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CHAPTER TWELVE: TRAFFIC INVESTIGATIONS 

 

TRAFFIC LAWS 

 Traffic laws have their origin in the common law principle of keeping to the right. With the 
advent of automobiles, it was necessary to create a special set of laws dealing specifically with traffic. 
An early Kansas law, for example, limited speed to four miles per hour. In addition, a flagman, or at 
night a lantern carrier, was required to precede a vehicle within city limits. In 1924, a uniform traffic 
code was proposed for all the states. Presently the traffic laws of most states run into dozens of pages. 

 Most crimes require that intent be proved. This is not true in the case of most traffic laws. A 
driver does not have to intentionally drive through a red light in order to be given a citation and be 
found guilty. A traffic violation is simply committing an act prohibited by law, or failing to act as 
required by law. 

 Traffic laws apply only on public roadways and some other designated areas, such as the 
campuses of state institutions of higher learning. Traffic laws may also be enforced on local school 
district property, if such an ordinance is in effect in the county or city of occurrence. In Utah, only five 
traffic laws can be enforced on private property, regardless of location: 

 1. Driving under the influence (41-6a-502, UCA) 

 2. Reckless driving (41-6a-528, UCA) 

 3. Leaving the scene of an accident (41-6a-401, UCA) 

 4. Negligent homicide (76-5-206, UCA) 

 5. Automobile homicide (76-5-207, UCA) 

 At the request of individuals involved in a private property accident, or if there is injury or total 
damage in excess of $1,000, Utah law enforcement officers will respond to the accident. A citation can 
only be issued if the violation occurred on public property, unless one of the five above listed violations 
occurred. For example, the running of a shopping mall stop sign that leads to an accident cannot result 
in a citation, but may be used to establish civil responsibility and fault for insurance purposes. 

 Most traffic law violations are class C misdemeanors. However, driving under the influence 
(DUI) is a class A or B misdemeanor or a third degree felony, depending on whether there is an accident 
or injury involved. It will also depend upon whether there are prior convictions for DUI. Intentionally 
using a vehicle to do damage or injury is not classified as an accident. It would be charged as a violation 
of the Criminal Code, with several options available. 
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The following is a list of general traffic laws taken from Title 41 (Motor Vehicle Code): 

 

MOVING VIOLATIONS 

Leaving the scene of an accident (41-6a-401, UCA): The driver of any vehicle involved in 
an accident must remain at the scene, render assistance to the injured, and produce his/her driver’s 
license and registration. 

Reckless driving (41-6a-528, UCA): Willful or wanton disregard for the safety of persons or 
property. Recklessness indicates indifference and utter disregard for consequences. What is essential 
is that it be shown beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant drove in a manner that he knew, or 
should have known, was dangerous to others, and that he/she did so intentionally or heedlessly, with a 
careless indifference to the consequences. 

Speeding (41-6a-601, UCA): Traveling in excess of the posted speed limit, or at a speed that 
is not reasonable and prudent under the circumstances. A driver must be able to control his/her vehicle 
at all times and avoid collisions. 

Exhibition driving (41-6a-606, UCA): A speed contest or race. The drivers do not actually 
have to exceed the speed limit. 

Improper passing (41-6a-704, UCA): A driver must pass safely and return to his/her lane 
before coming within 200 feet of oncoming traffic. 

Following too close (41-6a-711, UCA): A driver is required to keep a safe stopping distance 
between himself and the vehicle he is following. 

Turn signals (41-6a-804, UCA): A driver must signal all turns and lane changes, with the 
signal having been activated for at least two seconds prior to the maneuver. 

Right of way (41-6a-902, 41-6a-903, 41-6a-904, UCA): The car on the right has the right of 
way at an open intersection. A driver must yield to emergency vehicles or to pedestrians in or entering 
a crosswalk; when entering a roadway from a parking lot; etc. 

Bicycles subject to traffic laws (41-6a-1102, UCA): Most traffic laws, such as stopping for a 
red light, apply to bicyclists. 

Flashing lights on a school bus (41-6a-1302, UCA): A driver is not permitted to pass a school 
bus when the bus’s red lights are flashing. 

 

NON-MOVING AND EQUIPMENT VIOLATIONS 

Stopping, standing, or parking (41-6a-1401, UCA): Prohibitions include blocking a 
driveway; parking within 30 feet of a traffic control device, on a bridge, or where posted; etc. 

Muffler violations (41-6a-1626, UCA): An exhaust system is required to limit both excessive 
noise and smoke or other contaminants. 

 Unsafe vehicle (41-6a-1601, UCA): A vehicle must be in safe mechanical condition. 

