Drivers Die, They Find Out Why 

The Traffic Homicide Unit goes to fatal vehicle crashes and determines how they happened. 
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The Tampa Tribune 

TAMPA - It's a chilly 40 degrees, and a light fog hangs in the trees. Sunrise has yet to dim the glow of flashing lights and emergency flares lining the road. 

Hillsborough County Sheriff's Office Detective John Duran pokes his head through the passenger side window of a burned-out Ford sedan and looks around. The driver's badly burned body is still inside. 

A phone call had awakened Duran shortly before 5 a.m., a couple of hours after he finished a long night shift and slid into bed. 

But by 7 a.m., he's wide awake and walks quickly around the scorched car, and the oak tree its engine is clinging to. He's looking for some form of identification inside the car. The fire burned away the driver's pants, including the contents of his pockets, which might have held a wallet. 

Duran works in the sheriff's Traffic Homicide Unit, and it's his job to figure out why the car crashed and who the driver is. 

About 200 people die in crashes on Hillsborough County roads every year. The Florida Highway Patrol investigates deaths on state and federal highways in the county, but the sheriff's office investigates fatalities that happen on other county roads. 

Sheriff David Gee formed the Traffic Homicide Unit in September 2005, centralizing the eight best crash investigators from the department's four districts into one team. Until then, each district had six to 10 deputies investigating traffic deaths. 

Members of the unit are immediately dispatched to fatal crashes and must gather evidence and use forensic science to reconstruct accident scenes to find out what went wrong. 

Anatomy Of A Crash Scene 

During this recent crash on a two-lane road in northeast Hillsborough, Detectives Jason Oliver and Carlos Garcia are assisting Duran by taking measurements with a laser device and compiling information for a report to be filed with the state. 

Firefighters have removed the driver's side door, and the crash team's unit supervisor, Cpl. Mike Cherup Jr., leans inside with a flashlight. 

They know the car was headed north, about a mile and a half from the Pasco County line. Because of the severity of the damage to the front end, they determine the car was moving at about 55 to 60 mph. 

But detectives don't know why the driver swerved across the southbound lane and crashed into a tree on the east side of the road, Oliver says as he continues to take measurements. 

The tires didn't leave any skid marks on the asphalt, just a straight line of muddy tire ruts in the grass leading from the road to the tree. The impact had hurled bits of debris on the grass across 15 yards. 

The driver might have fallen asleep at the wheel, Cherup says. But it's too early in the investigation to know for sure why the driver crashed. A blood analysis will show whether he was drinking alcohol. 

At 7:28 a.m., firefighters remove the body from the car. It takes considerable effort because of severe fire damage. 

Fire also destroyed all but the top left corner of the license plate. 

"It's the only thing that's left," Duran tells Cherup. "Everything else melted." 

A few minutes later, though, Duran says he's found a clue: a bit of debris bearing the car's commercial vehicle numbers. With this discovery, he can try to track the car's ownership history. 

"I call them the magic numbers," he says. 

Piecing Together A Puzzle 

Reconstructing a fatal crash involves more than measuring tire tracks and taking a few photos. 

It takes fitting together a puzzle from pieces of fiberglass, plastic and metal scattered across asphalt or a grassy median. Witnesses must be interviewed and velocities calculated. Anything that might have influenced the driver, such as weather and darkness, must be considered. 

The quality of the investigations has improved since the unit was consolidated, and having a single chain of command for all fatal crashes is more efficient, Cherup said. Investigators on the team possess from two to 20 years of experience investigating traffic deaths. 

The unit also investigates crashes when sheriff's deputies are involved and responds to accidents that cause life-threatening injuries. If the person lives, the team hands the case over to deputies in that district. 

Detectives typically put in 40 hours of work on crashes when no one's been arrested and as much as 160 hours on criminal cases, Cherup said. Cases are assigned on a rotation. At least three detectives respond to each scene, with one detective serving as the primary investigator. 

