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Series Note

This textbook is part of a series entitled “Practical Aspects of Criminal and Forensic
Investigations.” This series was created by Vernon J. Geberth, a retired New York City
Police Department Lieutenant Commander, who is an author, educator, and consultant on
homicide and forensic investigations.

This series has been designed to provide contemporary, comprehensive, and pragmatic
information to the practitioner involved in criminal and forensic investigations by authors
who are nationally recognized experts in their respective fields.
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Foreword

I feel very comfortable in saying that criminal investigators throughout our law enforce-
ment community universally agree that the importance of quality crime scene investi-
gations cannot be overemphasized. Criminal investigators must be able to identify and
collect items of evidentiary value left at the crime scene in order to better piece together
events surrounding the crime and to identify perpetrators and sometimes victims.

It is essential then that crime scene personnel take all means necessary to ensure the
integrity of evidence collected in order to avoid legal restrictions that may prevent the
introduction of such evidence at trial or the development of a solid case for prosecution.

The content of this book speaks to issues in crime scene processing that are important,
addressing techniques and applications that apply. It tells you what you need to know, what
you need to do, and how to do it.

The methods and procedures used in crime scene processing, as presented here by
Ross Gardner, combine the collective knowledge of other experts and practitioners in
the field, as well as his own practical experiences garnered over more than two decades
of work as an active criminal investigator and some 4 years as a police chief. I had the
pleasure of serving as his executive manager for 6% years during his special agent inves-
tigator tenure.

I am convinced it is essential that all officers and investigative personnel have a solid
understanding of professionally accepted crime scene protocols in order that their agency
can take full advantage of today’s sophisticated laboratory techniques and technologies.
This book can play a significant role in helping responsible, concerned individuals realize
that objective.

Eugene R. Cromartie

Deputy Executive Director/Chief of Staff
International Association of Chiefs of Police
Major General (Ret.)

U.S. Army Criminal Investigation Commander
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Preface

Over the life of the first edition of this book I have been humbled by its acceptance and
success. I set out in 2003 to write a practical guide of what to do and how to do it in a crime
scene. [ was confident I came close to the mark, having spent over 23 years in crime scene
investigation, but I still wondered if I achieved a product that was useful and easily under-
stood to the majority of those involved in the field.

As it gained acceptance across the country, I specifically looked at those using it in the
classroom for my best feedback. Mind you, many of these individuals held master’s degrees
in forensic science. They worked in the lab and field all day long and then served as adjunct
professors at night. These were individuals who were not fooled by prose and judged mate-
rial based on content. No easy crowd to please, but if I met their mark as teaching practi-
tioners, then I felt I had met my mark of success. Based on the feedback I received, I met
the mark of the majority and for that I am proud, but as with all endeavors I have listened
to them as well and sought to make this document better. Just as there is no perfect crime
scene investigation, there is no perfect crime scene investigation book. So I continue to
challenge myself to keep this document timely, clear, and technically correct. As you will
see, I sought out some extremely competent and skilled contributing authors to assist me
in that endeavor.

Of course there were the typical naysayers. Although few and clearly uninformed, I
even listened to them, when they had valid criticism. I was probably most amused, how-
ever, when I was labeled “jack of all trades and master of none.” An individual, who I
learned had been “present” in a couple of crime scenes over his AFIS career but had never
been responsible for actually processing a scene from beginning to end, offered this tag.
Lacking true crime scene experience, little did this antagonist understand that his label
effectively defines easily two-thirds of the role of the crime scene investigator. Competent
crime scene investigators are masters of their trade, processing crime scenes. But they are
also expected to be a jack of all forensic trades, knowing and generally understanding all of
the different fields of forensic science, in order to appropriately collect evidence in a usable
form for the laboratory scientist. That is by no means an easy task.

An interesting sidelight of this jack of all trades issue was the publication in 2009 of
the National Academy of Sciences report “Forensic Science in the United States: A Path
Forward.” [ was asked by the NAS to preview the draft and offer comments. Be aware, this
document is not a scientific report. Over half its authors were lawyers. At the very least,
70% of the citations offered in the report are legal opinions, but it is represented as science
in every court. One might not agree with how they achieved the conclusions, but they
certainly offered some valid criticisms. The recommendations offered by the NAS were
commonsense and well-established thoughts in the minds of most forensic science practi-
tioners. We should all agree with their desire to see forensic science become more critical
of itself, more professional, and more standardized. What the NAS failed to recognize
was that the weakest link in the chain of criminal justice is the crime scene investigator.
If evidence is not collected and collected properly, it serves no function in defining the
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truth. Yet, they offered no directed recommendations on how to resolve the training and
development of crime scene investigators. This is the problem for forensic science in the
United States. Even if the NAS fails to understand that, we as police professionals must
recognize and act on it. There is no more excuse for failing to properly process a scene of
crime—none at all. Programs abound to teach basic skills. Professional associations such
as the International Association of Identification have crime scene certification programs.
If you wish to be competent, then you have the means at your disposal to be competent. We
all have a responsibility and are all part of the resolution of this problem. This book is my
personal effort at a resolution; I hope it serves your needs.

