PHOTOGRAPHY AT FIRES

by David TURNER

Photography at fires

Essentially camera work for fire investigation may well fall into three aspects:

a)
Photographs taken at the scene of the fire by the Fire Officer of by the Scenes of Crime officer for 
police evidence used in a Court of Law.

b)
Photographs taken by the Home Officer Forensic Scientist at the laboratory of items requiring 
examination

c)  
Phorographs used for record purposes,  or a Home Office enquiry.

For photography to be able to offer a valuable contribution in establishing the cause of fire, pictures need to be taken at the earliest possible time after the fire has started and taken continouously until the fire has been extinguished. This sequence will give the fire officers a chance to take a closer look at the steady progression of the fire and note any of the following:

a)
Unusual burning patterns or spread;

b)
Colour of flame or smoke that would or not normally be associated with the contents of the building, 
vehicle or vessel involved in fire.

Photographs also help to refresh the mind on the structure prior to its damage by fire.

Photographs taken after the fire has been extinguished will also serve as a useful aid, especially if items of furniture, machinery or equipment have been moved from rooms or areas when cutting away or “damping down” operations are under way, as afterwards it is sometimes impossible to reconstruct the room layout and contents.

The following is a list of the generalised points on the value of photography:

a)
Good aid to memory at a later date.

b)
If photographs are to be used in court the photographs should have nothing descriptive added or persons posed in any pictures.  The SOCO's photographs will conform to this requirement so make sure he has taken the correct views.

c)
Obtain if possible all relative contents of room(s) from various angles.  It is advisable to make notes at all times of each "shot" taken, i.e. specific items - angle - which room - floor level.

d)
Random shots taken can often show doors open or closed or blocked, windows damaged, vehicles nearby.

e)
Where a body has been found in a fire the body should be photographed prior to moving it and if  possible showing where possible its relative position in the room or floor, and again after its removal as the floor or furniture may reveal an unburnt pattern. 

f)
If an appliance or device is considered to be of special interest in establishing the cause, endeavour to obtain pictures from all sides and try to include a picture showing its position in relation to the room or area. Do not move it under any circumstances unless for essential fire-fighting reasons.

