehicle storage fees, and consumers 

face a long and cumbersome pathway to challenge excessive charges. California consumers, 

especially those in low-income communities, should not face a cumbersome process to dispute 

unjust charges. [This bill] will provide consumers with a quick and fair process to resolve certain 

disputes by establishing the Vehicle Tow and Storage Board. This bill also establishes a permit 

system whereby all businesses would be required to obtain a Vehicle Tow and Storage Permit 

before operating a tow truck in California or charging for the storage of a towed vehicle to help 

prevent bad actor towing companies from taking advantage of desperate consumers.” 

Background. This bill would establish a licensing program for tow and storage companies with 

two overarching goals. The first is to deter predatory towing practices. The second is to provide a 

simpler way for a consumer or their agent, such as an insurance agent or attorney, to resolve 

disputes with tow companies. 

Sunrise Process. The Legislature uses a process known as “Sunrise” to assess requests for new or 

expanded occupational regulation, pursuant to GOV § 9148 and policy Committee Rules. The 

process includes a questionnaire and a set of evaluative scales to be completed by the group 

supporting regulation. The questionnaire is an objective tool for collecting and analyzing 

information needed to arrive at accurate, informed, and publicly supportable decisions regarding 

the merits of regulatory proposals.  

According to the author's Sunrise questionnaire, "the applicant group consists of both the 

emergency roadside response industry, comprised of the California Tow Truck 

Association/Emergency Road Service Coalition of America (CTTA/ERSCA)… as well as the 

insurance industry, represented by the Personal Insurance Federation of California…. The 

regulation being sought with [this bill] would apply to businesses providing emergency roadside 

assistance in California, which includes any business that operates a tow truck or tow vehicle in 

California, as defined in Vehicle Code section 615, or enforces a lien on a vehicle pursuant to 

Civil Code section 3068.1.” 

Sunrise Background. New regulatory and licensing proposals are generally intended to assure the 

competence of specified practitioners in different occupations. However, these proposals have 

resulted in a proliferation of licensure and certification programs, which are often met with 

mixed reviews. Proponents argue that licensing benefits the public by assuring competence and 

an avenue for consumer redress. Critics disturbed by increased governmental intervention in the 

marketplace have cited shortages of practitioners and increased costs of service as indicators that 

regulation benefits a profession more than it benefits the public. 
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In recent years, studies have demonstrated that licensing can have negative or unintended 

economic impacts, suggesting that lower levels of regulation may be more appropriate.1 In July 

of 2015, the White House issued a report, Occupational Licensing: A Framework for 

Policymakers, in response to increases in the number of workers holding a license. It noted that, 

while licensing offers important protections to consumers and can benefit workers, there are also 

substantial costs, and licensing requirements may not always align with the skills necessary for 

the profession being licensed. Specifically, the report found: 

There is evidence that licensing requirements raise the price of goods and services, 

restrict employment opportunities, and make it more difficult for workers to take 

their skills across State lines. Too often, policymakers do not carefully weigh these 

costs and benefits when making decisions about whether or how to regulate a 

profession through licensing. In some cases, alternative forms of occupational 

regulation, such as State certification, may offer a better balance between consumer 

protections and flexibility for workers. 

State legislators and administrative officials are expected to weigh arguments regarding the 

necessity of the proposed regulation, determine the appropriate level of regulation (e.g., 

registration, certification, or licensure), and select a set of standards (education, experience, 

examinations) that will assure competency. Requests for regulatory decisions often result in 

sharp differences of opinion as supporters and critics of the proposed regulation present their 

arguments. As a result, accurate information is necessary.  

The Sunrise process accomplishes the following: (1) places the burden of showing the necessity 

for new regulations on the requesting groups; (2) allows the systematic collection of opinions 

both pro and con; and (3) documents the criteria used to decide upon new regulatory proposals. 

This helps to ensure that regulatory mechanisms are imposed only when proven to be the most 

effective way of protecting public health, safety, and welfare. 

If a review of the proponents’ case indicates that regulation is appropriate, a determination must 

be made regarding the appropriate level of regulation. As noted above, often the public is best 

served by minimal government intervention. The definitions and guidelines below are intended 

to facilitate the selection of the least restrictive level of regulation that will adequately protect the 

public interest. 

 Level I: Strengthen existing laws and controls. The choice may include providing stricter 

civil actions or criminal prosecutions. It is most appropriate where the public can effectively 

implement control. 

 Level II: Impose inspections and enforcement requirements. This choice may allow 

inspection and enforcement by a state agency. These should be considered where a service is 

                                                 

1 Morris M. Kleiner, Reforming Occupational Licensing Policies, Discussion Paper 2015-01 (The Hamilton Project, 

Brookings Institution, March 2015); Michelle Natividad Rodriguez and Beth Avery, Unlicensed & Untapped: 

Removing Barriers to State Occupational Licenses for People with Records (National Employment Law Project, 

April 2016); Jobs for Californians: Strategies to Ease Occupational Licensing Barriers, Report #234 (Little Hoover 

Commission, 2016); Dick M. Carpenter II, Lisa Knepper, Kyle Sweetland, and Jennifer McDonald, License to Work: 

A National Study of Burdens from Occupational Licensing, 2nd Edition (Institute for Justice, November 2017); 

Adam Thierer and Trace Mitchell, Occupational Licensing Reform and the Right to Earn a Living: A Blueprint for 

Action (Mercatus Center/George Mason University April 2020).  
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provided that involves a hazard to the public health, safety, or welfare. Enforcement may 

include recourse to court injunctions and should apply to the business or organization 

providing the service, rather than the individual employees. 

 Level III: Impose registration requirements. Under registration, the state maintains an official 

roster of the practitioners of an occupation, recording also the location and other particulars 

of the practice, including a description of the services provided. This level of regulation is 

appropriate where any threat to the public is small. 

 Level IV: Provide an opportunity for certification. Certification is voluntary; it grants 

recognition to persons who have met certain prerequisites. Certification protects a title: non-

certified persons may perform the same tasks but may not use “certified” in their titles. 

