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Fraudulent vehicle damages claims:

1. Over the last couple of months, Accident Specialist (www.accidentspecialist.co.za) has received a 
number of interesting fraudulent claim cases to examine. Two of these cases appear to be the result of 
an insured trying to escape financial burden by pretending that his vehicle has been so damaged that it 
should be w ritten off. It is suspected that any payout by the insurance company for the w ritten-off vehicle 
would then settle any outstanding liabilities with the finance house used in the purchase of the vehicle
and so get the insured out of a debt trap.

2. Although not a revelation, w e bring this to your attention as there appears to have been an increase in 
this practice, likely to be as a result of various factors, not least of all due to the current spate of 
heightened financial burdens. Likew ise, it appears that there is prima facie evidence of involvement of
recovery companies, panel beating companies, and private assessing companies. 

3. In a recent case dealt w ith, the insured, driving a 320i BMW sedan, maintained that the vehicle 
overturned completely whilst negotiating a bend and then landed on its w heels again. Naturally such an 
interesting occurrence is not to be taken at face value and both the vehicle and the alleged place w here 
the rollover (overturning) took place were examined for any and all supporting and/or contradictory 
evidence.

4. If the insured is determined to defraud the insurance company to obtain economic relief as suggested 
above, and vehicle w rite off through rollover is the method of choice, then the insured has to present the 
vehicles damaged remains in a w ay that does not arouse suspicion. This is quite difficult to do, given that 
there w ill be no one w illing to drive the vehicle and actually roll it over.

5. A vehicle rollover is a dangerous situation for the occupant(s). In Europe, 20-25% of accident fatalities 
and 5% of all accident injuries involve vehicle rollovers as a general statement and no doubt the situation 
in SA is similar or w orse. Even w ith seatbelts and the increasing use of inflatable curtains in expensive 
vehicles, flailing limbs and head contact w ith the vehicle interior often results in severe injuries. Triggering 
of airbags and side curtains is by no means certain.

6. This being so, no sane person seriously sets out as the occupant to roll a vehicle over. The 
consequences are uncontrollable and potentially horrendous for the occupant. Suspicion is aroused 
when the insured claims to have destroyed his vehicle through a rollover but only took a couple of 
aspirins afterwards and felt ok. It’s possible but unlikely.

7. The following are all potential rollover situations for a vehicle:

7.1. Critical sliding
7.2. Lane changing (sw erving)
7.3. Embankments
7.4. Ramps
7.5. Kerb trip (lateral)
7.6. Kerb trip (frontal)
7.7. Static rollover

8. We can discount for the purposes of fraud, the situations requiring the vehicle to be driven (7.1, 7.2, 7.5 & 
7.6) since they w ill be too dangerous and w ill probably involve w itnesses in any event. How ever
embankments, ramps and static rollovers all have w onderful potential for damaging the vehicle beyond 
economic repair and best of all can be done w ithout danger to the insured – i.e. no occupant is 
necessary. The problem is that rollovers from these situations are difficult to explain convincingly. In both 
our cases, the insured decided to explain the damage aw ay by saying the vehicles rolled over w hilst 
rounding curves, located aw ay from w ell populated areas.
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9. These explanations were both unconvincing and unsupported by the vehicles’ appearances and the
alleged locations. Lack of vehicle debris, road marks etc. at the sites gave rise to considerable suspicion 
about the claims of overturning w hilst rounding a curve, a discussion on such debris and marks follows 
later.

10. To develop a simple theory about the effects of vehicle rollover rounding a curve whilst leaving aside the
detailed maths, we can say, obviously, that to turn over under its ow n steam, the vehicle must first be 
moving – it cannot turn over of its own volition w hilst stationary. Secondly, it must have been moving 
along the arc of a circle.

11. Given that the vehicle is travelling straight ahead initially and the driver wants to negotiate a bend, he 
does so by turning the steering w heel so that the front w heels turn at an angle to the forward direction of 
the vehicle. This slip angle generates a sidew ays force (the centripetal force) due to friction between the 
tyres and the road surface. The vehicle now moves along the arc of a circle and appears to experience 
an opposite force (often called centrifugal force) to the outside of the circle that opposes the centripetal 
force. This force merely arises from New ton’s 2nd Law1 and exists because the vehicle wants to carry on 
in a straight line. The important thing to remember is that the vehicle w ants to carry on forward in a 
straight line and would do so but for the friction force. This is easily demonstrated in the w et or on ice.