 Vehicle registration (41-1a-1303, UCA): A vehicle must be currently registered to the actual 
owner. The registration must be in the vehicle at all times, and a valid registration sticker must be 
affixed to the rear license plate. 
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Blue lights authorized for emergency vehicles only (41-6a-1616, UCA): Only emergency 
vehicles may display a blue light. 

License plate location and position (41-1a-404, UCA): License plates issued for a vehicle 
other than a motorcycle, trailer, or semi-trailer will be attached to both the front and rear of the vehicle. 
The license plate for a motorcycle, trailer, or semi-trailer will be attached to the rear of the vehicle. 
License plates will be securely fastened in a horizontal position not less than twelve (12) inches from 
the ground, clearly visible, free from foreign materials, and clearly legible. 

 

TRAFFIC STOP PROCEDURES 

1. Observation of a violation—determine who is the driver, how many occupants are in the 
vehicle. 

2. Plan the stop. Consider officer safety, number of passengers, lighting, and road conditions. 
3. Radio in your location and the plate number of the violating vehicle. Give a vehicle 

description if the license plate is not legible, is missing, or if you have any reason to believe 
that the license plate does not belong to the vehicle being stopped.  

4. Use your emergency light(s) to draw the attention of the driver. Use the siren only if 
necessary. Use turn signals or flashers to protect yourself from other traffic. 

5. Position your vehicle to protect yourself. 
6. Request back-up if needed. Have your hand on or near your handgun. Never have your 

flashlight in your gun hand.  
7. If you are working with a partner, the partner should approach the suspect vehicle from the 

other side of the vehicle, making his/her presence known to the occupants. Your partner 
should watch the hands of the occupants. If a serious violation is involved, have the driver 
turn off the vehicle, remove the keys from the ignition, and place them on the roof of the 
vehicle.  

8. Request driver license, registration, and proof of insurance. Watch the visor and glove 
compartment area carefully. After examining documents, explain the violation to the 
driver. Verify the correct address, get phone number. Have the occupants remain in the 
vehicle. 

9. Return to your vehicle.  
• Do not turn your back on the other vehicle’s occupants. 
• Verify license and registration and check for warrants. 
• Fill out citation while glancing occasionally at the vehicle. 
• Verify court jurisdiction and violation code number. 
• Fill in the description of the driver, insuring that it fits the driver. 

10. Return to the violator vehicle. Return the license, registration, and proof of insurance, and 
ensure that the driver acknowledges them being returned. 

11. Explain the citation, including the following information: 
• The location of the court to which the driver is assigned 
• When to appear 
• The violation(s) charged 
• An explanation that the signature is not an admission of guilt, just a promise to appear 

12. Give the “violator copy” of the citation to the driver. 
13. Return to your vehicle, but do not let your guard down. 

 

 Remember that the demeanor and professional manner the officer displays during the conduct 
of a traffic stop has a direct bearing on how often the officer will receive a subpoena to appear in court. 
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ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION 

Reasons for officers to conduct traffic investigations include the following: 

• To render first aid and other emergency assistance 
• To restore traffic flow 
• To provide information for establishing responsibility (civil, insurance, etc.) 
• To determine whether criminal violations have occurred 
• To provide statistical and other data for use in selective enforcement, traffic engineering, 

and vehicle related improvements. This is related to the three E’s of highway safety, which 
are enforcement, education, and engineering. 

  

When evaluating highway safety, three elements that are looked upon as essential in providing 
the safest road system possible for society. 

Enforcement: Law enforcement officers are responsible for citing a driver who is driving 
haphazardly. For the safety of others sharing the highway, such an individual needs to be dealt with. 

Education: Numerous agencies are involved in educating drivers about the various hazards to 
be encountered while driving on the highways. 

Engineering: Engineers are responsible for correcting faults in the physical construction of 
our highways. They ensure that construction of our roads meets with the laws of physics. 

There are five levels of accident investigation: 

1. Reporting 
2. On-scene investigation 
3. Technical preparation 
4. Professional reconstruction 
5. Cause analysis 

 

A law enforcement response is normally limited to the first two levels in most cases.  This is 
because of a need for expediency, a general lack of expertise in the final three steps, and the nature of 
the normally investigated accident.  If the accident is minor, there is little cause for the final three steps. 

 Some of the larger departments in the state have a major accident team which utilizes a team 
of experienced investigators to investigate accidents involving serious injuries or death.  These teams 
use high tech equipment to measure and reconstruct the accident scene.   

