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Crime Scene Photography Techniques
By William C. Sampson

Crime scene photographs provide a permanent visual rec-
ord of the crime scene as it was found, depicting what was
seen and collected by the investigator. and are essential in fol-
low-up investigations and court proceedings.

There are three basic types of photographers:
1. People who make a living through photography.
2. People who take photos as a hobby or pleasure.
3. People who use photos in their occupation for a
business purpose. Crime scene photography is an
adjunct to the investigator’s occupation, and the pho-
tographer does not have to be a professional.

This document is intended to describe
the proper documentary procedures to fol-
low in recording a crime scene through
photography.  Photographic techniques,
camera operation, and equipment selection
are mentioned to supplement the docu-
mentation procedures described.

General:

Photographs are normally taken from
the outside of a scene to the inside (core
area) of the scene.

Be consistent when taking photo-
graphs. Photograph each aspect of a crime
scene from distant, mid-range, and close-up perspectives.

Film is inexpensive. Take numerous photographs. Film
cost does not override the value of complete and thorough
photographic documentation of a crime scene.

Carry a spare photographic equipment including: camera
flash, batteries, film, and tripods. Back-up equipment and
proper training will allow the photographer to produce accept-
able results in case of equipment failure.

Investigators should maintain a photographic log as a ref-
erence to where and what photos have been taken. as well as
the conditions under which the photographs were obtained. A
log also helps the photographer present a professional image
when testifying in court.

The log should include:
« Identity of photographer.

e Date/time.
¢ Location of crime.

* Type of case.

* Case number or other identifying number.
» Orientation. Description of the scene.

* Type of camera/lens used.

* Type of film used.

« Light source.

* Shutter speed.

« Lens aperture.

Because photography does have some inherent limitations,
always create a crime scene sketch as a addendum to the pho-
tographic log.

Remember:

 Photographs are two-dimensional and can-
not show distances and measurements accu-
rately between objects.

eIrrelevant details may be present in photo-
graphs.

*Photos can fail to show concealed details.
«Single photographs usually won’t depict the
entire crime scene.

The sketch, used in conjunction with
photographs, will present a clear, complete
¥ and accurate view of the crime scene. Pho-
tographs should be taken first, with the sup-
plemental sketch created later.

‘When you arrive on the scene, obtain as much information
about the case as you can from the lead investigator or first-
responding officer. This will provide a basic plan for taking
photographs and help to determine specific photographic re-
quirements. Take exterior photographs before the interior
photographs.

Obtain photos that illustrate the following:
» How the subject(s) approached, left the scene.
* How scene was entered and exited.
* How crime was committed.
« [tems handled or moved.

Interior photographs:

* Take a minimum of four photographs from each
corner of the room. Optionally take photos from
wall-to-wall or points of the compass.

» Use a tripod-mounted camera with a shorter than
normal focal length lens set at the entry point of the
room to obtain overlapping panoramic
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photographs.  Then shoot the scene from the
opposite side of the room. Option: Before entering
a room, use an instant camera mounted on an
extension pole to obtain overhead photographs of
the scene. This allows you to lacate and identify
evidence hidden behind funiture or other objects.
Take photos from eye-level perspective of the first
person on the scene, whether a witness or first-
responding officer.

Eyewitness perspectives should be photographed
by line-of-sight to and from the scene core. Photo-
graph obstructions. These photographs are crucial
in determining if a witness, subject or officer’s line-
of -sight of an object was clear or obstructed.

If practical, have two photographers record the
crime scene to obtain different perspectives. This
also reduces the likelihood of inadvertent destruc-
tion or damage to film, lost film, and equipment
malfunction. Or, have one photographer shoot
35mm film, while the other takes instant photos as
a back-up documentation.

If an object or piece of evidence is obstructed, a
minimum of two photographs should be taken.
One photo with the obstruction in place and the
second after its removal.

When taking instant photos attach a label to the
back of each image identifying the investigator/
photographer, date, type of case and case number.
With 35mm film, write the above information on a
photographic of gray card or similar device and
photograph it at the beginning of each roll. Also,
sequentially number each roll of film used.
Immediately photograph evidence that may be con-
taminated, inadvertently destroved or damaged by
inclement weather conditions.

As a general rule, photographs should be taken in a progres-
sion from general to specific.

e Long-range photographs could include aerial or
overhead photographs, exterior, interior or any
photographs that encompass a wide portion of the
scene. These photographs identify the location of
the crime.

Mid-range photography provides an orientation of
an object within a scene. Care should be taken that
the photographs can be easily compared with the
long range photos.

The close-up photos should depict items that could
not be adequately seen from the two previous
ranges. Photographs show the relationship of evi-
dence to the scene, and ultimately illustrate a connection
to be made between the scene and the defendant, and
also help to establish the chain of custody.

Macro photography with and without scale may be
used to record tool marks or fracture patterns.

Always use a scale when taking photographs to

show distance and size relationships. Each item

should be photographed with and without a scale in

the event the use of a scale in a photo is prejudicial.

If an item or object has been moved prior to photograph-

ing the scene, photograph it in its new location. Next place

the object in its original position and photograph it again.

This action should be noted in the photo log and/or on the
sketch.

Four basic types of crime scenes investigators will document:

¢ Qutdoor crime scene.

« Indoor crime scene.

 Transportation crime scene. This may be traffic,
accidental. natural or man-made accidents, or a
homicide involving some type of vehicle.
Individual injury.