Usually, an occupational association is the certifying agency, but the state can be one as well. 

Either can provide consumers a list of certified practitioners who have agreed to provide 

services of a specified quality for a stated fee. This level of regulation is appropriate when the 

potential for harm exists and when consumers have a substantial need to rely on the services 

of practitioners. 

 Level V: Impose licensure requirements. Under licensure, the state allows persons who meet 

predetermined standards to work at an occupation that would be unlawful for an unlicensed 

person to practice. Licensure protects the scope of practice and the title. It also provides for a 

disciplinary process administered by a state control agency. This level of regulation is 

appropriate only in those cases where a clear potential for harm exists and no lesser level of 

regulation can be shown to adequately protect the public. 

Sunrise Criteria and Questions. Central to the Sunrise process was the creation of nine Sunrise 

criteria developed in coordination with the DCA to provide a framework for evaluating the need 

for regulation. These criteria are: 

1) Unregulated practice of the occupation in question will harm or endanger the public health, 

safety or welfare. 

2) Existing protections available to the consumer are insufficient. 

3) No alternatives to regulation will adequately protect the public. 

4) Regulation will alleviate existing problems. 

5) Practitioners operate independently, making decisions of consequence. 

6) The functions and tasks of the occupation are clearly defined. 

7) The occupation is clearly distinguishable from other occupations that are already regulated. 

8) The occupation requires knowledge, skills, and abilities that are both teachable and testable. 

9) The economic impact of regulation is justified. 

The criteria were used to develop the Sunrise Questionnaire noted above and help legislators and 

administrators answer three policy questions: 
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1) Does the proposed regulation benefit the public health, safety, or welfare? 

2) Will the proposed regulation be the most effective way to correct existing problems? 

3) Is the level of the proposed regulation appropriate? 

SUNRISE ANALYSIS:  

The following analysis is based on the above criteria and corresponding questions and answers 

provided by the author and sponsors in the questionnaire.  

Criteria 1. Unregulated practice of the towing industry will harm or endanger the public 

health, safety, or welfare. 

Consumer groups have published reports detailing the prevalence of predatory towing practices 

and their impact on consumers, particularly those with low income.2 As a benchmark for 

demand, the applicants also point to the prior bills that have attempted to address issues within 

the towing industry, including: 

 AB 516 (Chiu) of 2019 would have eliminated impounds on vehicles with 5 or more parking 

tickets, abandoned for 72 hours, or with registration expired for more than 6 months. 

 AB 2392 (Santiago), Chapter 434, Statutes of 2018 addressed unreasonable fees and other 

issues in the towing industry, such as authorizing payment using an insurer’s check. 

 AB 2825 (Jones-Sawyer) of 2018 would have required towing companies to provide free oral 

and written translation services to non-English speakers, and would also have applied the 

requirements that currently apply to debt collectors to “at the counter” tow company 

transactions. 

 AB 2586 (Gatto) of 2016 included a provision that would have required towing companies to 

provide free towing and storage to owners of stolen vehicles. 

 AB 1222 (Bloom), Chapter 309, Statutes of 2015 imposed additional requirements on tow 

trucks responding to accident scenes to address “bandit towing” practices.  

 AB 519 (Solorio), Chapter 566, Statutes of 2010 increased accountability in the towing 

industry by establishing basic consumer protections, including requiring all towers to provide 

a detailed written invoice and a Towing and Storage Fees and Access Notice to consumers, as 

well as authorizing civil penalties for the failure to comply with the requirements.  

In terms of the severity of harm, the applicants note that:  

Incompetent practice within the towing industry primarily manifests in overbilling, 

thus resulting in financial harm for insurance carriers and vehicle owners, 

                                                 

2 See for example, Towed into Debt: How Towing Practices in California Punish Poor People (March 2019). 

https://wclp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/TowedIntoDebt.Report.pdf; Grace Brombach, Getting off the Hook of 

a Predatory Tow: 14 Ways States Should Protect Consumers When Their Car is Towed (U.S. PIRG Education Fund, 

May 2021).  
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oftentimes upon those that are least likely able to defend themselves, thus 

perpetuating a cycle of poverty. According to a 2019 report entitled, “Towed into 

Debt: How Towing Practices in California Punish Poor People” 

(https://wclp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/TowedIntoDebt.Report.pdf), “[f]or 

many Californians whose vehicles are towed, the financial impact can continue 

long after the car is recovered, or more often for low-income people, after the car 

is sold to pay off the towing fees,” including ongoing negative impacts upon 

economic prospects, public benefits, access to education, and housing 

opportunities.  

Additionally, the negligent maintenance of tow trucks, as commercial motor 

vehicles, also raises significant safety concerns for all motorists in California. 

However, the applicants also note that it is difficult to track the frequency of the harm, noting 

that “unfortunately, without strict enforcement of existing laws regarding billing practices within 

the towing industry, it is inevitable that overbilling will continue to regularly occur in California. 

Anecdotal evidence obtained by CTTA and PIFC suggests that California consumers are being 

financially harmed on a regular basis.” 

Although the towing industry is not completely unregulated, the anecdotal data and various 

studies performed by consumer groups, like those mentioned earlier, suggest that harm is 

occurring despite existing regulations.  

Criteria 2. Existing protections available to the consumer are insufficient. 

Existing law establishes various requirements on towing companies, including: 

1) Limits on storage rates. 

2) Various notices and disclosures, including rates and signage in tow-away areas.  

3) Acceptance of credit cards and release of personal items.  

4) Release of a vehicle if the owner returns before their car is towed.  

5) Designated hours for when an owner can retrieve a vehicle.  

6) Reimbursement if a car is damaged and reimbursement and damages if a vehicle tow is 

proven illegal.  

7) Itemized bills.  

According to the applicants, “in 2011, California enacted the Towing Fees and Access Notice via 

AB 519 (Solorio), contained within Vehicle Code section 22651.07, to increase accountability 

upon the towing industry by establishing basic consumer protections, including requiring all 

towers to provide a detailed written invoice and a Towing and Storage Fees and Access Notice to 

consumers, as well authorizing civil penalties for the failure to comply with these requirements. 