  

PROCEDURE FOR ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION 

1. Get to the accident scene safely, utilizing knowledge of road networks and traffic 
congestion and flow patterns 

2. Get as much information as possible while enroute. 
3. Upon arrival, place your vehicle to protect the accident scene without contributing to the 

traffic flow problems that already exist. 
4. Care for any injured. 
5. Deal with any possibility of fire, electrical wires, etc. 
6. Arrange for traffic control, instructing any volunteers willing to assist. 
7. Look for skid marks. 
8. Request driver license, registration, and proof of insurance from each driver. 
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9. Remove the vehicles from the roadway as soon as possible if no measurements or detailed 
diagrams are to be taken. 

10. Locate witnesses and take statements in writing, thanking them for their cooperation. 
11. Determine any additional service needs, such as tow trucks, the fire department for any 

spills, the road department to fix or replace lights or signs, etc. 
12. Conduct the on-scene investigation. 
13. Advise the drivers of the actions they will be required to take, such as contacting insurance 

companies, appearance on a citation, etc. 
14. Arrange for debris to be removed from the roadway. 

 

ACCIDENT REPORT WRITING 

 The objective of the accident report is to record all of the pertinent information that relates to 
the accident. Measurements and diagrams will aid in determining what occurred and will show others 
the positions and relationships of objects and individuals involved. 

The following accidents require measurements: 

• Fatalities 
• Accidents in which the vehicle runs off a curve 
• Serious accidents involving injury (code 3 response) 
• Accidents with view obstructions 
• Freak accidents 
• Accidents that cannot be readily explained 

 

 Measurements to be taken include the following:  

• Final positions 
• Indications of possible point of impact 
• Indications of evasive action 
• Skids and other road marks 
• Debris (vehicle parts, fluid, etc.) 
• Distances and relationships 

 

 Basic measurements can be taken by either of two methods. The triangulation method means 
that triangles are used to plot the location of objects recorded in a diagram. Two fixed objects are 
located and the distance between them recorded. The legs of the triangle are the distance from each 
fixed object to the object being located. 

Another method involves using one fixed object to locate baselines. The object being located 
is then referenced in regards to the distance from both of the baselines. 

 

TERMS TO KNOW 

Possible point of impact: The location where the investigating officer feels that initial contact 
with vehicles, persons, or objects occurred. 

Travel path: The path the vehicle traveled prior to impact. 

Evasive action: Any action other than braking taken by either driver in an attempt to avoid 
impact.  
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Perception point: The point at which either driver observed the other vehicle prior to the 
accident. 

Key event: Any event that had an effect on the accident. 

Perception time: The elapsed time from the perception point to the point where the driver 
realizes that a hazard exists. 

Reaction time: The elapsed time from when the hazard is realized to where action is taken. 
Average reaction time is three-fourths of one second. 

Final position: The position at which all vehicles, persons, or objects come to rest in an 
accident, as shown in a traffic diagram. 

 

SKIDMARKS IN ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION 

 The use of skid marks to determine speed is an application of physics to law enforcement traffic 
investigation. Skid marks are produced by the process of friction. The locking of vehicle brakes causes 
tires to stop rotation. This produces heat between the tires and the road surface. As the heat increases, 
rubber from the tires begins to smear onto the road. On some road surfaces, tar in the paved surface is 
involved in forming the smear. The former occurs on a concrete roadway and the latter occurs on 
asphalt roads. Skid marks demonstrate the minimum speed of the vehicles involved. 

 Skid marks only indicate the speed used up by the decelerating while the brakes are actually 
locked and the tires are in contact with the road. Skid marks are measured, and the total length of all 
tires producing skid marks is then added together. This number is divided by the total number of tires 
producing skid marks to calculate the average distance.   

 Often only two skids appear, due to the rear tires following the same travel path as the front 
tires. If this occurs, measure to the rear tires and then average the two together. This will correct the 
measurements for the vehicle wheelbase. 

The formula for determining minimum speed from skid marks is as follows: 

            S= √ 30DF            where S = speed 

                                                         D = distance 

                                                         F = drag factor 

 In most accidents, the distance is readily available. To determine the drag factor, experimental 
skids must be made. One method is to use a vehicle similar to the one involved in the investigation and 
run three skidding tests. On each of these, since the speed of the vehicle when the brakes are applied 
is known and the stopping distance can be measured, the drag factor can be determined from the 
following formula: 

                F=S2x.035/D 

Most clear Utah asphalt roads have a drag factor of .60 to .75. 