12. There is something called the vehicle’s static stability factor (SSF) which derives from the vehicle’s track 
w idth and the height of its centre of gravity. In simple terms a vehicle w ill not commence to rollover until 
the centrifugal force exceeds its SSF. Generally the lateral coefficient of friction (about 0.8 on a flat, dry 
tarmac road surface) w ill w ork to prevent the rollover and the vehicle w ill skid and slide before the SSF is 
exceeded. Other factors (spring rates, vehicle loading etc) complicate this but, remember, for any given 
curve and its surface, we can calculate the limiting speed for a vehicle rounding the curve after which it 
starts to slide and for any given vehicle and its loading, w e can calculate its rollover speed for the same 
curve. If there is a gross mismatch between these speeds then the insured’s claim is suspect.

13. So in constructing a fraudulent “rollover rounding a curve” claim, the insured’s first problem is to choose 
the right curve – one with a small radius of curvature – to be convincing in the first part of his story and 
make it seem feasible that the vehicle could be driven fast enough around a small enough curve w ithout 
skidding and rolling over.

14. Secondly, given the right conditions for a full roll, as the vehicle starts its rollover, it lifts its inside wheels, 
all the load and resisting forces have to be supplied by the outside w heels and things go from bad to 
worse very quickly. The outside tyres themselves roll under and all adhesion is rapidly lost. The vehicle is 
still rolling but now , having lost adhesion, it cannot continue around the curve but instead departs from 
the curve at a tangent, in a more or less straight line. It thus continues to move forwards whilst rolling 
onto its side, its roof, its second side and back onto its w heels again.

15. The point of all this is that the vehicle’s body work that comes into contact with the road surface will 
experience friction trying to oppose both its forward motion and its rolling motion. This w ill leave tell-tale 
scratches on the bodywork that w ill be the vector sum of the vehicle’s relative motion at the time of 
contact. So if the vehicle w as only rolling during the bodywork contact period, then there w ill be only 
transverse scratches on the bodyw ork and no longitudinal or diagonal scratches.

16. This is the give-aw ay. If the bodyw ork scratches show that the vehicle w as only rolling sidew ays and had 
no forw ard motion, then the chances are very good that it w as rolled dow n a ramp/embankment or given 
a static rollover in some cunning w ay. Thus the insured now  has to come up w ith a much more 
convincing explanation other than saying the vehicle rolled over w hilst rounding a curve, if the 
theory/calculations and the scratch damage indicate otherw ise.

17. The following tw o photographs underline the points made above:

  
1 A free body acted on by a constant force moves with constant acceleration in the direction of the force. The amount of acceler ation is directly 
proportional to the acting force and inversely proportional to the mass of the body.  
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Photograph 1 Photograph 2

18. It is quite common that where a vehicle has rolled over, 
it may come to rest upside down. It is important that 
this be clarified with the driver, or by parties that w ere 
at the scene, most particularly breakdow n recovery 
staff that had to right the vehicle, or medical staff that 
may have treated an occupant. Nonetheless, w here 
the vehicle has ended upside dow n, the vehicle will 
almost always display damages to the crest area of the 
w indscreen, the leading edge of the roof, the front 
edge of the bonnet and corresponding areas of the 
front fenders as the vehicle w ill almost alw ays come to 
rest nose dow n leaning forw ard onto the bonnet due to 
a combination of the w eight of the motor and the shape 
of the vehicle. These types of damages are patently 
visible in photographs 1, 2, 17 and 18 below , where an 
example of a vehicle in an upside dow n position is seen alongside in photograph 3. 

19. There are often many other subtle indicators that may be visible, but are very often missed, external 
vehicle “furniture” such as w ing mirrors usually show damage consistent w ith the direction of the vehicle’s 
motion during rollover. One of the insured forgot this. As an example, w e see in Photograph 4 below that 
the right side mirror must have sustained damage, if not totally destroyed, and likewise in photograph 5 & 
6, even where the w ing mirror is still attached it is likely to have sustained at least some damage. In a 
separate case, the wing mirror show n in photograph 7, w e see that although the insured confirmed that 
the vehicle definitely rolled onto both sides, it w as found that the mirror w as not dislocated, or scratched 
at all, this w as clearly not possible!