The Notice must contain statutorily-prescribed language detailing vehicle owners’ rights when 

their vehicle is towed. The Notice must be posted in plain view, copies must be made available, 

and must be provided upon request (language on each written invoice advises consumers of their 
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right to request the Notice).” In addition, when using a voluntary tow, a consumer can pick and 

choose the company or motor club they would like to use.  

However, it can be difficult to limit exposure to risk in the case of an involuntary tow. According 

to the applicants, “in the contexts where law enforcement initiates a vehicle impound or a vehicle 

is removed from private property, vehicle owners are unlikely to have any ability to determine 

which practitioner is selected. This would be determined by the impounding law enforcement 

agency or private property owner. However, in the motor club or commercial towing contexts, a 

vehicle owner consensually approves the towing company, presumably after comparing rates 

with providers of similar services.” 

In cases where a consumer is harmed (e.g. their vehicle is damaged or a towing law is otherwise 

violated), consumers have various civil remedies available. Some situations include civil awards 

of up to four times the amount charged.  

However, the applicants argue that, despite the availability of these remedies, consumers may 

have difficulty accessing them. “While the Towing and Storage Fees and Access Notice was 

helpful in educating a consumer about their rights in this context – including providing critical 

info on appropriate charges, when and how one could retrieve their vehicle and personal 

property, and payment options—consumers still faced a long and cumbersome pathway to 

challenge excessive charges. Oftentimes, this lack of accountability for towing companies leaves 

vulnerable consumers with a terrible choice, either pay the excessive fees or leave their vehicle 

entirely. Either option unfortunately only initiates or perpetuates a cycle of poverty.” 

As noted above, anecdotal data and the previously cited studies suggest harm is occurring, and 

therefore there may be more that can be done to protect the public.  

Criteria 3. No alternatives to regulation will adequately protect the public. 

The applicants argue that industry self-regulation and market factors have often been insufficient 

due to the unique nature of the “involuntary tow” market. The demand is not generated by the 

owner of a towed vehicle, it is driven by those requesting the tow. However, the owner is the one 

that pays for the tow.  

The applicants note that “market forces, when applied in the consensual towing context, 

generally keep rates down and towing companies honest, as otherwise business would inevitably 

dry up. However, there are many instances where a consumer is not able to effectively ‘shop’ 

towing companies, generally in the nonconsensual context like when your vehicle has been 

impounded or you’re in an ambulance after an accident, where governmental regulation is 

warranted as a backstop against abusive practices. Existing laws in this context, while prohibitive 

of numerous bad acts within the towing industry, generally require either: 1) criminal 

prosecution, which for many reasons is oftentimes not pursued by local district attorneys’ offices; 

or 2) civil lawsuits, which for many reasons, primarily financial, are oftentimes not pursued by 

consumers who feel they were subject to abusive practices. It has become evident that a 

governmental body, whose expertise and jurisdiction are towing-minded, would provide the 

necessary enforcement and backstop that is currently lacking.” 
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Applicants further argue that the following non-governmental avenues are insufficient:  

1) Code of ethics: “While helpful in educating the tow industry about acceptable and 

unacceptable practices, there is no meaningful enforcement against those who either 

knowingly or unknowingly violate the code of ethics.” 

2) Codes of practice enforced by professional associations: “The California Tow Truck 

Association/Emergency Road Service Coalition of America, the largest tow association in the 

world, has existing tools to discipline or terminate the membership of bad actors within the 

industry. However, while CTTA/ERSCA does provide valuable benefits to members, there is 

no requirement that anyone be a member of CTTA/ERSCA in California, and therefore many 

tow companies are not members of CTTA/ERSCA and would not be subject to any 

CTTA/ERSCA enforcement.” 

3) Dispute-resolution mechanisms such as mediation or arbitration: “While perhaps valuable, 

many consumers do not have the resources to take advantage of alternative dispute resolution 

options.” 

4) Recourse to currently applicable law: “While current law does provide considerable recourse 

options for frustrated consumers, including pursuing criminal charges or suing a tow 

company in a civil lawsuit, such remedies are expensive and lengthy, particularly for low-

income consumers.” 

5) Regulation of those who employ or supervise practitioners: “Law enforcement agencies and 

motor clubs, which are already considerably regulated, that contract with towing companies 

generally have existing contractual authority to terminate agreements with bad actors. While 

this proves to be an effective carrot to discourage bad behavior, law enforcement agencies 

generally cannot force a towing company to return fees that were inappropriately charged 

after the fact to a consumer.” 

6) Other measures attempted: “Self-enforcement within the tow industry has been helpful in 

certain contexts. For example, AB 306 (Lowenthal) from 2013 required any business that 

contracts with a tow company to obtain proof of a valid Motor Carrier Permit (MCP) before 

allowing the tower to retrieve vehicles from or deliver vehicles to its premises. However, it is 

unclear how such a self-enforcement mechanism would work in the business-to-consumer 

context.” 

Criteria 4. Regulation will mitigate existing problems. 

There are two problems posed by the applicants: 1) predatory towing and storage practices and 

2) lack of ability for consumers to access remedies and resolve disputes when they arise due to 

those practices. According to the applicants, the “proposed regulation will now provide 

consumers with a specific outlet should they need recourse after their vehicle was towed, which 

directly benefits consumers in two ways. First, the proposed regulation includes a free, quick, 

and consumer-friendly dispute process, whereby a consumer can swiftly recover any fees that 

were inappropriately paid to a towing company. Second, because each towing company would 

now be required to obtain a permit from the state, there is now a significant incentive to comply 

with all towing related laws, including returning money to rightfully owed consumers that 

utilized the dispute process, or else risk losing the permit and the ability to legally operate in the 

state.” 



