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WOW, have you checked our webpage lately on our upcoming conference. 

The Board feels this is a conference you do not want to miss.  Beginning 
with Ron Rugen's, Making Yourself Visible, to Terry Klooster's, Child  

Abduction presentation this will be a conference you will remember  
for a long time 

  

We have invited Drew and Heather Collins, parents of Elizabeth Collins age 
8 who along with their niece Lyric Cook-Morrissey age 10 went missing on 

July 13, 2012. The girls were last seen riding their bicycles in Evansdale, 
Iowa. To being told 145 days later on December 5, 2012, that law enforce-

ment had recovered their bodies in a wildlife area in northeast Iowa, some 
25 miles from where they were abducted. 

  

Hear their story of what they went through and their deep faith that has gotten them through these unbelievable 
hard times that no parent should have to endure. You don't want to miss their story. 

  
We are trying something new at this year's conference. We will have a Meet and Greet on Wednesday evening 

for those arriving early. It is open to everyone, so stop by and meet your fellow investigators, pass out business 

cards, get something to eat and just relax. I will have more on this as the conference gets closer. 
  

If you are looking for some savings in these difficult times, all you have to do is go to our webpage. Using cash 
or Pay Pal, register for the conference and book you room with IAPI. Rooms rates are $85.00 per night. No taxes 

and fees are involved doing it this way rather than booking a room on your own with the hotel. One payment 
and you are done. It's quick, easy, saves you money and your are helping the Association. So book early and 

take advantage of the savings. 

  
Suzanne Boyde has informed the Board she is resigning her Treasurer's position at the conclusion of the confer-

ence. This is an appointed position and we are looking for someone who wants to fill it. If you feel you are the 
right person who wants to be more involved with the Association, let one of the Board members know. Thanks 

Suzanne for all your hard work, dedication and friendship. You deserve the rest and will be missed. 

  
In closing, I want to remind everyone that dues are due this month. The money generated from your dues help 

fund this great organization that keep these fantastic conferences coming your way. 
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Any advertising submitted shall include, in advance of publication, the appropriate fee as well as camera-ready  

artwork.  All advertisements and claims made in such advertisements are the sole responsibility of the advertisers.  

The Newsletter welcomes submitted articles, notices and other information of interest to private investigators for  

publication.  The items published in this Newsletter and opinions herein do not necessarily reflect the views of the 

Iowa Association of Private Investigators. The IAPI reserves the right to edit, or strike any submitted article or  

advertisement which it deems inappropriate.   

 

The IAPI Newsletter is published quarterly by the Iowa Association of Private Investigators.  Please make checks  

payable to IAPI and send all inquires, articles and related informational materials to: Jeff Marlin, Editor, IAPI  

Newsletter, PO Box 11183, Cedar Rapids, IA 52410 or email jmarlin@marlinsspecialinvestigations.com 
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Dayton tabs Duncan as newest 

judge in Third District 
 

Posted: Tuesday, January 22, 2013 6:14 am | Updated: 10:44 am, Wed Jan 23, 2013.  

 

ST. PAUL — Karen Duncan, a former Olmsted County assistant attorney and chief 

public defender in the Third Judicial District, has been appointed as District Court 

Judge in Minnesota's Third Judicial District by Gov. Mark Dayton. 

Duncan's appointment was announced on Monday by Dayton's office. She'll re-

place Judge Casey J. Christian, who retired on Dec. 31. The judgeship will be 

chambered at Owatonna in Steele County. 

Minnesota's Third Judicial District consists of 11 counties: Dodge, Fillmore, Free-

born, Houston, Mower, Olmsted, Rice, Steele, Wabasha, Waseca and Winona. 

Duncan last served as the chief public defender for the Third Judicial District, 

where she supervised staff and volunteers serving clients in the district. She previ-

ously served as the assistant public defender for the district, and prior to that, was 

the sole practitioner of the Duncan Law Office in Owatonna. 

In addition to Olmsted County, she has also been an assistant county attorney for 

Rice County and for Benton County in Iowa. Duncan earned her B.A. from the 

University of Minnesota and her J.D. from the University of Minnesota Law 

School. 

"Duncan has demonstrated a serious commitment to justice and our state's legal 

system and she will be an excellent judge," said Dayton. "Her history of public ser-

vice and community engagement will help her as she serves the people of the 

Third Judicial District." 