The car’s bonnet in Photo 1 shows transverse scratches indicating 
rollover only. The car’s bonnet in photo 2 shows combined scratches 
indicating both transverse rolling and sliding in a forward direction.

Photograph 3
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Photograph 4 Photograph 5 Photograph 6

Photograph 7

20. Please remember that vehicle rollover dynamics are complex and the foregoing is a greatly simplified
theory to explain possible fraud cases.

Other evidence:

21. In Photograph 8 below , we see clear evidence found at the scene of a rollover of the path of the vehicle 
through the centre island in the form of furrows. Suchfurrows very often result in debris becoming lodged 
or pinched betw een the tyre and rim, as is seen in photographs 9 & 10 below . Likew ise in photograph 4
above w e see abundant evidence on the road surface in the form of scratches, scrapes and paint 
transfer. These should correspond w ith the scratches and scrapes to the corresponding sections on the 
vehicle that came into contact with the road. Damages patterns and contact w ith other roadside objects 
and structures such as trees, walls, barriers and the like would leave discernable and corresponding 
shapes, marks or evidence on one another.

Same vehicle, note the missing mirror 
and front cover section.
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Photograph 8 Photograph 9

Photograph 10

22. This being so, look at the alleged rollover (accident) site very carefully for signs of damage, marks and 
vehicle debris, this is why the site always needs to be inspected, and as soon as possible, before any 
marks fade. We can consider the vehicle as follow ing a “corkscrew” path if it rolls over whilst rounding a 
curve. Look at the damaged vehicle’s scratches and dents. Do they support the insured’s explanation? 
Wheels can continue to rotate as they contact the road and together with their tyres, should show 
scrapes and damage that is the result of both this rotation and the forw ard sliding. Examples of these 
damages are seen in the photographs 9 and 10 above, as well as 11 and 12 below , where the w heels 
can also display “folding under” and or impact damages to the rim and tyres.

Photograph 11  Photograph 12

Furrows
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Photograph 13 Photograph 14

Photograph 15 Photograph 16

23. As can be seen in photographs 13, 14, 15 and 16 above, w here a vehicle has passed over a raised curb 
edge, or simply scraped alongside it, there is almost alw ays evidence of this on the tyre, the rim and on 
the raised curb edge itself. Once again, it is for this reason that the driver needs to indicate their path of 
travel during the alleged accident, and likew ise that the scene and vehicle be inspected.  

24. As roll over cases usually involve a certain degree of speed, and therefore the vehicle has typically 
exceeded its limit of adhesion betw een the tyres and road surface (see sections 10, 11, 12 and 13 
above). Where a vehicle has lost control, such evidence as tyre / yaw marks would normally be found at 
the scene, examples of such tyre / yaw marks are seen in photographs 17 and 18 below . These marks do 
not remain indefinitely, a reason w hy it is important to visit the scene immediately.
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Photograph 17 Photograph 18

25. Damages to the physical structure of the vehicle very often include deformation or denting of the “A”, “B“ 
and “C” pillars, as w ell as the crest and side sections of these pillars and roof edges, as is seen in 
photographs 19 and 20 below . Remember that glass will break or shatter from the point w here it is struck 
or flexed, so typical roll w indscreen damages start at the edges and extend inw ards, as is seen in
photograph 19, 20, 21 & 22 below .  

Photograph 19 Photograph 20
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Photograph 21 Photograph 22

Manual damage:

26. Further examples of questionable roll over damages are encountered w here damages have been 
incurred through w hat we would generally term “manual infliction”. Typically these are made where a 
hammer, pick-axe or other object has been used to “create” the damages; examples of these are seen in 
Photographs 23, 24, 25 and 26 below . These damages have been created by w hat could only have been 
a pick-axe (the hole), and possibly a screw driver (the scratches). We see these identical holes evident at 
various locations around the vehicle, and likew ise, the “wavy” scrapes are also evident at various 
locations around the vehicle. This is inconsistent w ith the scratches to be expected and here we refer to 
the indications of the types of scratches and scrapes noted in section 16, 17 and 18 above.    