AB 294 

 Page 17 

As to whether this bill would address the first problem, predatory towing and storage practices, 

the large fines and damages available to consumers would ideally deter the bad actors who 

follow the law and obtain a permit. Further, if lack of a permit is tied to the authority to tow 

vehicles at all, unlicensed practice could be deemed car theft, which may be more attractive to 

prosecute. Further, if the bill is amended to include a revocation process, it would create an 

additional incentive to comply with existing laws.  

As to the second problem, the proposed dispute resolution program, if properly implemented, 

would provide consumers and their agents an additional avenue to handle disputes, and 

potentially make it easier to take advantage of existing remedies. However, the bill does lack key 

components of the dispute process. 

Benefit vs. Cost. In addition, licensing and additional regulation often present negative or 

unintended consequences. In response to the benefits as weighed against the potential impacts, 

the applicants note that:  

1) Restriction of opportunity to practice: “Our state is better off when towing companies that 

base their business upon repeatedly price gouging consumers, and otherwise committing 

abusive practices, are eliminated from the marketplace.” However, there are many unknowns 

under this bill, including the total costs to the permittees or how utilization of the dispute 

resolution program will look in practice. If the resulting fees are too high, it may 

inadvertently shut down smaller “good actor” businesses.  

2) Restricted supply of practitioners: “Emergency roadside responders are a necessary 

component of a functioning transportation system in California by removing disabled 

vehicles and impounding vehicles that are being used inappropriately, amongst other 

beneficial reasons. Removing those few fringe, abusive actors within the industry will not 

likely have a significant impact on the ability of the tow industry to continue to perform these 

vital tasks.” However, as noted above, the current state of the bill makes it unclear whether 

only the “bad actor” businesses will be impacted.  

3) Increased costs of services to the consumer: “We do not believe the proposed regulation will 

result in increased costs. In fact, it is designed to discourage abusive practices, including 

overcharging, thus will likely have the effect of decreased costs to consumers.” However, if 

the fees that need to be charged to permittees are higher than anticipated, those costs may 

generate higher fees on the consumer.  

4) Increased governmental intervention in the marketplace: “The government is already heavily 

involved in the tow industry, through existing laws authorizing civil and criminal penalties, 

as well as law enforcement contracts with tow companies. The proposed regulation merely 

aids in the effective enforcement of these existing governmental interventions.” 

One difficulty in determining whether the benefits outweigh the consequences with the current 

bill is that it is unclear how many towing companies are operating and would be captured under 

this bill, and therefore difficult to estimate the licensing fees needed to sustain the new board. 

Ordinarily, DCA licensing boards are special-funded and receive no general fund support. As a 

result, they base their budgets on license issuance and renewal fees, which are the most reliable 

source of income. The board created under this bill has a proposed fee schedule, but without a 

reliable count of the licensee pool, it is unclear what the fees would need to be and therefore 

unclear on the potential impacts on the licensees and consumers.  
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Criteria 5. Practitioners operate independently, making decisions of consequence.  

According to the applicants, “while oftentimes contracts with law enforcement agencies or motor 

clubs dictate the broad parameters of an individual towing company’s engagement with a 

consumer, such a contractor makes innumerable independent judgments during each interaction, 

including, but not limited to, how to most effectively and safely tow a vehicle and the final 

amount to charge the consumer for the service. Unfortunately, this discretion in final charges 

allows abusive operators to overbill consumers.”  

In addition, “how tightly a tow company employer supervises its employee drivers varies 

significantly between companies, however, the employee driver, who is generally operating on 

the side of the road by him or herself, is inevitably making countless independent decisions on 

matters ranging from safely towing the vehicle to billing.” 

The purpose of licensing is to protect the public, and professional licensing accomplishes that by 

ensuring a minimal level of competency in high skill or knowledge professions to avoid harm. 

For towing, the applicants note that, “Towing vehicles on the side of a road with fellow motorists 

screaming by is an extremely dangerous activity, both to the practitioner, stranded motorist(s), 

and fellow motorists on the road. Safety is of the utmost importance and is usually directly 

related to the experience and training of the individual tow operator. As such, driver training is 

prevalent within the industry and is generally required of drivers towing for law enforcement 

agencies, like the CHP.” 

Criteria 6. Functions and tasks of the occupation are clearly defined.  

The functions and tasks of towing companies, while not specifically defined in any one place in 

statute, do appear to be definable. According to the applicants, “Tow companies utilize trained 

tow truck drivers/operators to operate specialized tow trucks to tow other vehicles, as well as 

oftentimes transporting the vehicle driver him or herself. In addition to the tow itself, oftentimes 

the vehicle will need to be stored within a secure storage yard until it can be retrieved by the 

vehicle owner.” 

In terms of this bill, the licensing scheme relies on existing definitions of tow trucks and 

businesses that enforce liens on vehicles. It does not specify any additional acts that would 

constitute a “scope of practice.” In terms of competent practice within the industry, the applicants 

note, “aside from various local and state licenses and insurance requirements applicable to any 

business, there are no additional specific requirements to operate a tow company in California. 

However, many law enforcement and motor club contracts will demand various requirements of 

a tow company, including safety and consumer protections. In order to drive/operate a tow truck, 

aside from a basic driver’s license, there are no additional requirements unless required by 

contract. For example, driver training is often a requirement to tow for a law enforcement 

agency. Further, depending on the specifics of the tow, additional requirements and/or licenses 

may be required including a commercial driver’s license and hazardous materials certification.” 

According to the applicants, ways to determine the potential incompetent practice of a tow 

company or operator include “overcharging consumers for services demonstrates incompetence 

and is typically caused by unscrupulous tow company owners who prey upon desperate or 

helpless vehicle owners for their own financial benefit. Unsafe practices involving the tow itself 

that could injure motorists or damaged vehicles can be caused by insufficient training or simply 

cutting corners on safe business practices, like truck maintenance.” 
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Criteria 7. The occupation is clearly distinguishable from other occupations that are 

already regulated.  

There are currently regulated professions that perform towing and storage. Automotive repair 

dealers (ARDs), which store vehicles to be repaired, often have relationships with tow 

companies and consumers may order a tow for their vehicle so it can be repaired at an ARD 

facility. ARDs are licensed and regulated by the Bureau of Automotive Repair (BAR) within the 

DCA.  