 

Karen is the wife of IAPI member Terry Duncan. 

Karen also was a speaker at our 2012 IAPI Conference 

IAPI congratulates Karen on her appointment and wishes her well 
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What I Learned from Starting My Investigations Firm 
By Brian Willingham 

I’ve made it through three years after starting my own investigative firm. Statistically speaking, I had only a 50 per-

cent chance of making it here. But I like my odds now. 

I’m not here to tell you the best way to start an investigative business. Or how to build a thriving investigative busi-

ness. 

This is not based on academic research. I’m not regurgitating what I’ve found in the umpteen business books I’ve 

read. 

This is based on personal experience. This worked for me. 

Keep in mind though—this may not work for you. 

Read, Read, Read 

Before I started my own business, I read voraciously. I read a number of business books before I ever opened my 

doors. Since then, I have read many more. While some books were great for helping make decisions (like whether 

to form an LLC or an S corporation), the books that influenced me the most are the ones that opened my mind to 

new ideas. 

Some were better than others, but here are a few that I really like: Rework, Professional Marketing Services, The 

Thank You Economy, The Referral Engine, The $100 Startup, Anything You Want and The E-Myth Revisited. 

I also read hundreds of business blogs, like Seth Godin, 37signals, Duct Tape Marketing, Chris Brogan and The 

New York Times small business blog You’re the Boss. 

Make Friends 

You know the people you think are your competitors or enemies? They aren’t. They are your friends. Meet as many 

as you can in your area. Exchange and share ideas. Help one another out. Learn from each other. It’s a small world 

out there. You never know when you may need them. Or when they may need you. 

Outsource What You Don’t Do Well 

Do you know what you’re good at? And what you’re not? If you don’t, you might be better off taking a look at 

yourself in the mirror. I’ll wait. 

Now figure out a way to get it done. Outsource, barter, hire a freelancer or just figure out a way to have someone 

else do it. If you are not good with numbers, get a good accountant. If you have no technical skills, outsource to a 

kid who does. 

It doesn’t pay for you to spend hours trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. 

 

http://pursuitmag.com/what-i-learned-from-starting-my-investigations-firm/
http://smallbusinessplanned.com/information/small-business-failure-rate-9-out-of-10/
http://www.amazon.com/Rework-Jason-Fried/dp/0307463745/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1355743625&sr=8-1&keywords=rework
http://www.amazon.com/Professional-Services-Marketing-Generation-Development/dp/0470438991/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1355743658&sr=1-1&keywords=professional+marketing+services
http://www.amazon.com/Thank-You-Economy-Gary-Vaynerchuk/dp/0061914185/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1355743676&sr=1-1&keywords=thank+you+economy
http://www.amazon.com/Thank-You-Economy-Gary-Vaynerchuk/dp/0061914185/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1355743676&sr=1-1&keywords=thank+you+economy
http://www.amazon.com/Referral-Engine-Teaching-Business-Market/dp/1591844428/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1355743731&sr=1-1&keywords=the+referral+engine
http://www.amazon.com/100-Startup-Reinvent-Living-Create/dp/0307951529/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1355743757&sr=1-1&keywords=%40100+startup
http://www.amazon.com/Anything-You-Want-Derek-Sivers/dp/1936719118/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1355743784&sr=1-1&keywords=anything+you+want
http://www.amazon.com/E-Myth-Revisited-Small-Businesses-About/dp/0887307280/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1355743802&sr=1-1&keywords=e-myth
http://sethgodin.typepad.com/
http://37signals.com/svn/
http://www.ducttapemarketing.com/blog/
http://www.chrisbrogan.com/blog/
http://boss.blogs.nytimes.com/
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Be What You Want To Be 

Speaking of those business books, nearly every book you read talks about growing and expanding your business, 

having a corporate structure and managing growth. That’s fine for some people, but what’s wrong with being small? 

Nothing. 

You want to work out of your house? Go for it! You want to have a big office in midtown Manhattan? Go for it. 

You want to be the biggest investigative firm in your area? By all means. You make it what you want. 

Find Your Niche 

Find or develop a skill and become awesome at it. Know everything you can about it. If it’s surveillance, practice 

your craft. If it’s investigative research, dig through the depths of hell to find stuff. 

