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Is it reasonable to allow officers who have been involved in a critical 
incident (shooting, pursuit, use of force, custody death) to view any 
video evidence before they complete any required police reports or 
provide a compelled statement? 
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With the increasing demand on departments to have video of interactions between the police and the 

community there is a looming question of if officers should be allowed to review the footage prior to writing a 

report or an interview (in the case of a critical incident).  There are many on both sides of this question.  Each 

has a valid argument as to why their side is correct.  The question should be, what is the best practice for law 

enforcement as a whole in setting guidelines on this across the country?  However this not that simple as each 

agency, each court, each prosecutor and defense attorney have their opinions on this subject.   

On one side of the isle are those that don’t think the officer should be able to review the video until after their 

initial interview has been conducted.  Leading that charge are defense attorneys and the American Civil 

Liberties Union (ACLU).  The ACLU feels that by allowing this practice to happen “It enables lying”, and 

“enables cross-contamination of evidence and impedes the search for truth” (Bibring, 2017).  The ACLU feels 

that allowing officers to review the video first “give[s] officers a chance to tailor their story to the footage” 

(Sheehan, 2017).  The argument is also that the “courts evaluate the legality of an officer’s use of force based 

on what he or she knew at the time, not on information gleaned from poring over video evidence later” (Bibring, 

2017).   

 

Those that support the officers viewing the footage prior to the report being written or the interview being 

conducted include The Police Executive Research Forum (PERF) and the International Chief’s of Police 
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Association.  In a 2014 PERF report they state, “The majority of Law enforcement executives interviewed by 

PERF are in favor of allowing officers to review body-worn camera (BCW) footage prior to making a statement 

about an incident in which they are involved.  They believe that this approach provides the best evidence of 

what actually took place” (Bureau of Justice Assistance, 2017).  PERF and the Department of Justice (DOJ) 

found in a study that “officers should be permitted to review video footage of an incident in which they were 

involved prior to making a statement about the incident” (Springer, 2017).  Seattle PD’s legal counsel said that 

not allowing officers to review the video in advance could “have real consequences on an officer’s career” 

meaning that if there are significant inconsistencies with their statement and what is shown in the video it may 

appear that the officer is lying.  Chief Dyer of Fresno (CA) PD stated that he allows his officers to review the 

video “so they get their report absolutely accurate.”  Criminologist Eric Hickey responded to the ACLU’s claim 

of allowing officer to lie about what happened or alter what they saw and felt on scene compared to what they 

have seen in the video.  Hickey said, “We’re not trying to catch officers in lies, sometimes when there are 

emotional issues, you don’t recall every detail. But you can look through the lens of the camera” (Sheehan, 

2017). 

 

I feel that is would be great to have a best practice across the country so that there are no differences from 

agency to agency.  It appears that a majority of agencies do allow officers to review the footage prior to writing 

report and interviews but even that is not consistent in all cases.  As in Oakland (CA) PD the officers can watch 

the video for minor cases but an officer involved shooting they are not allowed to do so (Bureau of Justice 

Assistance, 2017).  Each agency needs to work with their local attorneys to come up with the best policy that 

they can which will allow for officers to provide the most accurate reports and statements possible.  After all in 

the end everyone just wants to get to the truth of what happened.     
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