Repossession agents also perform tows and store vehicles. Repossessors are licensed and 

regulated by the Bureau of Security and Investigative Services (BSIS) within the DCA.  

In response to the question of whether the towing companies are different from ARDs and 

repossessors and whether there may be multiple regulatory entities involved in the regulation of 

these industries: 

A tow company oftentimes tows a disabled vehicle to an automotive repair shop to 

fix the vehicle. Tow companies do not perform any vehicle repair. An automotive 

repair shop occasionally will use its own tow truck to perform these services. It is 

not uncommon for a tow company and an automotive repair shop to have the same 

owners.  

While both tow companies and repossession agents use tow trucks, their 

customers/clients are different. Tow companies will generally tow a vehicle at the 

behest of the vehicle owner himself, a law enforcement agency, or a private 

property owner. Repossession agents will generally tow a vehicle at the behest of a 

financial institution that is recovering property as a legal owner, generally resulting 

from debts owed.  

While there is certainly overlap between the industries, both within duties and 

ownership, a tow company is typically performing services that do not fall within 

activities regulated by the BAR or BSIS.  

Under the proposed regulation, repossession agents who utilize tow trucks to 

perform repossessions, as well as automobile repair shops that enforce vehicle liens 

under Civil Code section 3068.1, would additionally be subject to the Vehicle Tow 

and Storage Board. However, the proposed regulation merely requires each to 

obtain a permit and be subject to the dispute process, it would not otherwise impact 

the authority and scope of their existing regulation.  

As noted by the applicants, ARDs and repossessors would be subject to additional regulation 

under this bill. Although the regulation would primarily involve compliance with existing 

requirements, and this bill does change some of those requirements, it raises the question of 

whether existing licensing requirements are sufficient to protect consumers within these 

industries. If not, should existing requirements be strengthened or is it better to include these 

currently regulated professions in the new regulatory program?  
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Criteria 8. The occupation requires possession of knowledge, skills, and abilities that are 

both teachable and testable.  

According to the applicant:  

While there is no such core set of knowledge, skills, and abilities related to the 

public harm caused by overbilling, there is considerable training required of tow 

truck drivers to avoid public harm caused by unsafe towing. We can provide a tow 

truck driver training manual upon request…. As far as tow truck driver training, 

various training companies arrange both in-person and virtual training. For 

example, CTTA/ERSCA offers its own training, which has been approved by the 

CHP and is used nationwide. 

Tow truck driver training generally consists of a test to ultimately evaluate 

competence and knowledge. However, this test is specific to the curriculum taught 

within that training course and may differ depending on the type of training (i.e. 

heavy vs. light duty towing), and amongst training providers and programs.  

National providers of training for tow truck operators that are active are limited and 

include the following that we are aware of:  

• ERSCA/CTTA: https://ersca.org/training/ 

• American Towing & Recovery Institute by Randall Resch: 

https://americantowingandrecoveryinstitute.org/ 

• Wreckmaster: https://www.wreckmaster.com/w/us/ 

Over the past 5 years, ERSCA/CTTA has had between 1,000 – 1,600 students each 

year in its program. We are unaware of the number of students in other programs.  

In addition to formal tow truck driver training, most knowledge and skill is 

developed by on-the-job training and experience.  

The applicants further note that, while there is no standard test or examination, “we suspect a 

robust dispute process and permit enforcement will thwart overbilling practices. Tow truck driver 

training is regularly used and a lack of training/unsafe towing does not appear to be a significant 

enough issue that needs to be addressed within this proposed regulation.”  

While learning through punitive action is an option, in many other professions where ethical or 

legal violations are common, boards can administer an examination testing law, jurisprudence, or 

ethics. Like other subject matter or technical competency examinations, these examinations can 

test for and reinforce knowledge of laws or requirements before violations occur.  

Criteria 9. The economic impact of regulation is justified.  

As noted above, the lack of data regarding the size and activity of the towing industry makes it 

difficult to determine the size of the proposed program. According to the applicants, “It is 

unknown how many individuals directly utilize the services of emergency roadside responders as 

these figures are not widely reported. Of note, within the law enforcement-initiated tow context, 

according to the ‘Towed into Debt’ report, ‘analysts estimate that public agencies in California 
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towed nearly one million vehicles in 2016.’ Further, multi-millions of California motorists are 

indirectly annually impacted due to the clearance of disabled, abandoned, or impounded vehicles 

from highways, roads, and parking lots.” The applicants also state, “we do not suspect regulation 

will affect the number of people exposed annually to emergency roadside responders.”  

Still, it is unclear at this time how regulation will impact the towing industry as a whole. Given 

historical data, smaller boards tend to have higher license fees. This is because license fees are 

the primary source of revenue for licensing boards. As noted above, if the fees required to sustain 

the new board are necessarily high due to a small licensing population, it may have a 

disproportionate impact on smaller businesses. It is also difficult to discern how businesses will 

incorporate the new fees into their budgets, and whether that may impact the price to vehicle 

owners. Studies show that licensing tends to increase costs to the public.3 

Regarding current costs, the applicants note that: 

The cost of the services varies greatly depending on the location and specific 

service being requested and performed. For example, for law enforcement-

requested impounds where tow and storage rates are approved in advance by the 

law enforcement agency, data from the CHP illustrates that tow rates range from 

$170 in Merced to $314 in Red Bluff. For services that require additional expertise 

and equipment, such as a big rig rollover, these rates will increase. According to the 

“Towed into Debt” report, the average tow fee in California is $189, with additional 

storage and administrative fees increasing the total fees charged to consumers. 

As far as the amount of money spent annually for services, according to the 

IBISWorld report, the towing industry nationwide earned roughly $7.5 billion in 

revenue in 2020. While not broken out specifically by revenue per state, the same 

report notes that California accounts for 12.4% of industry establishments in 2020. 