Having one thing that you are awesome at is much easier to sell than having a bunch of stuff that you are mediocre 

at. It’s tempting to be all things to all people, but that’s no easy task. 

Use Your Network 

Most people start networking when they need something. Like a job. Or business from someone. That’s the wrong 

way to do it. Networking involves give and take. You give something; you get something back. 

Having said that, whatever network you have, it’s now time to start using it. Reach out to everyone you know who 

could potentially use you. And try to make it as personal as possible. (Hint: Blast emails are not personal.) 

Feast or Famine 

The term “feast or famine” is something you will often hear from investigators. You’ve either got more work than 

you know what to do with, or you are twiddling your thumbs. You’ve got to prepare for it, both physically and men-

tally. With the great times, there are inevitably going to be slow times. Get ready for it. 

Use Technology 

How many investigators do you see without a website, with only an AOL or Gmail address? It’s 2013. Whether you 

realize it or not, your degree of tech-savvy (or its lack) leaves an impression on a potential client. 

Think about how you want your business to look. Do you want to be mobile? Be able to collaborate with other in-

vestigators? Have a platform to deliver video to clients? I set up my entire business in the cloud, and I can work 

from literally anywhere in the world. If that sounds appealing to you, you should be thinking about it too. 

Stand Out 

Many people starting a new business will try to emulate other businesses in their field. They look at competitors’ 

websites, logos and marketing materials and try to copy them. 

I never really understood this. 

If you are starting a business, do you really want to be like everyone else? Maybe you do, but think about how diffi-

cult it will be to pick you out of a crowd. 
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Use Your Gut 

You will get lots of advice about starting your own business. Some you will find tremendously helpful and some, not 

so much. It’s great to have a few people who own small businesses to use as sounding boards, but in the end, you 

need to go with what you believe. You are the one who has to live with the decision. 

Don’t Get It All Done at Once 

There is a lot to do when you start your own business. It’s a bit overwhelming. Take baby steps. Get the critical stuff 

done first. You don’t need a website, marketing materials, business cards and letterhead to get business. Do things as 

you need to. The rest will come in time. 

Investigating Is Only a Small Part of What You Do 

One thing that often gets overlooked is that you first need to know how to run a business. You may be the greatest 

investigator in the world, but that has little to do with the future success of your business. You may have a talent for 

investigating, but that doesn’t mean you have a talent for running a business.  Some of the best investigators I have 

ever known would be the worst business partners. 

Have a Plan 

When I say “plan” I don’t mean “business plan.” A business plan is a waste of time. Ask yourself this: What do you 

want your company to look like a year from now? Five years from now? Just imagine it. There is no need to draft 

some grand plan. 

My plan was to be mobile so I can work from anywhere—to be small and nimble and to have a culture of openness 

and being different. Having this plan helped me make decisions more easily. If it didn’t fit into my master plan, I did-

n’t do it. 

So when I was asked to spend a few weeks in Alaska on a case, I was able to pick up my laptop and go. And when I 

was asked if I wanted to work on a four-month project where I had to travel three hours every day and wouldn’t have 

been able to do any other work, I said no. 

Keep Costs Low 

If there is one piece of advice that’s more important than any of the others, it’s this: Keep your costs as low as possi-

ble. Having a big overhead can kill you before you even start. 

Don’t hire until you absolutely need to, and don’t spend until you need to. Do you think you need a big fancy office 

on Main Street? Try working out of your house or subletting. Think you need a top-of-the-line website? Try a Word 

Press site. 

You can set up a full-fledged business with a couple thousand dollars. Easily. I was turning a profit my first full 

month in business, and I have never looked back. 

