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3.01  TRAFFIC ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION 
 

PROCEDURES 
 
3.01.001 Purpose of Investigations 
 

A. The proper investigation of traffic accidents provides the basis on 
which effective traffic control and accident prevention programs 
are instituted.  The purposes of accident investigation are many 
and include: 

 
1. To determine the causes, times, and places of accident-

causing violations so appropriate selective enforcement 
action may be implemented. 

 
2. To obtain data for traffic control and highway engineering 

improvement. 
 

3. To protect the rights of the individuals involved. 
 

4. To obtain data for improving driver education programs. 
 

5. To provide data that assists legislators in enacting needed 
legislation. 

 
3.01.002 Accident Investigation Policy 
 

It is the policy of the St. Mary’s County Sheriff’s Office to investigate the 
following types of traffic accidents and complete a State of Maryland 
Automated Crash Reporting System (ACRS) electronic accident report: 

 
A. Fatal accidents. 

 
B. Personal injury accidents. 
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C. Accidents resulting in placement of charges specifically relating to 
the cause of that particular accident to include alcohol or drug 
impairment. 

 
D. Hit and run accidents when a witness exists or a description, 

partial description of the striking vehicle is available or physical 
evidence exists as a basis for possibly identifying the striking 
vehicle.  

 
E. Accidents involving government-owned property, regardless of the 

level of government. 
 

F. Accidents involving a school bus, when the bus is being used to 
transport children, students, or teachers for educational purposes 
or in connection with any school activity. 

 
G. Accidents involving a vehicle transporting hazardous material.  

Hazardous material is defined as any substance or material 
classified as “hazardous” in the Emergency Handling of 
Hazardous Materials in Surface Transportation handbook, or by 
the Chemical Transportation Emergency Center (CHEM TREC). 

 
H.  Property damage accidents when a vehicle becomes so disabled 

as to prevent its normal and safe operation, except property 
damage accidents occurring on a public or PRIVATE PARKING 
LOT or other private property regardless of the extent of damage. 

 
I. Notwithstanding the restrictions imposed elsewhere in this section 

on the investigation of traffic accidents, deputy sheriffs will 
investigate a motor vehicle accident if requested to do so by the 
owner or operator of a vehicle involved, if the accident is reported 
in a timely fashion and if the circumstances of the accident are 
such that a reasonable investigation can be conducted. 

 
J. When a fire occurs in a vehicle, while it is in motion on a state or 

county highway. 
 
3.01.003 When Investigation Is Not Conducted 
 

Deputy sheriffs adhere to the following procedures after arriving at the 
scene of an accident where a State of Maryland Automated Crash 
Reporting System (ACRS) electronic accident report and investigation 
are unnecessary: 

 
A.  Check to ensure operators of vehicles involved in the accident 

possess valid driver’s licenses, valid vehicle registrations and 
valid vehicle insurance.  
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B. Deputy sheriff places appropriate charges as a result of observing 

or witnessing violations not related to the cause of that particular 
accident.  

 
C. Deputy sheriff notifies owners/custodians of property damaged as 

a result of an accident, the severity of the damage and pertinent 
information regarding the striking vehicle and operator. 

 
D. Deputy sheriff expeditiously ensures that the free flow of traffic is 

restored before leaving the scene. 
 

E. Deputy sheriff provides operators with SMCSO Form #3, Motor 
Vehicle Accident Insurance Information, to assist them in 
gathering needed information.  Deputy sheriffs will assure that all 
required information is exchanged. 