(Of note, the IBISWorld report also found an average 5.9% profit margin within the 

tow industry, which is well below the average for other industries).  

The applicants write that “it is expected that the regulations proposed in [this bill], specifically 

the dispute process, will lower these tow rates, as the consequences for overbilling will be 

increased.” However, given the lack of availability of specific data size of the towing industry, a 

reliable estimate of economic impact may not be possible.  

The applicants do provide one estimate, stating: “While we are unaware of any formal 

accounting of the number of towing companies in California, according to an IBISWorld report 

from October 2020 entitled ‘Automobile Towing in the US,’ there were 46,726 businesses within 

the towing industry nationwide with California accounting for 12.4% of industry establishments. 

Utilizing these figures, it is estimated that there are nearly 5,800 towing companies in 

California.” 

On the other hand, the California Research Bureau utilized data reported by the North American 

Industry Classification System (NAICS). NAICS is a classification system maintained by the 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and administered by the Census Bureau. Under NAICS, “motor 

vehicle towing” is defined as follows: “This industry comprises establishments primarily 

                                                 

3 See generally footnote 1. 
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engaged in towing light or heavy motor vehicles, both local and long distance. These 

establishments may provide incidental services, such as storage and emergency road repair 

services.” The California Research Bureau found that the “Census Bureau reports there are 1,198 

motor vehicle towing establishments in California as of 2019, the latest Census year. These 

establishments employ 10,847 people and pay $461,940,000 in payroll. Most of these 

establishments (614) have less than five employees.” 

Under this bill, fee amounts are tied to fleet sizes. If the Census data is accurate, and the majority 

of towing businesses have fewer than five employees, then it would be difficult to assume that 

those businesses have a fleet size larger than the number of employees.  

Under this bill, the licensing fee for a fleet size is $125 for one truck and $176 for fewer than 

five. Even is were no fleets with one truck (all 614 establishments have between 2-4 employees), 

the annual revenue for that half of the population would only be $108,064. The highest fee 

charged is for a fleet size of 36 or more, $1,135.50. Even if the remainder of the businesses 

captured by the Census (584) had 36 or more tow trucks in their fleets, the additional annual 

revenue would only be $663,132. The would mean, using the most generous census numbers, the 

program would have annual revenue of $771,196 for 1,198 permittees.  

By way of comparison, the two DCA boards with the smallest budget authorizations in 2020-21, 

the Naturopathic Medicine Committee (NMC) and the Professional Fiduciaries Bureau (PFB), 

were budgeted for $354,000 (2 authorized staff) and $606,000 (3 authorized staff) respectively.  

To maintain the revenue noted above, the NMC, which had 1,268 licensees in FY 2019-20, 

charges a minimum of: 

1) $500 for a license application.  

2) $1,000 for initial license issuance. 

3) $,1000 for license renewal. 

The PFB, which had 766 licensees in FY 2019-20, charges a minimum of: 

1) $400 for a license application. 

2) $600 for initial license issuance. 

3) $700 for license renewal.  

One of the DCA boards with a closer number of licensees to the number of towing companies in 

California provided by the applicants (5,800) is the California Court Reporters Board (CRB).  

The CRB has 5 authorized staff positions, an FY 2020-21 budget of $1,207,000, and 6,085 

licensees. The CRB charges: 

1) $40 for an examination application and $25 per separate part per administration. 

2) $225 for an initial certificate (pro-rated if issued earlier than 180 days of the expiration date).  

3)  $225 for annual certificate renewal.  



AB 294 

 Page 23 

However, even if the new VTSB were to match the estimated licensing numbers, no board that 

currently handles dispute resolution as proposed under this bill, so there are no analogous 

programs that can be used for comparison. In addition, the proposed VTSB program has 

numerous differences from commonly established licensing programs. As a result, it is difficult 

to determine what the cost to licensees, consumers, and the public will be. Without an initial 

determination of cost, any justification of the economic impact related to the purported benefits 

is speculation.  

Prior Related Legislation. AB 471 (Low), Chapter 372, Statutes of 2021, authorized BAR to 

establish an informal citation conference for automotive repair dealers, creating a three-member 

panel to issue citations and fines on low-level citations that can result in a Bureau-approved 

remedial training course. 

AB 2932 (Santiago) Chapter 432, Statutes of 2018, required all towing and storage fees to be 

reasonable and enhanced consumer protections for towing and storage customers, as specified. 

 
AB 519 (Solorio), Chapter 566, Statutes of 2010, required towing companies to provide 

consumers a Towing Fees and Access Notice and an itemized invoice of all towing and storage 

fees.  

 

AB 515 (Hagman), Chapter 322, Statutes of 2009¸ made numerous changes to the Collateral 

Recovery Act, including requiring impound agencies to accept a valid bank credit card or cash. 

AB 2656 (Chen) of 2018 would have required towing and storage facilities to accept a debit card 

from licensed repossessors. That bill was vetoed by the Governor.  

ARGUMENTS IN SUPPORT:  

The California Tow Truck Association (CTTA) (co-sponsor) writes in support,  

California is left with a patchwork of laws that oftentimes leave vehicle owners 

confused and without adequate recourse to quickly and affordably challenge fees 

that they believe to be excessive. Oftentimes, this lack of accountability for towing 

companies leaves vulnerable consumers with a terrible choice, either pay the 

excessive fees or abandon their vehicle entirely. Either option can unfortunately 

only initiate or perpetuate a cycle of poverty. Low-income vehicle owners are least 

likely to have the resources necessary to fight a towing company in court, as is 

required under current law. Further, losing a vehicle is most likely to have the 

biggest impact on low-income consumers, who inevitably rely upon their vehicle 

to obtain and keep a job, not to mention those individuals living in their vehicles 

that may be deprived of their primary shelter. 

