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In recent weeks many of my colleagues in this busness of writing about the fire
department have addressed theissue of taking pictures and video onthefire ground

Emergency service personnd taking video and still pictures while ontheway to or onthe
scene of emergency eventsis a problematic practice tha deserves more detailed attention
from professiond ethicists. | am not tha professond. However, | think tha there are
many issues that deserve deeper exploration and | bdieve tha my proximity to and
experience in the subject matter at hand affords me a goodpostion from which to begin
thediscussion.

Primarily 1 am conaerned with the ethics of recording emergency inddents. Like | do
with mog thingsl try to find the middle groundby first exploring the outer boundaies of
reasonable and then working back in. So bear with me as we explore.

Why does the fire department exist?

If thefire department does not know why it exists then it will not be able to determineif
thetaking of pictures affects the sandtity of its existence. | think thefire degpartment exists
as a mechanism to lessen harm to the community, harm tha is a naura and inevitable
conequeace of people beng aive and of people being alive with technology, and of
people being aive with naure. People will have problems of an emergent naure,
problems beyondther scopeto handle.

Wha isinteresting isthat in a sodety so firmly rooted in the need to control, in the need
of theindividud to be aboveall, in the need for self-determinaion, the only sanctioned
demondration of hdplessnessisdialing 911.No onelooksdown onyou or consdes you
weak because you access public safety organizations No one thinks you are weak
because you called the fire department when your house caught fire. | think this is an
important thing to recognize. It means tha we are unique among public service
organizationsin tha people willingly cede control of ther lives and possessionsto us
withouta secondthought The gravity of thisis heady. A mother will hand us her lifeless
baby without thinking about our being black or white, hary or bdd, fat or thin. She
assumes that the 911 call has broughtqudified hdp whose only focusis her emergency.

Thefire department mug be careful to redize tha they only exist as long as the public
bdieves tha they are still relevant. Technology can make human firefighters obslete
only when the public is willing to let the firefighter go. Right now a robot cannottell a
family phoograph from other trash, arobotcan®take extra care to move the piano to the
center of theroom and put a salvage cover over it before pulling the cellings. They can
putthefire outthough,so be careful.



Everything we do as a fire department should point back to some core set of values and
objectives. Think hard aboutwhere takinginddent pictures fits into value statements.

Why take the picture?

| think tha if you want to tackle theissue of taking picture and video at or on theway to
emergency scenes you first have to ask the question why? Why would anyoneeven want
to take picture of a dead body or of a house tha burned with people inddeor of a car tha
was crashed sending people to the ho9ital ?

We question the media for thar indstence on concentrating towards negaive news. We
ask them to cenaure themselves with regards to wha they show and don®show on a
newscast. In general | think we recognize as a society tha not showing pictures of gore
on the evening news, while it may be censorship in the strictest sense, is a form of self-
censorship. We as a society, genegaly agree tha there are some thingsthat are not fit for
public consumption. And in mog cases we do not have much difficulty in drawing the
line

Imagine the public outcry if a news organization poged a picture of a bumed human
body on ther webste. What law prevents this? How is the poding of a burned human@
picture not protected by free speech?But thetruth istha | don©want to see it either.

Context

Free speech not withstanding, the poding of a burned humen@ picture would beg other
guestionslike, to wha endswas the picture poded and wha was the benefit to sodety in
poging the picture? These are not easy questions Take for example the famous
photgraph of an execution by gundot; it is a disturbing picture tha can befoundat
http://www.abc.net.au/southwestwa/stories/Execution_nB31614jpg.

The picture shows someone beng shotin the head right We see the dynamics of power,
aman with a gun executing someonewith thar handsbound,a defenseless man, here we
are the witnesses to human crudty. Having this picture run in the evening news serves a
greater service to sodety right By depicting this appaently depraved behavior we are
providing a warning about the capabilities of human evil or are we opening the world@
eye to hidden atrodty? Or are we taking a moment in time out of context?

This phob won the phobgraphe a Pulitzer Prize however, GEhe lived to regret takingit,
... Adams [the phobgraphea] called the pho "alie" which had destroyed the life of the
man who pulled the trigge. Adams felt tha Police Chief Nguyen Ngoc Loan had been
acting as he bdieved he was expected to in executing a man who had been caught
murdering civilians Loan went to live the in the US but was ostracized as soon as his
identity was discovered. Adams keenly felt the respongbility for destroying another
person'slife.O[1]



Taken in the origind context this picture has a completely different meaning. Now |
wonde if the picture continues to hold the same value to sodety. We are not here to
discuss the morality of execution by shotto the head butto cloudtheissue of momentsin
time as they relate to context.