 
F. Deputy sheriffs who have received training in the E-TIX system 

can instead complete an Information Exchange Entry within the E-
TIX section of the Delta Plus program.  While logged into the 
Delta Plus program, the deputy will locate the Information 
Exchange Entry by first clicking the “E-TIX” box.  The deputy will 
then click on the “CRASH DATA COLLECTION” box.  After 
clicking on the “CRASH DATA COLLECTION” box, the deputy will 
choose the “Information Exchange” box or “Crash Report” box 
when the “ACRS Crash Selector” window opens.  If a State of 
Maryland Automated Crash Reporting System (ACRS) electronic 
accident report is unnecessary, the deputy will choose the 
“Information Exchange” box, after which the electronic Information 
Exchange Entry page opens.  When the deputy has scanned 
and/or entered all appropriate driver, vehicle, insurance, and 
witness information, he/she will ensure an appropriate number of 
copies of the Information Exchange Entry are printed since no 
entered information can be saved after exiting the entry. 

 
G. Deputy sheriffs will provide all operators with the Complaint 

Control Number (CCN) assigned to the accident along with the 
deputy’s name and agency identification number. 

 
H. If no report is taken, the deputy sheriff will enter a brief narrative in 

the MDB depicting the accounts of the traffic accident.  The 
narrative will describe the deputy’s observations and findings 
surrounding the circumstance of the accident.  The information will 
be documented by the deputy sheriff in a computer entry under 
the assigned CCN for the accident. 

 
3.01.004 Basic Investigation Guide 
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A. For many people involved in a traffic accident, it is their first 

contact with the Sheriff’s Office.  The deputy sheriff is in a position 
where he/she is able to provide assistance and other necessary 
services.  The manner in which the deputy sheriff conducts the 
investigation may determine the person’s attitude toward the 
deputy sheriff and the Sheriff’s Office. 

 
B. Each accident presents different problems requiring resolution 

and the deputy sheriff should recognize it is not necessary to 
follow the procedural steps which follow, in the order in which they 
appear.  He/She should “Do the first things first.” 

 
C. Upon being informed of an accident, the communication specialist 

is in a position to secure and properly record information which 
serves as the basis for appropriate action: 

 
1. Name, address, and phone number of caller; 

 
2. Exact location of the accident; 

 
3. Severity of the accident; 

 
4. Number of vehicles involved and whether drivers are at the 

scene; 
 

5. Traffic conditions;  
 

6. Need for ambulance and;   
 

7. Need for other emergency services. 
 

D. Based on the information available, the urgency and severity of 
the accident will dictate the operational procedure to be followed 
to secure the needed services for the deputy sheriff investigating 
the accident. 

 
1. Dispatching of additional patrol units to assist in traffic 

control, care of the injured, etc. 
 

2. Ambulance service. 
 

3. Hospital or doctor. 
 

4. Clergy. 
 

5. Medical Examiner. 
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6. Tow truck, fire apparatus, etc. 

 
7. Public utilities companies. 

 
8. State or County Highway Administration. 

 
3.01.005 Responding and Arrival 
 

A. The first duty of responding Deputies is the protection of life, 
including officer safety.  At all times, visibility of deputies in or 
around the roadway is a safety concern. Deputies will comply with 
Federal Highway Administration Regulation (23 CFR Part 634 
Worker Visibility) and utilize the special equipment issued to them 
to enhance their safety. This special Equipment includes reflective 
traffic vest/clothing; flashlight or flares, and traffic cones. 

 
B. Consistent with safety, the unit(s) responding to the accident 

scene proceeds; promptly exercising sound judgment. No more 
than two (2) deputy sheriffs will respond unless directed by a 
supervisor or if additional assistance is requested by an officer on 
the scene. On arrival, the patrol vehicle is parked where it will be 
safe and will not endanger the public.  Whenever possible, it is 
parked off the traveled portion of the highway.  While parking the 
vehicle, the deputy sheriff observes and evaluates obvious 
conditions which may make exiting from the vehicle hazardous.  
He/She becomes aware of fallen wires, fire potential, hazardous 
locations, hazardous material involvement, and highway 
pavement conditions.  Tire marks at the scene or on the shoulders 
may be evidence and are not driven over or obliterated and 
thereby destroyed. 