[This bill] addresses this inadequacy in California law by creating a state oversight 

entity, named the Vehicle Tow and Storage Board within the Department of 

Consumer Affairs, comprised of nine experts in the field to be appointed by the 

Governor and Legislature. This Board will provide consumers with a specific outlet 

should they need recourse after their vehicle was towed, which directly benefits 

consumers in two ways. First, the proposed regulation includes a free, quick, and 

consumer-friendly dispute process, whereby a consumer can swiftly recover any 

fees that were inappropriately paid to a towing company, plus penalties. Second, 
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every towing company would be required to obtain a permit from the state. Failure 

to do so would prohibit them from operating legally and charging customers. 

Moreover, failure to abide by their approved and posted rates would require them 

to refund money to consumers or risk losing their permit. 

Emergency roadside responders continue to be a necessary component of a 

functioning transportation system in California by removing disabled vehicles and 

impounding vehicles that are being used inappropriately, amongst other beneficial 

reasons. [This bill] is a critical step towards changing the behavior, or removing 

altogether, those fringe, abusive actors within the industry that are taking advantage 

of vehicle owners, without unnecessarily impacting the ability of those professional 

operators to continue to perform these vital tasks. 

The Personal Insurance Federation of California (PIFC) (co-sponsor) writes in support, 

Currently, the tow business is largely unregulated and there is no reliable database 

of tow vehicles operating in California, which makes it difficult to identify bad 

actors and take enforcement actions when appropriate. [This bill] would require all 

towing businesses to obtain a Vehicle Tow and Storage Permit prior to operating a 

tow truck in California or charging for the storage of a towed vehicle. It would also 

create a Vehicle Tow and Storage Board to resolve disputes between tow companies 

and vehicle owners. 

Further, under existing law, a storage fee may be deemed reasonable if it is 

comparable to storage-related rates and fees charged by other facilities in the same 

locale. By modifying the law to ensure that a towing and storage charge is only 

deemed reasonable if it does not exceed the fees and rates established by the 

Department of the California Highway Patrol, this bill will better protect consumers 

from bad actors seeking to charge excessive rates. 

Although most auto body repair and towing companies behave in a responsible 

manner, some hold cars hostage for unreasonable and unfair fees. These excessive 

towing and storage fees harm consumers and inflate insurance claim costs. For 

example, PIFC documented more than 130 examples of storage fees at auto body 

repair shops of $200 or more per day from 2019 and 2020 with some charging in 

excess of $2,000 per day. By comparison, the storage rate paid by CHP in San 

Francisco is about $93 per day. There are also hundreds of examples that include 

total car storage expenses exceeding $5,000-$10,000, some more than $20,000. 

Previous efforts to address this issue have been helpful, but unfortunately, there are 

towing and automobile collision repair businesses that continue to charge excessive 

fees. These “bad actors” hold significant leverage over the vehicle owner by 

possessing their vehicle, knowing there is no entity a consumer can swiftly and 

affordably access to seek justice. 

The California Public Interest Research Group (CALPIRG) writes in support, 

Every year, millions of people have their cars towed without their consent from a 

private property or public street. Too often, the unknown rationale behind these 

tows and uncertainty over what to do next can leave drivers stranded and confused. 
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California has a patchwork of laws that often leave vehicle owners without 

adequate recourse to quickly and affordably challenge fees that they believe to be 

excessive. 

Despite California’s legislative efforts on this issue, some towing businesses 

continue to charge excessive towing and storage fees to consumers. Some towers 

have charged hundreds of dollars a day for storing a vehicle, thereby placing 

onerous burdens on low-income consumers. This lack of accountability for towing 

companies frequently leaves vulnerable consumers with a terrible choice: either pay 

the exorbitant fees or abandon their vehicle entirely. Either option can unfortunately 

initiate or perpetuate a cycle of poverty. Low-income vehicle owners are least likely 

to have the resources necessary to fight a towing company in court, as is required 

under current law. 

CALPIRG’s recent report, Getting Off The Hook of a Predatory Tow, outlines 

several common sense towing protections to address these issues and protect 

California consumers. 

ARGUMENTS IN OPPOSITION: 

Various automotive repair associations are opposed to this bill unless it is amended to 1) exclude 

ARD’s from the bill and 2) restore the ability to charge reasonable storage rates based on rates 

charged locally. The associations point out ARDs do not normally operate tow trucks as a typical 

aspect of their business, and the storage of a vehicle is not the type of towing storage 

contemplated under this bill. They further argue that the BAR's existing authority is sufficient to 

protect consumers from unreasonable storage rates and therefore  

Specifically, the Automotive Service Councils of California, California Autobody Association, 

and California Automotive Business Coalition, write that:  

The recent passage of [AB 471 (Low), Chapter 372, Statutes of 2021] addressed 

the issues raised in [this bill] with respect to automotive repair dealers (ARDs). See 

Business & Professions Code section 9884.16. AB 471 clarified and strengthened 

existing consumer protection laws by providing the Bureau of Automotive Repair 

additional authority to investigate consumer complaints and take disciplinary 

action, if necessary, against an ARD that charges unreasonable storage rates as 

specified. 

The passage of AB 471 has essentially made [this bill] “moot” with regard to ARDs. 

As such, we are requesting that [this bill] be amended to exempt ARD’s from the 

bill and not delete current law which allows ARD’s to charge fair and reasonable 

storage rates. 

POLICY ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION: 

1) Sunrise Review. As noted above, the criteria and the sunrise questionnaire are intended to 

assist policy makers in answering the following questions: 

a) Does the proposed regulation benefit the public health, safety, or welfare? As noted 

above, predatory towing and storage practices are harmful to consumers and, despite 
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existing regulations, continue to occur. This bill, if properly amended and implemented, 

may help deter bad actor towing companies as well as provide an additional avenue for 

dispute resolution.  

b) Will the proposed regulation be the most effective way to correct existing problems? This 

is unclear. DCA entities typically deal with professions where a lack of specialized 

training can result in harm to consumers. This bill does not have competency training or 

testing requirements. There are no specified complaint or citation provisions, and 

enforcement is limited to suspension in the event fines are not paid. The program is 

essentially a registry, with the permit serving as a hook to incentivize permittees to follow 

the law and participate in the dispute resolution program.  