Final Thought 

Starting a new business is not all that forgiving. I work harder and longer hours than I have ever worked. But I love it 

and would not trade it for anything.  This worked for me, but your mileage may vary. 
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2013 Iowa Association of Private Investigators Conference Agenda 
 

Thursday, July 25, 2013 
 

0745 - 0815                 Registration - Vendors Open 

0815 - 0830                 Color Guard and Opening Remarks 

0830 - 0930                 Ron Rugen - Making Yourself Visible 

0930 - 0945                 Break 

0945 - 1045                 Jose Lao - Surveillance Techniques 

1045 - 1100                 Break 

1100 - 1200                 Jose Lao - Surveillance Techniques 

1200 - 1300                 Lunch Provided 

1300 - 1415                 Aaron Iacino - Video Enhancement 

1415 - 1430                 Break 

1430 - 1530                 Aaron Iacino - Video Enhancement 

1530 - 1545                 Break 

1545 - 1700                 Aaron Iacino - Workplace Violence 

1700 - 1800                 Social Hour 

1800 -                          Banquet - Keynote Speaker Brian Stampfl 

 

 

Friday, July 26, 2013 

 

0800 - 0830                 Registration - Vendors Open 

0830 - 0930                 Brian Stampfl - Photography Crime Scene Investigations 

0930 - 0945                 Break 

0945 - 1045                 Brian Stampfl - Photography Crime Scene Investigations 

1045 - 1100                 Break 

1100 - 1200                 Brian Stampfl - Photography Crime Scene Investigations 

1200 - 1300                 Lunch Provided 

1300 - 1400                 Terry Klooster - Child Abduction 

1400 - 1415                 Break 

1415 - 1515                 Terry Klooster - Child Abduction 

1515 - 1530                 Break 

1530 -1630                  Drew and Heather Collins  

   Parents of Elizabeth Collins who was abducted and murdered in 2012 

1630 -                          Board Meeting - Election of Officers - Certificates 
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IAPI 2013 Conference Speakers 

 
Drew and Heather Collins  

 

Heather and Drew Collins, parents of Elizabeth Collins age 8 and aunt and uncle to Lyric Cook-Morrissey 

age 10, who went missing on July 13, 2012. The girls were last seen that day on their bicycles. Their bicy-

cles and Elizabeth's purse were found near the recreational trail around Meyer's Lake in Evansdale, Iowa. 

They were the subject of a massive search by several law enforcement agencies including the Federal Bu-

reau of Investigation. The images of the two girl's smiling faces became a familiar, unsettling sight across 

Iowa on billboards, posters, bumper stickers and even Halloween candy. 

  

To being told 145 days later on December 5, 2012, that law enforcement had recovered their bodies in a 

wildlife area in northeast Iowa, some 25 miles from where they went missing. 

  

Hear their story of what the Collins' went through and their deep faith that has gotten them through these 

unbelievable difficult times that no parent should have to endure. You won't want to miss their story. It will 

be part of the presentation on Child Abduction. 
 

Terry Klooster  
 

Child Abduction Terry Klooster has 33 years of law enforcement experience. he served 4 years as a uni-

formed officer on the Cedar Rapids Police Department before spending the next 29 years as an investigator 

and Supervisor with the Iowa Divisions of Narcotic Enforcement and Criminal Investigator. 

 

He has led, assisted and/or supervised hundreds of investigations. Terry has received extensive training in 

Child Abduction Response, served as the Department of Public Safety's CAR Coordinator and is the prima-

ry author of that protocol. In addition, he has trained over 500 law enforcement officers on this topic. Terry 

retired from DCI in April 2012, has become a licensed PI and a member of IAPI. 

 

Ron Rugen  
 

Ron Rugen earned his B.S. Degree from the University of Central Missouri in just over three years in 1982. 

Mr. Rugen covered the Missouri Capital as reporter/anchor of KLIK/Y107 (Jefferson City, Missouri), later 

news director of KRMS/KY94 at Missouri's Lake of the Ozarks, as well as broadcasting for the Missouri 

Farm Bureau radio network, KMOS-TV (Sedalia, Mo), KCMW-FM and KOKO-AM (both in Warrens-

burg, Mo.) Mr. Rugen has also been heard on the ABC Radio Network, AP Radio, Missourinet and NPR.. 

While a broadcast journalist, he fired questions at such newsmakers as then -Vice President George H.W. 

Bush, Rev. Jesse Jackson, Bob Barker, Senators John Glenn, Kit Bond, Thomas Eagleton and Gary Hart 

and musical groups Alabama, Oak Ridge Boys and Statler Brothers. 

 

A lifelong Mid-Missouri resident, Mr. Rugen has seven years experience in Missouri state government and 

nine years in Federal Government. Founded by Ronald Rugen, LPI, Rugen Team Investigations, LLC, is 

the Missouri licensed, full time investigator more local attorneys choose. He is also a member of the Iowa 

Association of Private Investigators. 
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Brian Stampfl  
Brian will also be our keynote speaker at our Banquet. 