Photograph 23 Photograph 24
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Photograph 25 Photograph 26

27. In the case of the Isuzu LDV claim seen in photographs 23, 24, 25 and 26 above, a further obvious factor 
was the lack of liquid spillage and run off from w ithin the engine bay. However there w as a pooling of 
engine oil on the dashboard. It could be seen that this “engine oil” had been poured onto the dashboard 
through the damaged windscreen, and that the oil had pooled on the dashboard. Logically this is not 
possible if the vehicle has rolled over back onto its w heels.

28. Manually inflicted damages are also seen in the combination photographs 27, 28, 29 below . These 
damages w ere alleged by the insured to have been incurred w hen the vehicle rolled over and slid on its 
side. It can clearly be seen that the nature of these damages are wholly inconsistent with that of the 
typical slide scrape and scratches. It w as subsequently established that these marks were manually 
inflicted with a panel beating w orkshop`s grinding and sanding tool.

 
Photograph 27 Photograph 28

Photograph 29
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Other clues:

29. Are there odd damages on the side or underneath the vehicle that cannot be easily explained as 
“recovery” damage and might indicate that something external w as used to lift and roll the vehicle over? 
For this reason, careful examination of the vehicle must be undertaken, or that at least detailed 
photography so that these can be referred to at a later stage if need be. Although this may not always be 
the method used, photograph 30 below demonstrates a method used to push a vehicle over, with the 
corresponding damages or transfer marks that could be evident shown in photograph 31.

Photograph 30 Photograph 31

30. A driver`s version of events can itself very often alert you to a fraudulent claim. Such an event is not an 
everyday occurrence, often quite dramatic and traumatic, and although some factors may be vague, the 
greater picture will be mostly clear to the driver and should easily be recounted.

31. We often see that differing versions supplied by the driver to the police at the scene, or noted by the 
police in the accident report, may be an indication. For this reason it is important to obtain and read the 
police report, and w here possible interview the police officer. There may be reference to breakdowns and 
other assisting services at the scene, however most usually either just a breakdow n service or no 
services at all. In follow up queries, these services can very often not be confirmed or traced, or they are 
not w illing to assist in any w ay. Very often, and interestingly, in almost every case the writer has dealt 
w ith, the accident is reported by the driver, and the scene was not attended to by a policeman, or the 
driver had rather conveniently already left the scene by other transport, or had been taken (or gone) to 
hospital. In every case dealt with, the driver has been alone and here w e refer back to our reasoning in 
sections 5, 6, 7 and 8 above.  

32. Other anomalies, such as removed, changed or “tampered w ith” vehicle parts may w ell be discovered 
during careful examination of the vehicle. In one of the cases undertaken, although never proven, there 
was a suggestion of improper engine repair. The engine had become troublesome (very high kilometres) 
and therefore it was “decided” to write the vehicle off in order to replace the vehicle.

33. Fire damage (most commonly a totally burnt out vehicle) should alw ays be thoroughly checked, the w riter 
has discovered engine parts (radiator and alternator) on the rear seat of a burnt out vehicle! Where there 
is suspicion, a fire expert should be used to examine the cause of the fire.   
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34. Finally, remember that SUV’s are much more prone to rollover than “low slung” passenger vehicles, 
because of their design dimensions and because w hen loaded, the height of their centres of gravity can 
increase appreciably, making them more susceptible to rollover incidents of the types noted in 7 above.

Conclusion & recommendations:

1 It is most important that the vehicle always be thoroughly examined, and photographed. Digital 
photography now allow s inexpensive and almost limitless extra pictures to be taken and stored, 
including pictures of the entire vehicle and the under carriage.

1.1 Assessors and investigators need training in this procedure.

1.2 Assessors should be privy to the drivers version of events when examining the vehicle

2 Where any suspicions are aroused, and even better still in all cases, the scene must be inspected 
and photographed as soon as possible.

3 All investigations must be undertaken as soon as possible as the nature of such accidents sees the 
loss of evidence occur very quickly.

4 An urgent reminder should be given to all front line claims handlers, assessors and investigators of 
the information referred to herein.

5 A reminder should be given to all service providers (assessors / investigators / panel beaters) that 
criminal charges w ill be instituted against any party found to be involved in such fraudulent activities, 
and that their services will be terminated.  

6 Although pursuing criminal charges may not always be practical, it is suggested that w here any 
matter is beyond reasonable doubt and does not simply depend on a balance of probabilities, that 
criminal charges be instituted.  

7 If in doubt, please call us.

Accident Specialist
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