 
C. Care of Injured – In order to make an intelligent effort to save life 

or ease suffering, the deputy sheriff has knowledge of emergency 
care.  He/She does not attempt to make a diagnosis, administer 
emergency care beyond his/her capabilities, or permit unskilled 
persons to move or treat injured persons.  When investigations 
involve serious personal injury or death it is important that medical 
personnel are aware of the victim’s organ donor status.  
Whenever possible, the investigating deputy sheriff or supervisor 
at the scene ensures the driver’s license or organ donor card 
accompanies the individual to the medical facility. Do not attempt 
to remove a motorcycle helmet from a seriously injured person. 
Any helmet that is removed will be transported with the person to 
the hospital. 

 
D. Safeguard Property – prompt and positive action is taken by the 
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deputy sheriff to safeguard property at the accident scene from 
theft or further damage.  

 
E. Safeguard the Accident Scene – The deputy sheriff makes a 

quick evaluation of the situation and takes such preventive action 
as is indicated.  Immediate needs requiring prompt action are: 

 
1. Disturbances involving parties on the scene. 

 
2. The use of flares, when appropriate, to warn approaching 

traffic; 
 

3. The rerouting of traffic; 
 

4. The prevention of congestion to permit emergency vehicles 
to move freely and safely; 

 
5. Emergency crews from utility companies and; 

 
6. State or County Highway Administration crews to spread 

sand or other materials over roadway surfaces made 
hazardous by spillage of oil, tar, etc., or by severe icy 
conditions. 

 
The deputy sheriff is alert for potential dangers such as un-
deployed airbags and spilled gasoline or other flammable 
substances.  He/She should recognize factors which could further 
endanger the accident scene.  Remedial action, dictated by the 
nature of the existing danger, is taken and traffic is controlled and 
directed until the hazardous condition is corrected. 

 
3.01.006 Deputy Sheriff in Charge of the Accident Scene 
 

Unless a supervisor is present, the first arriving deputy sheriff will be in 
charge of the accident scene. 

 
A. Although the deputy sheriff will retain control of the scene, the 

care and control of injured persons will be left to authorized 
fire/rescue personnel upon their arrival.  

 
B. Deputy sheriffs may make recommendations for placement of 

fire/rescue vehicles to protect the scene, injured persons and 
investigators, while still maintaining, if possible, a reasonable flow 
of traffic. Any recommendations or requests are made through the 
highest ranking fire/rescue personnel on the scene.   

 
C. Control of the scene will be released to an agency accident 
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reconstructionist when called to the scene.  
 
3.01.007 Fundamentals of Accident Investigation 
 

A. After safeguarding the scene and providing for the care and/or 
removal of the injured, the deputy sheriff makes efforts to 
determine: 

 
1. What happened; 

 
2. How it happened; 

 
3. Why it happened, and; 

 
4. Who is at fault? 

 
This basic approach will establish cause, reconcile conflicting 
statements, and provide evidence for prosecution. 

 
B. It is important the deputy sheriff secure information to provide a 

complete, unbiased, and accurate accounting of the accident.  
This can best be accomplished by carefully studying and 
employing the techniques and methods of interrogating and 
interviewing drivers and witnesses taught in basic training.  The 
Driver/Witness Statement (SMCSO Form #4) can be used to 
document this information. 

 
C. Drivers 

 
1. Drivers are affected by various physical and emotional 

factors caused by the accident and the manner in which the 
deputy sheriff conducts his/her questioning may create 
tension and anxiety.  The deputy sheriff should overcome 
the difficulty sympathetically, calmly, and objectively.  

 
2. The questioning is courteous, objective, and adaptable to 

the occasion. 
 

3. Verify the driver’s identity, ownership of the vehicle and the 
identity of witnesses. 

 
4. Drivers and witnesses are interviewed as soon as possible 

so the answers will be more spontaneous and truthful and 
not colored by rationalization or counsel of others.  Be alert 
for false reporting of information by persons involved.  For 
example, a person may convey he/she was driving, when 
in fact, his/her spouse was the operator.  
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5. Information based on observation of physical evidence, or 

statements made by other drivers or witnesses will verify or 
disprove some opinions. 