 
Photography “Brian Stampfl is the supervisor of the Seattle Police Department’s Crime Scene Investigations Unit 

(CSI). They investigate Major Crimes, including homicides, officer involved shootings, gang violence, sexual as-

saults, robberies and other unthinkable crimes. Brian started his career in 1991 with the City of San Bernardino in 

Southern California. He transferred to the Seattle Police Department in 1995 and has held several positions includ-

ing, Sexual Assault and Child Abuse Detective, Academy Instructor, Field Training Officer and Patrol Officer. 

He’s an adjunct faculty member at Seattle University and teaches an awesome course entitled, “Medicolegal Death 

Investigation and Crime Scene Investigation.” 

 

Aaron Iacino  
 

Aaron Iacino is the Vice President of Siouxland Safety Services. He is the lead investigator specializing in corpo-

rate investigations and interrogation. He is the head of the law enforcement training department that teaches Defen-

sive Tactics, PPCT, Hostile Communications, Tactical Medicine, and Advanced Tactical Pistol courses. Aaron has 

spent a decade working in psychiatric facilities studying human behavior and also holds several NRA instructor 

certifications in multiple disciplines such as pistol, rifle, refuse to be a victim, and home firearm safety. 

 
Iacino specializes in non or less lethal defensive tactics such as open and closed hand techniques, chemical agents, 

electrical devices, and tactical edged weapons. He has developed a professional self-defense system called 

“Compassionate Defense”, designed to keep a professional working on the job safe without getting fired for caus-

ing injury to a client. 

 

Jose Lao  
 
Surveillance Techniques Jose Ramon Lao was born in New York City. He grew up in the city housing  

projects and learned the ways of the street. At the age of 16 he was sent to live with his Sister in Moline Illinois in 

an effort to head off his friendships with local gang members. After arriving in Moline he  

realized that he had been given a chance to start over and he took advantage of the opportunity. At the  

age of nineteen he enlisted in the U.S Army and served three years of active duty, followed by nine years  

in the Reserves. 

 
While in the Reserves he also worked as a private security officer, followed by stints as a Correctional  

Officer with the Illinois Dept. of Corrections and a Security Police Officer with the Rock Island Arsenal. He joined 

the Illinois State Police in November 1984 and retired from that agency on December 31, 2010. While with the 

State Police he worked as a road trooper, a K-9 Officer and Certified K-9 Instructor, bike patrol officer and as a 

Special Agent assigned to Investigations. In 1998 he began a twelve year career working undercover with The 

Metropolitan Enforcement Group. He became well known in Law Enforcement for the quality of his cases. He 

worked with state and federal agencies on investigations that took him to Iowa, Illinois, New York, New Jersey, 

California, Texas and Michigan. In one of his better known cases he purchased twenty kilos of Cocaine while 

awaiting delivery of a previously ordered forty-seven kilos of cocaine. Both buys resulted in numerous arrests and 

seizures. He also posed as a “hit man” during twelve separate murder for hire investigations. 

 
Jose joined the staff of Graybeard Investigations following his retirement from the Illinois State Police. He has also 

been certified as an expert witness in Federal Court. Jose is an ordained minister with the Christian Harvest 

Church. He and his wife Laurie are celebrating their 30th wedding anniversary in 2013. They are the parents of 

two daughters and have two grandchildren. 
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What to do when clients go mad 
 

 

Sometimes, a client goes a little bit crazy, temporarily or otherwise. Is it ethical to work 

the case? 

“I can calculate the motion of heavenly bodies, but not the madness of people.” –Isaac Newton 

“No excellent soul is exempt from a mixture of madness.” –Aristotle 

 

Sgt. Joe Friday never uttered his most famous quote from the TV series Dragnet, ”Just the 

facts, ma’am.” But what he did say is essentially the same: “All we want are the facts, ma’am.” 

If only. 

Any investigator who’s ever answered his office phone knows this: Fact-finding is only one as-

pect of his work. An investigator finds himself playing many unofficial roles that venture well 

beyond seeking and compiling information. He listens, soothes the scorned, talks the client out 

of terrible ideas, and (occasionally) bails him out of lockup when he fails to listen. 