This isn’t a book about crime laboratory techniques. It won’t go into depth about the
G-C-A-T order in DNA or discuss how mass—gas spectrometry works at the crime lab.
This isn’t a book about criminal investigations. It doesn’t have chapters on burglary or sex
crimes, discuss how to develop functional investigative timelines, or talk about interviews
and interrogations. This isn’t a book about behavioral science; there will be no in-depth
discussion of serial vs. mass murders, nor differentiating of organized vs. disorganized
crime scenes.

The subject of this book is crime scene processing—practical proven methods and pro-
cedures to be used at any crime scene. It includes concepts and investigative procedures
that anyone charged with the responsibility of processing a crime scene should understand.
These methods and techniques are field proven by people who have been using them, not
someone who simply read about it in a book once. To teach these methods, we will deal
with forensics, investigative procedures, and myriad other subjects. Nevertheless, the focus
will remain on what crime scene investigators do, how they actually do it, and how to
decide in what order they will do it.

I make no claim that these ideas and concepts are my personal brainchild. The proce-
dures described here are the consolidated knowledge of the literally hundreds of mentors,
peers, and instructors I've encountered over my career. From municipal departments to
federal agencies, from Scotland Yard to the Finnish Bureau of Investigation, each of the
individuals I've encountered has added in his or her own way to our collective understand-
ing of functional crime scene procedures. These are proven techniques, methods I have
taught and employed in day-to-day criminal investigations throughout the years. They are
the real deal and they work. I certainly intend for this book to serve as a functional refer-
ence for those new to crime scene processing. I expect it will be used as a handy refresher
for those engaged in crime scene processing as a part of their daily duties. Unfortunately,
there are also many participating in the process who simply put have never been taught the
basics. Hopefully this book will aid those individuals as well. The contents are a knowledge
base of many capable and competent subject matter experts.

If one were to choose the entertainment industry as his or her subject matter expert, as
many lawyers do, it would appear that crime scene processing is simple, absolute, and writ-
ten in stone. Accordingly, any dummy can do it perfectly, each and every time. As these
sources would have it, evidence should never be damaged or destroyed through processing
techniques and nothing would be degraded. Of course this logic has one major problem:
Hollywood producers aren’t bound by any rules associated with reality. Amazingly enough,
Hollywood rules and many lawyers seem content to say, “Well I saw it on CSI, so that is
how it’s done.” I liken this thinking to the old joke about incest and the resulting DNA in
a family tree. Every time a lawyer watches CSI, his or her understanding of forensics and
crime scene practices becomes more and more warped. Yet every time that lawyer opens
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his or her mouth in court, he or she presents himself of herself as somehow “in the know.”
That is amazing in and of itself, because across the years I've spent a lot of time teaching
lawyers (defense and prosecution) about forensics and crime scene practices, and I am con-
tinuously flabbergasted to find that few receive any in-depth training on police practices or
forensics in their formal education. They are left to learn about crime scene practices and
forensics on the fly! Nevertheless, lawyers continuously espouse comments, concepts, and
opinions about how it’s really supposed to be done. As a result, a number of myths about
crime scene processing abound. It is important that we debunk a few of these myths.

First and foremost, there is no one-and-only right way to process a scene. There is a
clear and specific purpose for why we process the scene; that is to collect as much evidence
as possible in as functional and pristine a condition as possible. By achieving that, we hope-
fully define more effectively what did or did not happen in the situation being investigated.
Every action we take is directed toward accomplishing this purpose. There is certainly a
basic sequence of effort directed at the crime scene. Investigators routinely assess, observe,
document, search, collect, and analyze the scene, in that order. So there are rules to the
game, just not hard-and-fast rules. If there are rules, then there are clearly wrong things
to do in a crime scene. Yet no two scenes are the same, and every scene presents unique
problems that must be overcome. Competing interests routinely occur in the process, and
that presents contradictions that the crime scene investigator must overcome. In the end
it is only by considering the overall purpose, the sequence of effort, and by understanding
the associated forensics that the scene investigator is able to reach an appropriate decision
on what to do. Even then there is no guarantee that his or her decision will be right, given
the 20/20 hindsight available at trial.

An equally important myth to debunk is the fact that there are no perfect crime scenes
or perfect crime scene processors. The scene begins to degrade from the moment the event
begins, throughout the course of the crime, and continues right through the arrival and
processing by police and forensic scientists. It is impossible for the scene to do otherwise.
Granted, every procedure we discuss is directed toward collecting the evidence and its
associated context in as pristine a condition as possible, but scene degradation is a fact of
life. We use every mechanism available to limit this degradation, but we must accept that
it will occur.

