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Introduction

Importance
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However “crime scene™ is defined, it remains that
only the crime scene provides physical evidence to
establish the commission of a crime. Both witness
statements and confessions remain mere hearsay
accounts, which demand either support or refutation
through some type of physical evidence. Without such
physical evidence, whether direct or circumstantial,
police investigators, medical examiners, forensic
scientists, prosecutors, defense attorneys, and ult-
mately, the courts, would be left with lictle if any
professional work to accomplish in criminal cases.
For this reason alone, a systematic approach to any
crime scene remains the most vital of all tasks facing
criminal investigators in their sworn pursuit of justice,
both for the victims of ¢rime, and for those accused
of its commission. Indeed, processing the crime scene
remains the essential link between crime and science,
giving both crime laboratories and medical examiners
the necessary grist for their scientific mills.

Definition

Arttempts to define crime scene often become mere
enumerations of different types of crime scene by
simple illustration. Such enumerations, while useful
to help us classify different types of crime scenes, fail
to provide a robust definition. Many have argued that
“crime scene” represents a necessarily elastic notion

with myriad instances and plural nuances, even some,
perhaps, as vet unimagined. But some lexical defini-
tion, capturing both its essential link to physical
evidence and its necessarily metamorphic nature,
can be useful to help focus the roles of forensic science
and forensic medicine in the investigation of physical
evidence.

In the USA, the words “crime scene” are used to
mean any identifiable physical location potentally
supplying physical evidence relevant for adjudicating
hypotheses concerning a given crime. While perhaps
overly inclusive, rhis usage enrails that appropriare
crime scenes may include the entire forested area
where a homicide victim’s body hes; any roads or
trails providing access to the area; the body itself;
the site where the victim mer the perpetrator such as
a vehicle, an apartment, a truck stop, or a bar; any site
where the initial assault took place; and the site where
the victim died: anything, in short, which supplies a
location for existing physical evidence documenting
the contact between victim and perpetrator. In com-
mon use, this may include the body, and items located
near it — each being a mini crime scene unto itself.

This definition leaves the exact scope of the crime
scene itself, that 1s, how much of the forested area,
which roads, and which other sites, entirely to the
individual investigator’s professional discretion. In
the USA, the exact nature and scope of specific
crime scenes depend upon informed human judg-
ments rather than upon lexical rigidity for both their
physical and conceptual boundaries.

Scope

The definition entails that we may find crime scenes
within crime scenes: cach macroscopic crime scene
contains multiple microscopic crime scenes, ranging
from a bedroom to the victim’s clothing to the micro-
scopic traces on the clothing, While this may at times
invite confusion by calling some strange locations
crime scenes, it rests upon the most basic postulate
of forensic science, Edmund Locard’s principle of
exchange — that every contact between two distinet
items transfers part of one on to the other. In this
manner, Locard’s principle justifies the expectation
of physical evidence at crime scenes and explains its
potential significance.

Processing Crime Scenes
The Practical Preservation of Evidence

Betore any physical evidence can be examined by
forensic scientists, it must be recognized as porential
evidence and, where relevant, collected and preserved
in an uncontaminated state. This must occur during


















