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The impoundment of a motor vehicle represents a complex intersection of property law, administrative regulation, 

and law enforcement procedure. Whether a vehicle is seized due to traffic violations, evidentiary requirements in a 

criminal investigation, or private property trespass, the process of reclaiming that asset is governed by stringent 

legal protocols. At the heart of this process lies the Authorization to Release/View Vehicledocument—a formal

legal instrument that bridges the gap between the impounding authority and the vehicle owner or their designated

representative.

Theoretical Framework: Property Rights and Administrative Seizure

To understand the necessity of a formal vehicle release authorization, one must first examine the legal concept of 

Bailment. When a law enforcement agency or a private towing company takes possession of a vehicle, a

constructive bailment is created. The bailee (the impound lot or agency) assumes a duty of care to protect the

property but is legally prohibited from releasing it to any individual who cannot prove a superior right of possession.

This is not merely a bureaucratic hurdle; it is a safeguard against theft, unauthorized access, and liability claims.

The legal authority for vehicle impoundment often stems from specific state statutes, such as California Vehicle 

Code #22651.1 or similar local ordinances in jurisdictions like Dallas, Texas, or Topeka, Kansas. These codes 

stipulate that the impounding agency must provide a mechanism for the owner to designate an agent, particularly 

when the owner is incapacitated, incarcerated, or otherwise unable to appear in person. The Authorization to 

Release/View Vehicle and Property Affidavit serves as the primary mechanism for this designation.

Core Legal Concepts

•  Registered Owner (RO): The individual or entity listed on the vehicle title and registration records maintained 

by the Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV).

•  Legal Owner (LO): Typically a lienholder (e.g., a bank or credit union) that holds the title to the vehicle until the 

loan is satisfied.

•  Affidavit: A written statement confirmed by oath or affirmation, used as evidence in court or for administrative 

purposes. In the context of vehicle release, it confirms the owner's intent under penalty of perjury.

•  Power of Attorney (POA): A broader legal instrument that may be used in lieu of a specific release form, 

provided it grants the agent authority over personal property and motor vehicles.

Technical Anatomy of a Vehicle Release Authorization Form

A standard Authorization to Release/View Automobileis a dense technical document that must capture specific

data points to be considered valid by municipal auto pounds or private tow yards. Failure to include any of the

following elements often results in the immediate rejection of the document.

1. Identification of the Subject Vehicle

The form must uniquely identify the asset to prevent the release of the wrong vehicle. This includes:



•  Vehicle Identification Number (VIN): The 17-character unique identifier. This is the primary key used by law 

enforcement databases.

•  License Plate Number and State: The current registration identifiers.

•  Make, Model, and Year: The basic descriptive characteristics of the vehicle.

•  Color: To assist in visual verification on the impound lot.

2. Identification of the Parties

The document must clearly distinguish between the Grantor (the owner) and the Grantee(the authorized

representative). Technical requirements for the Grantee include their full legal name and a government-issued

identification number (e.g., Driver’s License Number).

3. Scope of Authorization

The form must explicitly state what the representative is allowed to do. Common authorizations include:

•  View Only: Allowing an insurance adjuster or owner's representative to inspect the damage or retrieve specific 

personal items without removing the vehicle.

•  Full Possession: Authorizing the representative to pay all accrued fees and drive or tow the vehicle off the 

premises.

•  Property Retrieval: Specifically authorizing the removal of personal belongings from the interior or trunk of the 

vehicle.

The Role of Notarization in Identity Verification

One of the most critical technical aspects of the Authorization to Release Form is the requirement for 

Notarization. Because the impounding agency cannot verify the signature of an owner who is not present, a

Notary Public serves as an impartial witness to the signing of the document.

A Notary performs three essential functions in this process:

1.  Identity Verification: The Notary checks valid, unexpired government ID to ensure the person signing the 

form is truly the registered owner.

2.  Voluntariness: The Notary ensures the owner is not being coerced into signing away their vehicle.

3.  Jurat or Acknowledgment: The Notary attaches an official seal and signature, making the document a sworn 

affidavit that carries legal weight in a court of law.



Requirement Standard Authorization Notarized Affidavit Power of Attorney

Owner's Signature Required Required Required

Third-Party Name Required Required Required

Notary Seal Optional (if present) Mandatory Mandatory

VIN Inclusion Mandatory Mandatory Optional/General

Legal Weight Administrative High (Sworn) Highest (General)

Procedural Execution: Step-by-Step Release Workflow

Reclaiming a vehicle involves a series of sequential steps that must be followed with precision. Any deviation from

this workflow can lead to additional storage fees or legal complications.

Phase 1: Verification of Vehicle Status

Before attempting to use a release form, the owner must verify if there is an Investigatory Hold on the vehicle. If a 

vehicle is held for evidence (e.g., in a forensic investigation), an authorization form is useless until the detective or 

district attorney issues a Clearance Release. Use the following checklist:

•  Contact the impounding agency (e.g., Dallas Police Auto Pound).