Sometimes, an investigator’s most important role is to tell a prospective client that she should-

n’t hire him at all. 

The best investigators have a trained nose for nutters; how they deal with that intelligence is, in 

terms of ethics, where the rubber meets the road. As one astute law blogger pointed out, “Every 

lawyer knows that the dream client is eccentric.” And by “eccentric,” he means “crazy and 

rich.” 

The temptation to subsidize more straightforward (but less lucrative) work with big checks 

from “eccentric” clients can be overwhelming. It’s a free country, right? If she wants to pay 

you $150/hr to check the aquarium, pool, and hot tub for “deep-sea listening devices” every 

day for a month, who are you to argue? 

Here’s the rub: There’s an ethical line somewhere, one that separates the realm of honest work 

for clients in tough spots from the Land of Exploitation of the Criminally Insane. Where, exact-

ly, is that invisible frontier? Would you accept checks from the aforementioned client if she 

lived in a trailer? Or is crazy crazy, no matter the size of the investment portfolio? 

I once accepted payment from a client who was certain that a former paramour had set up sur-

veillance on her house…surveillance that emanated from space. No amount of reason could 

convince her that this was so unlikely as to be entirely unfeasible, and she insisted I do, at the 

very least, a bug sweep. 

 

http://www.popehat.com/2010/05/10/a-legal-ethics-question-the-crazy-client/
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I eventually consented, charged her a minimal fee, and felt extremely uneasy about the transac-

tion. In the end, I agreed to the job because I felt that she was buying peace of mind, even if it 

was peace of mind of the tin-foil helmet variety. 

I’m still not convinced that it was the right thing to do. And ever since, I’ve tried to establish at 

least a working set of guidelines about what to do when a client insists on hiring me to do 

something that would serve only to drive him deeper into Crazyland. 

The trouble is, defining crazy isn’t so easy. There’s full-bore, talking-to-the-mop crazy, there’s 

paranoid crazy, and then there’s temporary insanity—the kind most of us suffer every now and 

again. In this line of work, there’s plenty of the latter variety, especially when it comes to mat-

ters of the heart. 

In the Phaedrus, Plato speaks of love as a form of madness, one “fraught with the highest 

bliss.” Any family attorney can tell you what can happen when that blissful madness morphs 

into suspicion, jealousy, and lust for revenge. 

Are there times when it’s clearly unethical to indulge and exploit that temporary insanity? Like, 

say, when the already-divorced client wants continued surveillance on his ex, “just to know the 

truth”? What about when he wants that surveillance done at 3am, and he asks you to call him 

right away if you see a certain car in the driveway…and then turns up, wearing no pants, wield-

ing a machete? 

Private investigators certainly aren’t mental health professionals. But there are times when talk-

ing a client off the proverbial cliff, though it may not be the job you were asked to do, is the job 

that most needs doing. In the end, we’re all just a little bit mad at times; sometimes what’s 

called for isn’t surveillance, but a little compassion, and a long, frank conversation. 

With that, here’s a quick mental checklist I run through when a new or old client of mine starts 

showing signs of significant plot loss. If any of these categories apply, the red flags fly, and I 

strongly consider a polite, “I’m sorry, but no,” spoken in a very calm, soothing voice. 

1. The Vengeful: The divorce is over, custody agreement is set, but he/she wants more “work” 

done—just to “know the truth” or to “get some dirt.” 

2. The Paranoid: A client is sure someone is monitoring him/her in ways that are impossible 

or highly unlikely. (A mention of satellites=clanging alarms) 

3. The Smarmy: A client insists repeatedly, “I’m not a stalker,” but he doth protest too much. 

Thomas H. Humphreys is a Nashville private investigator and founder of [FIND] Investiga-

tions. 

http://www.findinvestigations.com/
http://www.findinvestigations.com/
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Private investigators who use GPS trackers to monitor suspected 
cheating spouses are in a legal gray area. 

By Ryan Gallagher|Posted Friday, Nov. 9, 2012 
 
 

The tools once reserved for intelligence operatives have become increasingly cheap and available in recent years, and perhaps no 

one has benefited from this more than private investigators who make their money by monitoring suspected cheaters. No longer 

do they have to sit outside a seedy motel for hours, trying to take pictures of a philandering husband and his mistress entering a 

room together. They need only attach a GPS device to the suspected adulterer’s car, and the client’s suspicions can be confirmed. 

