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When a drug dealer is shot to death by a
rival dealer, why does he get more attention
from law enforcement than a mother taking
her child to a ballet class that is slaughtered
by an impaired driver?

Why do we get in a hurry for the investiga-
tion into the mother’s death, but give the
drug dealer all the resources we can muster?
Is the drug dealer “more dead”?

Crash scenes are crime scenes. We all
know the statistics of carnage as the result
of impaired driving. They are staggering.
Yet we still have the attitude that the scene
must be cleared. We treat these homicides
on our roadways like they are fender bend-
ers that need to be moved to the shoulder.
We are wrong and we must change.

When the drug dealer is murdered, the scene
is secured: often for days. There is an
officer posted at the perimeter to note every-
one that enters the scene and get infor-
mation as to their agency and contact num-
ber. Detectives with specialized training are
dispatched. Crime scene specialists, trained
to collect hair, fiber, DNA, and other physi-
cal evidence arrive. Everything is docu-
mented with photographs. The murder
weapon is seized, bagged, and locked away
in a secure location. The victim’s body is
autopsied, and later an expert will testify as
to cause of death. Witnesses are taken to
offices and interviewed, and their statements

are later neatly transcribed with contact
information. For weeks the investigation
continues, with additional evidence gath-
ered.

When the mother is murdered, a volunteer
fireman will put out some orange cones.
He will direct traffic through the crime
scene, often causing the destruction poten-
tial evidence. In fact, he may get out his
broom and sweep evidence aside so no
one’s tires are damaged. The impaired
driver will wander around the crime scene
unsecured while a traffic officer tries to
sort out what happened. Emergency per-
sonnel will move the mother’s body be-
fore photographs can be taken. Maybe
another traffic officer will arrive and park
on the crime scene. Perhaps a collision
reconstructionist is available to actually
see the scene. Witnesses are handed a
piece of paper and asked to write down
what they saw. The victim’s body will be
transported to a morgue, identified, and
sent straight to the funeral home without
autopsy. In fortunate situations, the local
newspaper will show up so there are pic-
tures of the crash scene. The entire time
the investigating officer’s sergeant is
screaming that the intersection must be
cleared. Then- worst of all- the murder
weapon is not bagged, tagged, and se-
cured. It is loaded on a tow truck and driv-
en to a junk yard where it is left out in the
elements behind a chain link fence.
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What is wrong with us? Why do we treat
our most innocent of victims as if they were
in an “accident”? More importantly, how do
we change our approach?

Here is a list of suggestions to improve the
way we investigate vehicular homicide:

1. Set policies for traffic control in antici-
pation of these crimes occurring. Unfor-
tunately, they will happen. When the De-
partment of Transportation is doing work on
roads, there is no one telling them to hurry
or to clear an intersection. There are de-
tours and closed lanes. We can do this as
well. Set policies whereby supervising of-
ficers determine whether traffic should be re
-routed or lane closure will suffice. The
crime scene must be secured.

2. Develop a plan for investigation. If you
have reconstructionists available, work out
plans for immediate contact. Take ad-
vantage of crime scene collection teams
within your jurisdiction, and develop proto-
cols whereby they can respond as well.
Traffic officers have training in determining
impairment and how collisions occur, not
hair and fiber collection. These people do
exist: call them in, even if they don’t nor-
mally do crash scenes. If someone was shot
in a car, they would be called immediately.
Take advantage of their skills and ask for
help. In rural jurisdictions, one agency may
have experts in one field that another
agency does not. Have mutual aid agree-
ments in place so calling upon another of-
ficer with specialized training to respond
can be done in a seamless fashion.

3. Assign tasks. Every case has a lead in-
vestigator. That person should assign spe-

cific duties: who takes photos; who identi-
fies witnesses and conducts interviews;
who takes control of the defendant; etc.
That same lead investigator should also be
the person to gather everything for the
case file from the people to whom these
tasks are assigned.

4. Train first responders. These folks
are dedicated and often volunteer. Unfor-
tunately, their primary purpose is not the
same as ours. Their training is not either.
They must be provided with information
as to what they should do at a crash scene
to reduce the destruction of evidence.
This can be done through training con-
ducted by the local prosecutor or traffic
squad. Another method would be for lo-
cal law enforcement, fire department, and
EMS supervisors to meet and develop pol-
icies that do not interfere with the primary
purposes of any agency. In some jurisdic-
tions law enforcement officers may actual-
ly be volunteer firemen or EMTs and can
help facilitate this.