 
D. Witnesses 

 
1. The deputy sheriff is alert to the reliability of the witness 

information.  Did the person actually observe something or 
is the information biased and influenced by prejudice or 
relationship?  

 
2. The ideal witness is one who actually observed, through 

the use of one or more of his/her five senses, something of 
importance relating to the accident. 

 
3. Information secured from a witness should be in writing to 

support the deputy sheriff’s information when enforcement 
action is contemplated.  

 
4. Care is used when considering witnesses’ determinations 

of time, distance, speed, or location of impact.  These 
issues are often misinterpreted by lay persons.  Close 
examination of physical evidence may reveal data which 
will corroborate witness information, such as tire or gouge 
marks, paint transfers, etc. 

 
5. Record Making – Recording date, evidence, and testimony 

about an accident is accomplished by the following basic 
method: 

 
a. Completing the accident report form in its entirety; 

 
b. Taking statements from those involved and 

witnesses; 
 

c. Taking photographs whenever it is deemed 
necessary, and;  

 
d. Making diagrams and taking measurements at the 

scene. 
 

Complete and accurate reports become a permanent 
record.  They provide the deputy sheriff with complete 
factual data for purposes of testimony. 

 
3.01.008 Fatal And Hit And Run Accidents 
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A. Proper accident investigation requires follow-up action and 

procedures. Fatal and hit-and-run accidents necessitate 
subsequent activities and considerations not usually associated 
with minor property damage or personal injury accidents. 

 
1. The possibility a suicide, homicide, or criminal negligence 

may be masked to look like an accident should not be 
overlooked.  The assistance of accident reconstructionists 
and detectives are useful in examining these issues. 

 
2. Whenever possible, the body of a deceased victim is left 

undisturbed at final rest position until the arrival of the 
Forensic Investigator. (Do not use spray paint to mark body 
positions). 

 
3. Efforts should be made not to obstruct traffic for any longer 

period of time than is reasonable. Length of time will be 
determined by the time, place, and other circumstances of 
the accident. 

 
4. Transmit accident information as soon as possible to 

Sheriff’s Office Headquarters, via telephone. 
 

5. The investigating deputy sheriff is responsible for the 
initiation of immediate and necessary action to insure 
prompt notification of the next of kin. 

 
6. Notification of death or other bad news is given tactfully 

and diplomatically and, whenever practicable, such 
notifications are made in person.  Chaplains may be used 
to assist with notifications.  Notifications should be made by 
two deputies or a deputy and a Chaplain.  (Refer to 
SMCSO Policy B2.21) 

 
7. When a deputy sheriff conducts a death notification or 

report of a serious injury, it is important he/she be tactful 
and compassionate.  He/She should afford the recipient a 
chance to vent emotions.  If practical, the assistance of 
relatives, chaplain, physician, or friendly neighbors can be 
helpful while making these notifications.  This is especially 
important if the recipient, due to age or physical or mental 
conditions may react more severely than is normally 
anticipated.  If the recipient is currently in a position to 
operate a motor vehicle, consideration is given to the 
advisability of driving while under emotional stress. 
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8. When requesting members of this agency, or other 
authorities, to make such a notification, consideration is 
given to the urgency of the message in determining the 
method of communication to be used.  Verification of 
notification is requested in each instance.  Messages 
involving such notifications are expedited by agency 
personnel concerned. 

 
9. Investigations involving the death of  a member of the 

armed forces, notification is made to the closest military 
facility of the branch of service to which the deceased was 
attached and the following information furnished: 

 
a. Full name of deceased;  

 
b. Rank of deceased; 

 
c. Assigned unit; 

 
d. Manner of death, and; 

 
e. Place where remains are being held. 