 

In a landmark ruling in January, the Supreme Court held that law enforcement use of GPS trackers to monitor movements consti-

tutes a “search.” That means the technology falls under the Fourth Amendment’s protections against unreasonable searches and 

seizures, making it difficult for police to put a tracker on a car without first obtaining a warrant. But for private individuals, laws 

around the use of GPS trackers remain patchy, differing state to state. 

 

Take California, Texas, Virginia, and Minnesota. These states allow private individuals to use tracking devices where the owner 

of a vehicle consents to it being monitored. Where there is no consent, it is considered a misdemeanor that can result in a fine and 

a jail sentence of six to 12 months. If a vehicle is jointly owned—say, by a husband and wife—and one owner wants to secretly 

track the other, it’s a murky area that’s as ethically dubious as it is legally contentious. However, that isn’t stopping private in-

vestigators—some of whom appear willing to track any vehicle regardless of its ownership. 

 

In a bid to find out whether private eyes are adhering to the law, earlier this month I decided to dabble in a bit of undercover in-

vestigating of my own. Posing as a suspicious wife and using a fake email address, I wrote to a number of PIs in the states with 

the strictest laws on the use of GPS surveillance trackers. Those I randomly selected were all advertising a GPS service openly 

on their websites, and I emailed to request a quote for how much it would cost to “GPS monitor movements of my husband's car” 

over a two-week period. 

 

Of the 20 investigators I contacted, 16 replied, and only one declined to offer me some sort of GPS tracking citing legal concerns. 

The majority of the PIs said they would do it on the condition that my name was on the title of the car, with some offering to pro-

vide a DVD of its movements and others offering “real-time” surveillance of the vehicle for me to watch live via cellphone or 

computer. 

 

Two separate investigators in California I approached expressed no immediate concern for the state’s GPS tracking law, which 

unequivocally outlaws tracking a car without the consent of its owner. Still using the fake name and email address, I asked 

whether the investigators would be willing and able to monitor more than one vehicle at a time. “There is another person who I 

believe is involved with my husband and it would be useful for me to check her car's movements at the same time as my hus-

band's,” I wrote. 

 

The response from Irvine, Calif.-based Hudson Investigations was a straight yes. “I could do it for $1200 including install and 

removal,” company boss Rick Hudson, a former Orange County police officer, told me. I received a similarly affirmative answer 

from Western Investigations, a firm headquartered near San Diego that claims on its website to be one of the most experienced PI 

agencies in California. “You are looking at a total of $1,800 for 2 vehicles for 2 weeks of the tracking,” Western Investigations’ 

general manager wrote. “We will give you access to monitor it yourself during the entire course of the investigation. And if you 

would like a location history report at the conclusion of the investigation, we can do so as well.” 

 

When I subsequently contacted Western Investigations under my real name about this story, I asked whether it was aware the 

service I requested is classified as a misdemeanor under California’s penal code. “If I gave you the wrong impression then I was 

mistaken,” the GM wrote back in an email, insisting that the company would not install a tracking device without the consent of 

the registered owner. Western Investigations’ owner Patrick Schneemann then told me in a separate message, “I can assure you 

that our company policy is that we do not use GPS in our investigations unless we have consent from the owner of the vehicle.” 

 

http://www.slate.com/authors.ryan_gallagher.html
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Rick Hudson at Hudson Investigations said he was sure he had mentioned the legal constraints in his emails (he didn’t) and said 

that he wouldn’t put a tracker on any vehicle without signing a GPS agreement with the customer that says that they have the au-

thorization. Hudson added that he gets “so many calls regarding these tracking units that it's crazy.” 

 

Other PI companies were reluctant to directly help me track the vehicles but instead offered to sell or rent me GPS tracking equip-

ment. This would mean any unlawful use of the tracker would be on my shoulders and not those of a PI. In one instance, even 

after I informed Texas-based LP Dynamics that I was looking to track two vehicles, one of which had no ownership connection to 

me, I was offered "2 passive GPS units" for $125 each. A company representative emailed: "Just place on a vehicle, remove when 

you want and download to your computer to see where they have been." When I later contacted the company for this story, CEO 

Michael Morrison emailed that "we are a licensed private investigation corporation and not an attorney." Morrison rightly stated 

that LP Dynamics follows Texas law "to the letter" because the penal code covers only the installation of tracking systems but not 

the sale of the devices. This could be considered something of a legal loophole. 