Qutdoor crime scene:

* Qutdoor scenes change constantly. Lack of secu-
rity or inadvertent destruction of evidence by well
meaning investigators or unauthorized personnel
can effect the outcome of a case.
Weather conditions can destroy fragile evidence.
Protect crucial evidence with a portable shelter like
a tent or canopy.
Approaching the crime scene may also destroy
valuable evidence. Carefully observe routes for
approach and entry to the scene. Avoid making
footwear impressions etc.
Crowds may also be present at a scene. Take pho-
tographs of the crowd. One of the onlookers may
be a perpetrator or witness to the incident.
Photographs of outdoor crime scenes, or the ap-
proaches to an indoor scene should include a land
mark as a point of reference. For example, street
signs at intersections are excellent reference
points.
Use long distance, mid-distance and close up pho-
tographs to record the scene and items of evidence.
* Record house numbers and exterior of house or
building.
« Photograph paths leading to and from the scene.

Shoe/Tire Impressions:

Photograph shoe and tire impressions with and without a
scale using instant or 35mm color film, or black and white for
additional contrast.

Utilize two cameras, each loaded with a different type ol
film, photographing from the same perspective. Both cameras
should be set perpendicular to the surface being photo-
graphed, using a heavy-duty tripod with dual head support.
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The camera(s) should be set at a constant height to fill the
frame with as much of the impression as possible. Photograph
from the same perspective with each camera.

Use a scale to indicate size. Commercial rules designed
specifically for footwear or tire impressions are desirable.
Place the scale parallel to, and on the same plane as, the im-
pression.

Impressions can be photographed with side lighting or
oblique lighting as follows:

« Set the light source at an angle at 30 degrees or less
from the plane on which the evidence is located.

* Use a flashlight to determine the best angle and
shadowing effect to produce the greatest contrast in
the impression.

« Option 1 — Use flash from right side of impression
to left side of impression, from left side of impres-
sion to right side, from rear of impression to front
of impression, and front to rear.

* Option 2 — Use the flash crossing the impression
with an “X” pattern.

= Option 3 — Use the flash from clock coordinates.

« Suggestion: If there is too much sunlight, shroud

the impression and use the flash to highlight the
impressions in the same manner as the previous
description.

Interior crime Scenes:

Interior scene photography uses the same basic techniques
described in the general photography techniques and introduc-
tion sections of this document.

* Indoor scenes are photographed with available
light; incandescent light; florescent light; electronic
flash, or a combination of these light sources.

* During a trial, an investigator may be asked if a
photograph accurately depicts thé scene as found.
Be prepared to discuss the lighting technique used.
and why you selected it.

* Most indoor photography can be done using a nor-
mal focal length lens. A shorter than normal focal
length lens can be used to obtain an overall view of
the interior.

= The photographer, investigators, and bystanders
should not appear in any scene photographs.

« Avoid scrapbook-type photos or jocular poses by
officers on the scene.
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* Photographs provide the jury with a visual record
of the scene and evidence as it was found and
must illustrate key points clearly without verbal
support.

Photograph blood evidence and note the time the
first photograph was taken. Re-take photos every
hour, recording the time and air temperature when
each image is taken.

» All fingerprint or footwear evidence should be
documented. Record and document heights and
location of latent print evidence on porous walls.
Fingerprints, which may be destroyed in the collection
process, should be recorded and photographed
before processing. Oblique lighting with a flash
light may be used in lieu of an electronic flash unit.
If a Polaroid Spectra Law Enforcement Kit is used,
take photos using the 1:1 copy stand attachment.
Place the system directly over the developed
fingerprint when taking the photograph. (Also,
mount the camera on a tripod and use the system’s
close-up lens attachment to obtain photos.)

Take photos with and without scale.

Mid-range documentation should be made for
orientation purposes, illustrating where the latent
fingerprint evidence was located.

Photographing vehicles:

Unfortunately, most cases involving motor vehicles are seen
as routine in nature, and proper techniques are often not fol-
lowed.

 Photograph vehicle from front, back, left side, and

right side. Using a camera mounted on an extension

pole, photograph the top of the vehicle, including
roof, hood and trunk areas.

Photograph license plate and registration decal

from mid-range and close-up perspectives.

Photograph the VIN number using a lens with

close-up capability.

» Examine, photograph vehicle undercarriage.

Photograph damage and trace evidence collected.

+ Obtain nid-range and close-up photos of damaged
areas showing possible identifying fracture patterns
or tool mark evidence. Obtain photos with and
without a scale.

Evidence found in the vehicle should be photographed with
and without an alpha or numeric identifier. A photographic
log sheet should be made showing locations where evidence is
found. Create a sketch of upper and lower quadrants of vehi-
cle interior. Note areas on the sketch where photographs are
taken and items of evidential value are found.

Legal admissibility and considerations affecting the admission
of photographs:

» The object pictured must be relevant to the issue.

 The photograph must not appeal to the emotions, or
prejudice the court or the jury.

» The photograph must be free from apparent distortion
and not misrepresent the scene or object it purports to
represent.

A photograph taken using the proper techniques and pro-
cedures, if properly exposed; taken at the correct angle; and
depicting the scene accurately, may become key evidence in a
criminal case. In fact, in some instances, photographs may
reveal evidence previously overlooked at a crime scene.

(Editor’s note: Whenever using scales or other identifying
markers such as cones, tents or flags in your photograph of the
crime scene, ensure that the scene is first photographed with-
out these devices. Once the item and scene have been thor-
oughly documented, add these devices and photograph again.
By proceeding in this manner, we ensure that the scene has
been recorded accurately and that we have not hidden, re-
moved or otherwise tampered with evidence.) B

William C. Sampson, a 38-year law enforcement veteran,
teaches crime scene investigation courses throughout the
United States. He is a Certified Senior Crime Scene Analyst
and Distinguished Member of the International Association
Jfor Identification (IAl). Sampson is also a member of the
Florida Division of the International Association for Identifi-
cation and a Fellow of the British Fingerprint Society.

This article was found on the internet. For more informa-
tion like this visit http//'www.polaroid.com .