 
10. The military authority so notified is responsible, dependent 

upon circumstances, for: 
 

a. Identification of the deceased; 
 

b. Notification of next of kin; 
 

c. Notification of the proper military authorities, and; 
 

d. Arrangements for disposition of remains pursuant to 
such request from next of kin. 

 
11. Where the death of a member of the armed forces occurs 

from an accident investigated by this agency and the 
armed forces member is on official leave and lives in St. 
Mary’s County, notification procedures as outlined under 
paragraphs (5) through (8) above, are followed.  The 
information listed under paragraph (9) is transmitted to the 
appropriate military facility including the fact identification 
was established and the next of kin notified. 

 
B. Hit and Run Accidents – Upon determining this type of accident 

has occurred, the deputy sheriff conducts the following: 
 



 

SMCSO POLICY B3.01 TRAFFIC ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION Page 11 of 14 

1. A search must be initiated quickly and performed 
systematically if any degree of success is to be achieved in 
locating the striking vehicle.  

 
2. Relay all available descriptive information as soon as 

possible so other officers will be alerted. 
 

3. Search for physical evidence, question victim or witnesses, 
and coordinate the activity of assisting officers. 

 
4. A criminal investigation may need to be conducted in 

conjunction with the accident investigation. 
 
3.01.009 Accidents Involving Fire Hazards 
 

A. Request the fire department respond to the scene. 
 

B. Take the appropriate action to stabilize the scene by providing 
scene protection, isolating the immediate area, removing persons 
from the immediate vicinity of the hazard, and if possible, 
extinguish the fire hazard. 

 
C. Provide for the safe movement of vehicles within the vicinity of the 

fire or potential fire hazard, detouring traffic if necessary. 
 
3.01.010 Accidents Involving Hazardous Materials  
 

A. A hazardous material is defined  as: any element, compound or 
combination thereof which is flammable, corrosive, explosive, 
toxic, radioactive, an oxidizer, or is highly reactive and which, 
because of handling, processing, and packaging, may have a 
strong tendency to explode or cause life-threatening situations. 

 
B. Response to hazardous material accidents: 

 
1. The deputy sheriff will always be aware of the dangers 

involved when examining a suspicious or potentially 
dangerous object. 

 
a. Don’t move or touch the object. 

 
b. Don’t turn lights on or off in the area. 

 
c. Note particulars about the object, i.e., size, shape, 

color and exact location. 
 

d. In responding to downed lines the deputy sheriff will: 
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i. Ascertain the location of the hazard prior to 

arrival. 
 

ii. Park his/her vehicle at a distance from the 
hazard while investigating. 

 
2. After learning that a hazard exists, notify the proper 

authority and stand by until the hazard can be neutralized.  
 

3. Block the area off until it can be made safe.  
 

4. Do not touch, or allow other untrained persons to touch 
downed lines.  

 
C. Responding to other public safety and/or health hazards: 

 
1. Park up-wind of the incident if possible.  

 
2. Move and keep people away from the incident scene.  

 
3. Do not walk into or touch any spilled material.  

 
4. Avoid inhalation of all gases, fumes and smoke, even if no 

hazardous materials are involved.  
 

5. Do not assume gases or vapors are harmless because of 
lack of smell.  

 
6. Keep unnecessary persons out of the area.  

 
7. Contact the appropriate agency or person, as soon as 

possible, to assist in neutralizing the hazard. 
 

D. The responding St. Mary’s County Volunteer Fire Department, in 
coordination with the St. Mary’s County Emergency Management 
Agency, has responsibility for the control and removal of 
hazardous material.  Once fire services arrive they will assume full 
command of the scene. Deputies will provide assistance.   

 
3.01.011 Enforcement Action 
 

A. One of the duties of a deputy sheriff is to protect life and property. 
Traffic accidents pose a very real threat to both and since 
accidents are frequently the result of a violation of the law, the 
deputy sheriff determines the cause and takes appropriate 
enforcement action. 
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B. For those accident investigations involving injury, the at-fault 

driver will be cited. In cases involving mitigating circumstances, 
the investigating deputy, with approval from their supervisor, may 
forgo the citation requirement. 