 

 

The solitary exception was California-based Orange Investigations, run by former military policeman Ryan Garrahy. Of the 16 

that responded to me, Garrahy was the only PI to completely stonewall my request. Orange Investigations has previously provided 

GPS tracking for its clients, but Garrahy said he has stopped doing so “at this particular time” because of concerns about a possi-

ble rise in civil suits linked to the Supreme Court decision in January. 

 

***** 

Overall, the impression I got was that it was not difficult to find companies willing to help me track any vehicle, which could po-

tentially result in a misdemeanor being committed. Even the investigators who were more cautious, telling me that they would 

only track a vehicle I had an “ownership interest” in, were on shaky ground. Though a case in Minnesota last year ruled that it was 

acceptable to use a GPS tracker on your spouse if you co-own the car, there is far from a legal consensus on the matter in other 

states. 

 

Austin, Texas-based criminal lawyer Ian Inglis told me he thought that the Texas statute on tracking wasn’t constructed with joint 

ownership in mind. “Even if there’s no criminal liability, there could be some civil liability, and it might look bad in a divorce, 

too,” Inglis said. “Whether it’s your husband or wife, it’s a bad idea to track anybody’s car without their permission.”  

 

In California, similarly, it’s a gray area. Hanni Fakhoury, staff attorney at the Electronic Frontier Foundation, said he wasn’t 

aware of any statutory California law that addressed the joint ownership question. Fakhoury referred to Georgia v. Randolph, a 

Supreme Court case where it was ruled that there needed to be joint agreement for the lawful search of a jointly owned property. 

According to Fakhoury, the joint consent deemed necessary in Randolph is consistent with other California law and so could fea-

sibly apply to the use of trackers on a jointly owned vehicle. (Californian wiretap law, for instance, requires both parties to a con-

versation to consent to having the conversation recorded—unlike federal wiretap law, which only requires one party to consent.) 

 

Contentious legal issues aside, what’s clear is that the use of GPS tracking devices is very far from being under control. While law 

enforcement agencies are now bound to consider the trackers as covered by the Fourth Amendment, in the private domain there’s 

a lack of clarity when it comes to the regulation. Where there are laws, in some cases they are being ignored, and where there is 

any ambiguity, it is being exploited—often by individuals who stand to make a profit. 

 

As is frequently the case in the realm of surveillance, the technology is out of step with the law. High-tech tracking tools that 

would a decade ago have rarely been used outside police and military circles are available today to anyone with a credit card and 

access to the Internet. The technology is continuing to advance and is simultaneously becoming cheaper. And that’s not going to 

change any time soon. 

 

SpyBase, a surveillance gadgets retailer based out of Torrance, Calif., has seen in recent years a rapid increase in sales of GPS 

trackers, a trend that’s continuing. The store’s owner, who didn’t want to be named, told me GPS trackers were his “best-sellers,” 

and that a sophisticated $299 real-time tracker called the PTX 5 was his customers’ favorite. 

“PIs, police, private citizens,” he said. “It’s a very big market.” 
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Reminders 
 

If you have not paid your 2013 IAPI membership dues please do so 

now and mail payment of $75 (In State) or $50 (out of State) to: 

 

Clare Reed  

1932 W 3rd Street 

Waterloo, Iowa 50701 

 

You can also pay for your membership dues through PayPal on the 

IAPI homepage. You can register for the IAPI conference also by  

visiting the IAPI homepage and paying through PayPal or you can 

make your reservations for the conference by calling the Holiday Inn 

and Suites at 515-278-4755 

 

Make sure to come to the 2013 IAPI Conference to listen to some 

great speakers and network with many other private investigators 

 

Are you good with money? 

Would you like to be a bigger part of our Association? 

Would you like to get your name out there and be more recog-

nized among your peers? 

 

IAPI is looking for you then.  We are in need of a new appointed/

paid Treasurer for our Association.  If you are interested again 

please contact Clare Reed at 319-239-9391 
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