 Once the drag factor has been determined by averaging the three tests, enough information is 
available to determine the minimum speed of the vehicle being investigated. To save the effort of 
working through a number of math formulas, most officers use a special speed nomograph for 
preliminary investigations. 
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UTAH STATE ACCIDENT REPORT (DI-9)    

 Each driver must fill out a driver exchange form for every other driver who was involved. This 
information will assist the drivers in completing insurance forms and /or submitting insurance claims. 

 The form on the following page is used by all Utah law enforcement officers in completing 
reportable accidents. An accident is reportable when there is an injury or total damage exceeds $1,000. 
The agency case number should also be included on the form. As a matter of practice, the vehicle at 
fault is listed as vehicle #1. 

 1. Fill out the form completely and legibly. 

 2. If one vehicle is a hit-and-run vehicle, indicate in the appropriate section. 

 3. Do not list the name of a driver if the vehicle is parked and unoccupied. 

 4. Include addresses of all passengers. 

 5. Add phone numbers of drivers. 

 6. Keep vehicle numbers consistent throughout the report. 

 7. Include information on non-contact vehicles, if available. 

 8. Verify current addresses, do not rely on registration or license. 

 9. Diagram should be a sketch only, it is not required to include any measurements. 

10. If the investigation is continuing, submit the initial report, and indicate that a supplementary 
report will be sent in later to amend the original report. 

 

Note: Most agencies use DI-9 software, which is downloaded in Police Vehicle Mobile Computers. 

 The following traffic accident forms are included to give an idea of the types of information 
required for a formal accident report. You may wish to practice filling out these or similar incident 
forms, using scenarios such as the Practical Exercise that follows the forms.  
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Practical Exercise 

After reviewing the material on skid marks, use the accident form to investigate the following 
accident problem. Determine from the skid marks whether any speed violations occurred. Report these 
and any other violations evident from the worksheet on the accident forms. 

 

Case # 03-56680 

Vehicle #1: 1997 Chev. Nova (red), Utah plates FEC822, Serial #215H158F9475. Driver:  
Joseph A. Montoya, Sr., DOB: 9-1-67, Utah driver’s license 1394876, no restrictions.  
Address:  2271 W. Zions Dr. Taylorsville, UT 84118; 555-9019.  Owns the vehicle he was 
driving.  Not wearing seat belts, no injuries, no ejection, no other occupants. 

Vehicle #2: 1999 Cadillac Deville (black), Utah plates ZIT906, Serial #9H35C76483995.  
Driver: Phillip Smith, DOB: 8-29-73, Utah driver’s license 12811943, must wear glasses.  
Address: 3640 E. Supernal WY. SLC, UT 84121; 555-0354. Also owns the vehicle. Was not 
wearing seat belts, was bleeding from head, but was not ejected. Occupant: Darla Jones, age 
23, sitting in right front, no seat belts, no ejection. Had bruises and was limping. Address: 43 
So. Oak St. Midvale, UT 84047; no phone. 

Injured treated at scene by ambulance #580. 

Witness: John Smith, 4320 So. Gordon Ln. Apartment #23, Murray, UT 84107; 555-8596. 

Accident occurred: Inside southbound lane, 5400 So. Redwood Rd, September 22, 2003 
(Monday) 4:50 p.m., road condition: dry, good weather.  

Vehicle #1 southbound on Redwood Rd., vehicle #2 eastbound on 5400 South. Both drivers 
attempting to go straight ahead. 

When light facing eastbound traffic on 5400 South turned green, according to driver #2 and 
witness who was driving the car immediately behind him, vehicle #1 skidded into the 
intersection, colliding with #2 vehicle as he entered the intersection. 

Neither vehicle overturned.  Estimated speed for vehicle #2 was 10/mph. 

Damage to #1 vehicle: $960.00 to right front 

Damage to #2 vehicle: $1900.00 to left front corner 

Both vehicles retained by owners. 

Skid marks, vehicle #1.                            Average length test skids: 

        230'                                            35 mph    52' 

         190'                                            35 mph    50' 

                                                         35 mph    60'              (SHOW YOUR WORK) 

 

 EMS Number: 34908 and 34909 
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Police activity:   Notified 5:00 p.m. on day of accident. 

                      Completed 7:00 p.m. the same day 

                     Called in by driver #2. 

Both drivers insured by “All Nation Insurance Co.”; neither has information in vehicle. 

 

UTAH LAW REGARDING DRIVING UNDER THE INFLUENCE (DUI) 

 Because of the frequency and severity of driving under the influence (DUI) cases, the officer 
must be especially careful to follow recommended procedures. Many DUI cases go to court because 
of the likelihood that the arrestee will lose his/her driver’s license and be seriously punished. 