 
C. Unless the deputy sheriff witnessed the accident, evidence of a 

violation must be established by investigation.  Mere opinion, 
belief, or suspicion alone is not sufficient to warrant enforcement 
action. 

 
D. If the knowledge is based on information and belief, the deputy 

sheriff must be able to indicate the sources of information and the 
grounds for belief, such as statements and admissions made by 
the defendant. 

 
E. Prepare the case carefully and when necessary, discuss aspects 

of it thoroughly with the State’s Attorney or designee.  Pre-trial 
preparation will familiarize the deputy sheriff with testimony he/she 
might be expected to provide. 

 
3.01.012 Court Testimony 
 

A. The deputy sheriff might be required to testify in both criminal and 
civil cases and therefore, needs to have a complete 
understanding of the rules of evidence. 

 
B. The main function of the deputy sheriff in court is the same as any 

other witness, which is to supply the pertinent facts so the court or 
jury may make a just decision.  He/She needs all the facts of the 
case well organized in his/her mind to testify effectively. 

 
C. Diligent investigation and careful preparation of cases is wasted if 

the deputy sheriff fails in the very important task of giving 
evidence in court.  He/She is expected to give evidence with great 
accuracy regardless of its effect. 

 
3.01.013 Reporting Motor Vehicle Traffic Accidents 
 

A. The State of Maryland Automated Crash Reporting System 
(ACRS) electronic accident report is used to report all traffic 
accident investigations.  In those instances when a commercial or 
school bus is involved an ACRS Report is completed.  
Supplemental reports are submitted to ACRS reports on a 
Supplement Report/Continuation Sheet (SMCSO Form #56A).  
Refer to the ACRS User Manual and Field Reference Guide 
regarding proper completion of an ACRS report. All related reports 
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contain the ACRS report number, complaint control number 
(CCN), and agency accident investigation report number (AIR), 
where appropriate. 

 
B. Only those personnel who have attended a four-hour training 

program presented by an ACRS Instructor are authorized to 
complete an ACRS electronic accident report. All ACRS 
Instructors will have attended a training program presented by the 
Maryland State Police.  The ACRS Instructors are responsible for 
training sworn Sheriff’s Office personnel on the manner in which 
to complete and submit an ACRS report.  Only the Traffic Safety 
Supervisor or designee will review, reject, and/or approve an 
ACRS report submitted by a deputy who is authorized to complete 
it. 

 
C. For crashes involving hit & run, evidentiary blood analysis results 

and those that turn fatal after the initial report has been submitted 
and approved, upon obtaining additional investigative information 
the investigating deputy will send an email request to the TSU 
supervisor requesting the case be re-opened. The rejected report 
will allow the deputy sheriff to enter the appropriate changes to 
include updated information that was previously unknown in a hit 
& run, blood results for DUI/DWI investigations, as well as 
changing the report type to fatal when someone succumbs to their 
injuries after the initial report. These are all required for accurate 
reporting of crash information per the ACRS administrators, 
Maryland State Police. 

 
D. Initial ACRS reports will be submitted within 72 hours of the crash. 

ACRS reports that are rejected will be required to have 
corrections made and re-submitted within two (2) duty days of a 
deputy sheriff’s return to work.  

 
E. Reports, witness statements, and detailed diagrams are 

forwarded to the Central Accident Records Division of the 
Maryland State Police. 

 
3.01.014 Release Of Juvenile Information 
 

On motor vehicle accident reports where a juvenile is charged with a 
violation of the Transportation Article or Article 27, Homicide by Motor 
Vehicle, which upon conviction may involve incarceration as all or part of 
the penalty, all reference to charges are purged prior to the release of the 
report. 