The dispute resolution program is not something the DCA entities typically handle. No 

DCA board or bureau currently handles restitution-type payments from a respondent to a 

complainant, and the DCA does not have the current infrastructure to do so. Further, the 

lack of administrative process and hearings raises due process implications.  

This bill is one way of accomplishing the stated goals, but it is unclear whether the 

proposal is the most effective way to do so. For example, if the bill contained competency 

testing and the ability to revoke permits, making the unlicensed practice of towing 

essentially car theft, the deterrence effect may eliminate the need for dispute resolution. 

Alternatively, there may be other agencies or departments that have more analogous 

dispute resolution programs.  

c) Is the level of the proposed regulation appropriate? This is also unclear. The bill 

establishes a permitting/licensing program but is mainly focused on dispute resolution. 

There may be other ways to establish a dispute resolution program without a permit 

program. Or, a more robust permit program may help eliminate issues without the need 

for a dispute resolution program.  

Further, it is unclear whether ARDs or repossessors should be included. Both professions 

have licenses that can be revoked, eliminating their lawful ability to do business in the 

industry. Instead of layering additional regulatory structures over the existing licensing 

systems, there may be ways to strengthen or broaden existing requirements.  

4) Board Member Appointments. This bill specifies that there are multiple appointing authorities 

but does not specify that the appointees serve at the pleasure of the appointing authority. If 

this bill maintains a board structure, examples of existing law include: 

a) The Cannabis Appeals Panel: The members of the panel may be removed from office by 

their appointing authority. (BPC § 26040 (b)) 

b) The Dental Board: Each appointing authority has power to remove from office at any 

time any member of the board appointed by that authority under Section 1603 pursuant to 

Section 106. (BPC § 1605) 

5) Burden Shifting. This bill shifts the burden of proof in the dispute resolution process to the 

respondent tow company and only allows 15 days for the respondent to respond, compared to 

the complainants 30 days. The sponsor’s goal is to make the process more consumer-friendly. 

However, given the lack of clarity on the procedures under this bill, and the fact that it will 
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not always be the consumer but potentially the consumer’s agent or attorney, it is unclear 

whether this shifting is appropriate.  

6) 25% Fee Revenue. The bill allows the board to retain 25% of the fees awarded to a consumer. 

This is not typical among other DCA boards, and may potentially create a conflict or 

unnecessary incentive for the board to pursue judgments against towing companies.  

7) Dispute Resolution Process vs. Complaint Process. This bill is primarily based on a novel 

dispute resolution program, but it is unclear what the board would do in the case of ordinary 

complaints. There is are no enforcement mechanisms other than fines and the suspension of a 

permit for failure to pay fines.  

8) Lack of Revocation Authority. In addition to the lack of other enforcement mechanisms, this 

bill lacks the authority for the board to revoke permits. The purpose of licensing is to prevent 

the incompetent and dangerous practice of any given profession and prevent those deemed 

incompetent or dangerous to the public from practicing by revoking or otherwise disciplining 

their licenses.  

9) Hearing and Appeal Processes. This bill is silent on hearing and appeal processes, which all 

other practice acts contain. These processes help maintain due process for both respondents 

and complainants.  

10) Lack of a Sunset Date. The other side of Sunrise is known as Sunset Review. Due to the 

potential for harm to the public and the burdens of licensure, the Legislature reviews the 

performance and continued necessity of existing licensing entities. To ensure programs are 

not run indefinitely without oversight, licensing practice acts contain a repeal date, known as 

a sunset date. To renew a program set for repeal, a committee sunset bill is used to determine 

their performance and set a new repeal date. This bill does not contain a sunset date.  

IMPLEMENTATION ISSUES: 

1) Board vs. Bureau. This bill establishes a new licensing board. However, it is unclear whether 

a board structure is necessary given the duties of the new VTSB, or whether the board would 

need to meet once monthly. A bureau structure, which can utilize advisory committees and 

disciplinary review committees for industry input, may provide a more efficient structure for 

the types of disputes captured under the new program.  

2) Fees, Upfront Costs, and Fiscal Sustainability. The establishment of a new board is always 

costly, and the new board will likely require a loan from another fund, whether the general 

fund or another special fund.   

Further, it is unclear how many licensees will be available to help fund the board under this 

proposal. License fees are the usual source of revenue for specially-funded licensing boards, 

as licensing fees are not typically volatile. However, under this bill, there are only a few 

rough estimates of the potential licensing pool. As noted above, two potential estimates are 

the 5,800 number provided by the sponsors, and the 1,198 number found by the California 

Research Bureau using federal census data. Determining the ultimate costs to the permittees 

and the public will be difficult without an accurate accounting of the potential licensee pool.   
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3) Development of an Information Technology Database. This bill requires the board to have an 

information technology (IT) database that contains data from permittees as well as other 

agencies, including the DMV. The DCA’s current process for IT development requires 

entities to undergo the Project Approval Lifecycle (PAL) with the California Department of 

Technology. Other existing DCA boards that have begun this process are still awaiting 

approval.  

4) Lack of Definitions. There are terms used throughout the bill that may need definitions, such 

as "unreasonably excessive time," "sufficiently rebutted," and "pertinent details." 

5) Delayed Implementation Timeline. As noted in the numerous issues above, there are aspects 

of this bill that will take time to develop, including the development of the IT database, 

regulations, appointment of board members, and dispute resolution process, among the other 

noted issues. This bill likely needs a delayed timeline that accounts for the time needed for 

the DCA to implement this bill.  

REGISTERED SUPPORT:  

California Tow Truck Association (co-sponsor) 

Personal Insurance Federation of California (co-sponsor) 

California Public Interest Research Group 

Coalition Against Insurance Fraud 

Property Casualty Insurers Association of America DBA Association of California Insurance 

Companies 

REGISTERED OPPOSITION:  

Automotive Service Councils of California (unless amended) 

California Autobody Association (unless amended) 

California Automotive Business Coalition (unless amended) 

Analysis Prepared by: Vincent Chee / B. & P. / (916) 319-3301 
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