Some cases require more time and effort. Cherup assigned five detectives to the April 21 crash that killed a Brandon woman and three relatives preparing for a weekend wedding. After Jennifer Porter hit and killed two children, investigators spent 2,076 hours on the case, he said. 

Study And Science 

The Traffic Homicide Unit's office is a portable classroom in the parking lot between Falkenburg Road Jail and the complex housing District II's command center. 

Each month, members meet to review active cases. They toss around phrases such as "drag factor" when discussing speeds, "hot shock" when determining if headlights were lit, and "head strike philosophy" when reconstructing how a pedestrian was struck. 

Oliver joined the unit after taking a series of classes and spending three years as an accident investigator for District II. 

"The momentum equations are the most challenging," he said. "There's lots of trigonometry and geometry involved. The process of the reconstruction fascinated me. It's just an interesting field." 

Unit detectives must keep current on automotive industry developments because minor vehicle design changes can affect their investigations. So they attend annual updates and read trade journals and Internet message boards dedicated to vehicle safety. 

To get through the emotional trauma of seeing gruesome crash scenes on nearly a daily basis, the detectives tend to develop a macabre sense of humor, Cherup said. 

"You have to learn to deal with it," he said. 

He learned coping skills are necessary after one of his first fatality investigations, the death of a 2-year-old girl 14 years ago. 

"I ended up charging the father and another man with DUI manslaughter. I had a 2-year-old child of my own at the time, and it really affected me." 

Usually, the lead crash investigator notifies the family. 

Garcia has seen reactions ranging from stoicism to rage during his nearly three decades with the sheriff's office. 

"We've had them beat on you, pound on you," he said. "They don't want to believe it. You're the one telling them the bad news, so they take it out on you. It's part of the job." 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com.

 (CHART) TRAFFIC DEATHS 

Year Fatalities 

2000 199 

2001 177 

2002 223 

2003 198 

2004 189 

2005 207 

Source: Hillsborough County Sheriff's Office 

SIDEBAR
Initiatives Aim To Reduce Traffic Fatalities 

By MIKE WELLS 

The Tampa Tribune 

TAMPA - While the Traffic Homicide Unit investigates deaths on Hillsborough County roads, a number of enforcement initiatives aim to prevent the accidents. 

The roughly 200 traffic deaths on the county's roads annually often are caused by distracted, impaired, inexperienced or aggressive drivers. 

"The deaths are not the result of only one thing," Hillsborough County Sheriff's Office Chief Deputy Jose Docobo said. "We've had to take an approach of breaking it down to some component parts and then dealing with those individually." 

There are programs designed to keep drivers, passengers and pedestrians safe. 

Operation 3-D (Don't Drink and Drive) is the sheriff's multiagency approach to catching impaired drivers. Deputies target areas for heightened patrols, usually on weekends. Project Teen Angel is an enforcement program that targets underage drinking and driving and vendors who sell alcohol to minors. 

And last year, deputies began driving a new fleet of unmarked, covert vehicles to catch motorists who are driving recklessly or aggressively. Offenders were surprised to see a pickup or sedan in their rearview mirrors suddenly start flashing blue and red lights from beneath a front grille or behind a windshield. 

In spite of these efforts, Hillsborough is ranked the No. 1 county in the state for alcohol-related fatalities, Docobo said. 

"We've debated the reasons behind this and asked ourselves if the infrastructure that's in place is appropriate for the volume of traffic in this community," he said. "Second, as far as the number of liquor licenses that are issued per capita, we're at the top of the counties. It could be a combination of those factors." 

Though the number of fatalities on Hillsborough's roads doesn't appear to be dropping from years past, the county's population has been booming - about 20,000 people move in every year, Docobo said. 

"I really believe it is having an effect," he said. "Our overall numbers have not decreased, but there's no way to judge where those numbers would be if we had not started these programs. We're making some headway." 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com.