5. Secure the murder weapon. The ve-
hicle driven by an impaired driver is a
murder weapon. Treat it as such. Do not
move it until all potential evidence is col-
lected. Explain the importance of it to the
tow truck driver. Photograph the vehicle
carefully before it is towed to prove
whether damage was caused by the crash
or as a result of being towed. Secure it in
an indoor location until it can be photo-
graphed and perhaps re-examined for ad-
ditional evidence. Do not throw the bro-
ken pieces in the back seat or trunk. Do
not release it. Shooters don’t get their gun
back pretrial either.
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6. Prosecution. All prosecution offices
should have at least one person who can be
contacted anytime and anywhere as soon as
the crash occurs. When possible, the prose-
cutor should go to the crime scene and offer
advice without interference in the investiga-
tion. The perspective of law enforcement
officers and prosecutors is different. Things
that seem inconsequential to an officer may
be invaluable to a prosecutor, and vice ver-
sa. Issues such as intent and state of mind
are often important, and a prosecutor can
advise an officer as to what potential evi-
dence is necessary to prove these factors.
Most importantly, the prosecutor can advise
the officer as to what charges are appropri-
ate based on the officer’s findings.

7. Know your resources and limitations.
Do you know whether to turn off a cell
phone collected at a scene, or whether you
should leave it on? Can you conclusively
determine the direction of travel by viewing
the vehicle at rest, or should you ask for
help from an expert in reconstruction? No
odor of alcohol does not mean lack of im-
pairment: do you know the signs of drug
use? There is always someone who can an-
swer these types of questions: seek them
out.

8. Document thoroughly. Make sure
everyone involved in the investigation
documents everything they see, hear, and
smell. Equally important is that they
don’t document their opinions. Opinions
are for experts. Investigators gather facts.

None of this is meant to imply that traffic
officers do not perform a horrific task in
an amazing way. They do. The purpose
of this is to point out that the institutional
mindset that clearing a roadway is more
important than solving a murder is wrong.
There are no do-overs with these crimes.
With improved communication, training,
and cooperation we can stop discounting
the lives of our victims. These crashes are
crime scenes. Treat them as such.

Sarah Garner is a Traffic Safety Resource
Prosecutor with the North Carolina Confer-
ence of District Attorneys

This article was reprinted with the permission of Sarah Garner.
It was originally published in Between the Lines, National
Traffic Law Center, Volume 21, Number 3.
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Article Submission Requirements and Protocols
Editorial Staff

The Arizona Police Science Journal publishes peer-reviewed scientific papers and works significant and rele-
vant to the law enforcement community. APSJ also publishes editorials and training articles that, while based
on science or relevant to science, may not include new scientific research or theories. The goal of APSJ is to
provide a combination of works written by well-renowned and credible authors, prosecutors, criminalists,
officers and engineers who may be new to the writing process, but have relevant and important information to
share.

The journal will be e-published at www.azgohs.gov and APSJ, in its entirety, will be available to the public.

The editorial staff is committed to providing quality training and information that is timely. Papers or work sub-
mitted to the editorial staff undergo a strict review process starting with the editors. Selected papers are then
sent to experts or peers for a double blind, independent peer review process. If there are revisions, corrections
or comments from the peer-reviewers, the editorial staff then coordinates between the author and the reviewers
until a final work product is completed. The papers are then again peer-reviewed by experts and the APSJ
Advisory Board for accuracy and quality. Only then will the articles be published.

Any submissions should be made electronically to facilitate the rigorous review process and level of quality a
publication such as this demands. Authors should submit their work in Microsoft Word in a easy to read and
standard format, accompanied by any images or photographs, also in a standard format. The submitted work
should include a title page with the author's name, address, phone and email contact information. If the paper
is of a highly specialized nature, the author may submit a list of at least three persons with the credentials and
experience necessary to be qualified as peer-reviewers. The work must also include an abstract and a very
short biography or “Author’s Note”.

For more information, please email apsj@azgohs.gov.
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