(2)(a) A person may not operate or be in actual physical control of a vehicle within this state 
if the person: 

  (i) has the blood or breath alcohol concentration of .08 grams or greater as shown by a 
chemical test given within two hours after the alleged operation or physical control; or  

  (ii) is under the influence of alcohol, any drug, or the combined influence of alcohol 
and any drug to a degree that renders the person incapable of safely operating a vehicle. 

 (b) The fact that a person charged with violating this section is or has been legally entitled to 
use alcohol or a drug is not a defense against any charge of violating this section. 

  (c) Alcohol concentration in the blood shall be based upon grams of alcohol per 100 milliliters 
of blood, and alcohol concentration in the breath shall be based upon grams of alcohol per 
210 liters of breath. 

 (3)(a) A person convicted the first or second time of a violation of subsection (2) is guilty of 
a: 

  (i) class B misdemeanor; or 

  (ii) class A misdemeanor if the person: 

   (A) has also inflicted bodily injury upon another as a proximate result of having 
operated the vehicle in a negligent manner; or 

   (B) had a passenger under 16 years of age in the vehicle at the time of the 
offense. 

 (b) A person convicted of a violation of Subsection (2) is guilty of a third degree felony if the 
person has also inflicted serious bodily injury upon another as a proximate result of having 
operated the vehicle in a negligent manner. 

 (4)(a) As part of any sentence imposed by the court shall, upon a first conviction, impose a 
mandatory jail sentence of not less than 48 consecutive hours. 

 (b) The court may, as an alternative to all or part of a jail sentence, require the person to work 
in a compensatory-service work program for not less than 24 hours. 

   (c) In addition to the jail sentence or compensatory-service work program, the court shall:  

  (i) order the person to participate in an assessment and educational series at a licensed 
alcohol or drug dependency rehabilitation facility, as appropriate; and 
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  (ii) impose a fine of not less than $700. 

  (d) If a person is convicted after July 1, 1993, the court may order the person to obtain                 
treatment at an alcohol or drug dependency facility.     

 (5)(a) If a person is convicted under Subsection (2) within six years of a prior conviction under 
this section, the court shall as part of any sentence impose a mandatory jail sentence of not 
less than 240 consecutive hours. (41-6-44, UCA) 

 

DUI PROCEDURES 

1. Make observations: You must demonstrate impaired driving to validate a traffic stop. Signs 
of impaired driving include the following:  

• Turning opposite of signals given 
• Hitting brakes frequently 
• Window rolled down in cold weather 
• Cutting back in lane too soon after passing 
• Headlights off, interior lights on 
• Weaves in lane or across lanes 
• Drives extremely slowly 
• Reacts slowly to other vehicles, light changes, etc. 
• Reaction to being pulled over 

 
2. Conduct a traffic stop: 

• Observe the driver’s speech, eyes, and general appearance.  
• Be alert for the odor of alcoholic beverages. 
• Note the condition of the vehicle and the road, as these could explain the driving 

pattern. 
• Ask for the driver’s registration and license, observing the driver’s coordination 

and dexterity. (However, consider the effect of fear or trepidation.) 
• Ask about any illness, medication taken, the condition of the vehicle, etc., that 

might explain the driving pattern. 
 

3. Conduct field sobriety tests: 
• Guard the safety of the suspect; use a well-lit, level, protected location. 
• Explain and demonstrate the tests in detail. 
• Use tests such as the following: 

o Gaze nystagmus 
o Heel-to-toe walk 
o Finger-to-nose balance 
o Finger-counting coordination 
o Hand clap 
o Reciting the ABCs 
o One-legged stand and count 

 

4. If necessary, perform an arrest: 
• Make a final sobriety test having suspect put hands behind back or head and 

handcuff, advising suspect that he/she is under arrest for DUI. 
• Check mouth and note time. 
• Place inside your vehicle. 
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5. Explain the Implied Consent law:  
• Read the law to the suspect. 
• Obtain consent for a test. 
• Request the type of test or tests that are desired. The standard test is breath. 

 
6. Conduct chemical tests:  

• Blood, breath or urine. All of the tests can be given if needed. 
• Record test results and advise the arrestee of the results. 

 
7. Give Miranda warning and conduct questioning:   

• Read Miranda rights to the arrestee. 
• Conduct the interview if rights are waived. 

 
8. Conduct booking/citation release as per agency policy and arrestee’s demeanor. 

9. Complete the State DUI Report Form:   
• Fill in all information. 
• Issue the temporary driver’s license. 
• Explain the right to a driver’s license hearing. 
• Seize the arrestee’s Utah driver license. 

 

Samples DUI forms and other information is included on the following pages.  
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