These myths negatively impact the way crime scene investigators operate and are often
used as a distracter at trial. Far too often crime scene investigators say, “Oh the scene was
disturbed; there is no reason to even try to process.” That kind of thinking is ridiculous.
There may be scenes that are so disturbed that little, if anything, of value will be found.
But until the crime scene investigator tries, he or she doesn’t know what he or she will find.
Lazy investigators routinely use this excuse to keep from doing their job. At trial the myths
come into play as well, where crime scene investigators are put on the defensive because
something was damaged or lost through the processing. Why be defensive? Embrace the
reality and tell it like it is: “We tried something; it failed. Would you have preferred, Mr.
Lawyer, that I have not tried at all?” This answer can’t be used as a routine excuse for poor
procedures or haphazard effort on our part, but just the same, we can’t allow unknowledge-
able people to get away with painting the Hollywood version of crime scene processing to
the court. Hollywood’s version of crime scene investigation is fantasy and always has been.

What drives the Hollywood hype is, however, rooted in forensic science. Edmund
Locard’s Principle of Exchange states simply: “Every contact leaves its trace.” With every new
advance in technology, forensic science increases its ability to do more with the evidence.
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Things unimaginable when I first stepped into a crime scene are commonplace today, such
as recovering and identifying DNA from mere touching. Each change increases our ability
to prove Locard far more accurate than perhaps he ever thought possible. Although the
technology is in constant change, the underlying process of dealing with the crime scene
hasn’t changed much at all. Documentation, collection, and analysis still require the same
basic skills. Between the time this book is sent to the publisher and the day it is published
there is no doubt that some new fingerprinting method or forensic technique will be forth-
coming. For that reason, this book won’t concentrate on every specific technique available.
It will concentrate on the basic procedures that do not change with time and on the basic
techniques and skills necessary at most crime scenes.

When I said these procedures could be used at any crime scene, I meant that in every
respect. From the household burglary to the triple-axe murder, it is not whether we should
apply all of these techniques to every crime we investigate, but rather a function of whether
we can. I guarantee that if you could apply all of these procedures and practices to each
and every crime you investigated, your solve rates would astound you. Between 1980 and
1999, while serving in the USACIDC, our organization routinely had a 69% solve rate on
felony property crimes worldwide. Why? Not to say it was the only factor, but there was
a simple rule that the agents lived by lift all latent prints found and submit all lifts to the
crime lab. It didn’t matter that you thought it was smudged or that it was only a partial
finger. All prints were collected, sent to, and evaluated by the crime lab. Burglary or mur-
der, it didn’t matter. As a result, we solved crime. It was anything but a secret; we simply
had the resources to conduct fingerprint evaluations at that level. But that is an oddity.
Imagine asking your county or state lab to provide you the same service. You’d get laughed
out of the building. Now it’s: “Is it AFIS quality? If not, then sorry.” Whether investigative
resources, money, or time, resources drive the investigative train. In a perfect world where
resources were not at issue we could apply these methods across the board at every scene
and be far more successful at identifying and stopping criminals.

Unfortunately we live in a far from perfect world. Sure, at the homicide scene we pull
out all the stops, employ all the gadgets and gizmos. But I guarantee that the smash-and-
grab at a local business or the fast food robbery will not get the same level of attention.
Resource driven, the crime scene supervisor has to make hard decisions about exactly what
he or she will or won’t do. In order to make those decisions intelligently, those process-
ing scenes of crime must understand forensics. They must be a forensic. science jack of all
trades, yet at the same time they must also be a master of their own, knowing the underly-
ing purpose behind crime scene techniques and using proper procedures.

Even in an imperfect world there must be some standard of what minimal scene pro-
cessing entails. Once defined, that standard must be met. Are a couple of Polaroid photo-
graphs and no attempt to lift latent prints at the fast food robbery really sufficient? Perhaps,
if you feel testimonial evidence is more reliable. This book will not presume to define that
standard in detail. Through discussions of photography, sketching, evidence collection,
and report writing, it will certainly suggest where that minimum standard may lie. In the
end, given the resources available and the crime encountered, each crime scene investiga-
tor or supervisor must objectively evaluate his or her effort and set that standard for his or
her own organization and community.

Once you get past the Hollywood hype, past the limitations of our organizations, and
past the drama queen lawyers of the courtroom, this business is really quite simple. Crime
scene investigators seek to establish what happened and provide the justice system with
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factual information on which to base justice decisions. We have no sideline agendas, no
master to serve but the truth. When it is all said and done, the crime scene investigator
simply has to look in the mirror and ask: Have I done my job to the best of my ability? Have
I secured and documented the evidence that might help prove the facts more effectively to
the judge and jury? If the answer is yes, then we can all sleep well. If not, then perhaps we
need to work a little harder at enhancing our skills and abilities.
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