•  Provide the VIN or Case Number.

•  Confirm the total amount of Towage and Storage Fees accrued.

•  Ask if a specific city-mandated form (like the Dallas 2014-2024 printable template) is required.

Phase 2: Document Preparation

The Authorization to Release Form must be filled out in its entirety. It is recommended to use black ink or a digital 

fillable PDF to ensure legibility. Technical Tip:Ensure the name on the authorization matches the name on the

vehicle registration exactly. Discrepancies such as "Jonathon" vs "Jon" can cause administrative delays.

Phase 3: Execution and Notarization

The owner signs the document in the presence of the Notary. In cases where the owner is in jail or a hospital, a 

Mobile Notarymust be dispatched to their location. The original document with the raised seal or wet ink signature

is usually required; many impound lots will not accept scanned or faxed copies due to the risk of forgery.

Phase 4: Retrieval and Financial Settlement

The authorized representative arrives at the lot with:

1.  The Original Notarized Authorization Form.

2.  Their own Valid Driver's License.

3.  Proof of Insurance (if the vehicle is to be driven).

4.  Payment: Most municipal lots require cash, cashier's checks, or specific credit cards. Personal checks are 

almost never accepted.

Mathematical Modeling of Impound Economics

The cost of vehicle impoundment is not static; it is a function of time and administrative overhead. The total cost



(TC) can be modeled using the following formula:

TC = TF + (DR × D) + AF + GF + ST

Where:

•  TF (Towing Fee): A flat rate for the initial transport of the vehicle.

•  DR (Daily Rate): The storage fee charged per 24-hour period (often ranging from $20 to $100).

•  D (Days): The number of days or partial days the vehicle has been in custody.

•  AF (Administrative/Notification Fee): Fees associated with running title searches and sending certified letters 

to owners/lienholders.

•  GF (Gate/After-Hours Fee): Additional charges for releasing a vehicle outside of standard business hours.

•  ST (Sales Tax): Applicable state and local taxes on services.

For example, if a vehicle is impounded in a city with a $150 tow fee, a $50 daily storage rate, and a $50

administrative fee, the cost after 5 days would be:

TC = 150 + (50 × 5) + 50 = $450.00

This underscores the financial urgency of completing the Authorization to Release Formcorrectly on the first

attempt.

Case Studies: Common Failure Modes in Vehicle Release

Case Study A: The Incarcerated Owner

An individual is arrested, and their vehicle is towed. The owner wants their brother to pick up the car to avoid 

storage fees. Failure Mode: The brother brings a handwritten note from the owner. Result: The tow yard rejects 

the note because it lacks notarization. Solution: A mobile notary must visit the jail to notarize the official 

Authorization to Release/View Vehicle and Property Affidavit.

Case Study B: The Deceased Owner

A vehicle is impounded following a fatal accident. The next of kin attempts to retrieve the vehicle. Failure Mode: 

The next of kin provides a death certificate but no authorization. Result: Since the owner cannot sign a release 

form, the tow yard requires Letters of Testamentary  or a Small Estate Affidavitto prove the individual has the

legal authority to act on behalf of the deceased's estate.

Technical Comparisons: Municipal vs. Private Impounds

The requirements for an authorization form can vary significantly depending on whether the entity holding the

vehicle is a government agency or a private contractor.



Feature Municipal/Police Auto Pound Private Property/Trespass Tow

Fee Regulation Strictly capped by city ordinance. Subject to state maximums; often 
higher.

Documentation Often requires specific agency forms. Accepts general notarized letters.

Release Hours Typically restricted (e.g., 8 AM - 5 PM). Often 24/7 (per state law 
requirements).

Hearing Rights Right to a Post-Storage Hearing. Civil dispute between owner and lot.

Identification Vigorous NCIC/LEADS database 
check.

Basic ID and registration check.

Summary of Broader Implications

The Authorization to Release/View Automobileis more than a simple permission slip; it is a vital component of

the due process rights afforded to property owners. By requiring notarized signatures and specific vehicle data, the

legal system ensures that property is only transferred to authorized individuals, thereby mitigating the risk of

conversion or theft under the guise of official impoundment.

For legal professionals and vehicle owners alike, precision in the execution of these forms is paramount. As digital 

transformation continues to impact the legal field, we may see the rise of Remote Online Notarization (RON) for 

vehicle releases, allowing owners to authorize agents via secure video link. However, until such technology is 

universally adopted by municipal authorities like the Dallas Police Department or California Highway Patrol, the 

traditional, notarized paper affidavit remains the gold standard for securing the release of impounded assets. 

Understanding the technical requirements, the underlying statutes like CVC #22651.1, and the financial

implications of delay is essential for the efficient recovery of motor vehicle property.
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