First Responders to the Scene 

of Physical Abuse or Neglect

This outline is adapted from information provided by Detective Leslie Albrecht, San Diego Police Department and supplemented with training materials from cited sources.  Detective Albrecht’s material was originally presented at the “Crimes Against At-Risk Adult”* training on June 12, 2008 in Evergreen, Colorado.  Training co-sponsors were AARP Foundation - National Legal Training Project, Colorado Adult Protective Services, and Colorado Regional Community Policing Institute.

When called to the crime scene of elder abuse, the following information, techniques, and procedures may enhance the investigation and prosecution of the alleged crimes for those involved in law enforcement and/or APS.  

Photograph evidence in the following situations:

· Physical assault – bruises, injuries, broken furniture, weapons, other evidence of assault behavior/activities.  

· NOT Sexual assault – Only hospital or law enforcement personnel should photograph injuries to victims of sexual assault.  Such photos are usually only taken in a protective hospital setting.  

· Unreasonable confinement or restraint – locks on outside of doors only, windows nailed or boarded shut, rope “burns” and bruising around wrists, ankles, or mid-section, water glass, food, phone, other necessities absent or out of reach, evidence of excessive use of sedating medications to control the victim.  

· Caregiver neglect – bedsores, soiled linens & clothing, vermin infestations (lice, cockroaches, mice nests), animal and human feces on floors & furniture, unkempt room/home, damaged and broken furniture, plumbing, furnace; moldy contents of refrigerator, broken windows that expose victim to outdoor elements (heat, cold, rain, snow), piles of garbage inside and outside of home.  (Digital or Video)

· Financial Exploitation (Theft, fraud, forgery, identity theft) – Past due bill notices, eviction notice, ATM receipts for bedridden victim, overdraft notices, multiple check register entries for checks made out to suspect(s), unemployed suspect’s new truck, other purchases or environmental conditions arranged by suspect that are incongruent with the victim’s needs and  best interests.  

· Other forms of exploitation by others – Meth lab in the basement; the alley or room in which the adult was forced to prostitute himself or herself; or the corner on which the adult was forced to pan handle.  

Photography (continued)

· There is no such thing as “too many photos.”

· Use the “Rule of 3.”  (Dan Sheridan, Ph.D., Forensic Nurse, John Hopkins University) 

· Take 1st photo at a distance, including victim’s face for positive identification.

· Take 2nd photo showing only victim’s injured body part.  

· Take 3rd photo of only the injury, at close proximity.  

· Law Enforcement ONLY - Photograph & confiscate ANY weapons used – cane, 

crutch, cigarettes, lighter or other.

· Verbally describe the crime scene (victim’s home/room) while video taping it.

· Always keep original photos, audio and videotapes.  Provide copies for attorneys, family, etc.

Chain of Custody issues

Carefully track evidence.  When feasible, no one, not APS staff, not family members, not caregivers should disturb evidence at the crime scene until law enforcement arrives to correctly collect and record the evidence.  APS should discuss chain of custody issues with law enforcement to establish a protocol for proceeding at crime scenes of elder abuse.  
Interviewing the Victim

· Do the interview the victim as early as possible after report.

· Safety issues may present themselves to the caseworker or law enforcement upon arriving at the scene:

· Suspect may open the door.  

· Be aware and careful.  

· Suspect may try to control the environment from the beginning.  

· Victim may be intimidated by the presence of the suspect.  

· Be cautious.  The suspect could be in your face from the get-go.  

· Separate victim and suspect.

· Start out casual (look for indicators of interests, i.e., photos, memorabilia).

· Videotape or audiotape interview.

· Conduct “mini-mental exam.”  (See attached.)

· Let victims “tell their story” (but keep on track).

· Don’t ask leading questions.

Interviewing the Suspect

· Preferably only law enforcement should interview the suspect.  If a crime is suspected, anyone else discussing the situation with a suspect(s) before law enforcement arrives, could provide the suspect an opportunity to prepare his/her story before being officially interviewed by law enforcement.
· Who does the suspect respond to best – you or your partner?

· Let the suspect talk!

· Document what the suspect says.

· Do not secretly tape (unless you legally can).

· Keep it casual.  Play dumb as to your understanding of situation.

· Slowly crank it up.

Gathering Fiduciary Information

· Bank statements
· Copies of checks

· ATM photos / Bank photos

· Journals/diaries/check registers/calendars

· Credit card statements

· Credit Bureau Reports

· Purchase receipts

· Make working copies (do not write on originals!)

Time Line Charting – Preparing for court testimony

· Charts and calendars.
· Helps the prosecutor/jury understand.

· Juries are “visually oriented”.

· Photo displays.

· Don’t get too sophisticated or you’ll confuse your jury… and lose!

· Keep copies of all evidence!!
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