A picture of abumed human baby shown in the conference roomat theregiond pediatric
bum center is not only appropriate but serves a great ben€fit to sodety. Tha same picture
onafire depatment webdte is reprehengble. Context is critical.

Audience is the second pat of the context equation. A photograph of a dead body in a
crash shown at a trauma surgeon convention is not the same as tha same photograph
shown to my 11 year old nephen surfing your fire department webgte.

Back to the Free Speech Thing

So could the firefighter unde fire for the content or timing of emergency inddent
phoographsclaim to be protected by some facet of the free speech laws? While | am not
offering alegd opinion on the matter | would venture to say tha the firefighter or EMT
is afforded greater access to private and pesond moments not nomally in the public
domain. This access is not granted by the public with the express undestanding that the
recording of the inddent is induded in the granting of access. Therefore | can only
assume that this greater access also comes with a much highe threshold for discretion
and congderation of theimpact an image or video will have onindviduds and sodety.

In other words anyonewith a cell phonecan record a gory crash and pog the video on
youtube but they created tha video from the public domain and have no undated
compact with sodety.

The Unstated Compact

No public servant is afforded as much trug as thefirefighter. When people call 911 they
do not expect thedirtier parts of ther laundty to be aired on the news, they do not expect
tha the emergency service personnéd will come to thar hous to take phoographsand
video for public distribution. They expect, as they should, that we will come and provide
both timely and professiond service, keeping wha we know of thar private lives private.

Aswe begin to take more and more pictures and record more and more video withoutany
structure where do we draw theline? If the video of a difficult extrication is for training,
why isthevideo of an intubaion or pediatric CPR notingructiond?

There is an undated compact between a dodor and a paient, a lawyer and a client, an
EMT and the peson having a heart attack, a firefighter and the grandfather trapped in a
buming hou®. Tha compact says tha you chose public service and tha we pay you for
this service and while dodors need sick people to continue to be dodors and lawyers
need crimes to remain relevant, firefighters require fire tragedies to be a firefighter and



us asthepublic, undestand tha. However, you should not take pleasure in our suffering
asindividuds nor should you publicly revel in our misfortune

The Websites

With few exceptionsthe notion of fire company webstes as a venuefor QrainingOis a
lie. There really is noway to beless critical. Thereal fundion of fire company webdtes
istwo-fold:

1. To attract new members

2. To provideavirtud world forumfor ego boosing oneupmanghip.

The undelying premise, at least in the DC Metro region, is to take as many pictures of
fire asyou can, try to get your company logoor appaatusin each ong if thefireis small
close-upsare more appropriate. Then in order to complete the process you mug tell the
story asif youwere theonly company on therun or GEha d we not been thereE .O

Fire company websgtes and the video postingstha have come to go along with them are
simply vehicles for shameless self promotion. This only serves to highlight the growing
disconnect between thefire department and the people they serve. | wonde if thingswere
different, if that was your aunt@ house tha bumed would you take a group shot out in
front while she stood crying in the adjoining driveway? If tha was the engine driver@
sister® house would you high five each other in the frontyard after you putthefire out?

If you think tha you do not fit into the category of shameless self promotion go to your
webdte and look for al the fire prevention, injury prevention, and emergency
management linksand information on your home page

Training

| know the pictures are for training. There is goodtraining and bad training. A youtube
video of you driving to a run is not good training and neather are the vast mgjority of
pictures showing up on the interng. Training requires context, reflection, and critical

thinking. If there were some sort of ongong critical andysis of the respong, then you
have good training. If you run every stop light and stop sign on the way to a run and
never question tha in the video you till have training, but it is bad training. At some
point you have to ask yourself who the audience is and wha the point of your messageis.

The Future

The future promises to keep sending us technology faster than we can adapt to it. |
suggest tha we consder our primary missions for example with firefighting | consder
my primary mission as a firefighter to stretch hosslines down hdlways to protect
searchers searching for civilians. | would then suggest tha any technology, practice, rule,
or thoughttha interfered with this primary mission, to indude picture taking, should be
immediately be disregarded.



Is there a role for promotion, certainly there is, volunteerism is on the decline Could
there bearole for training with pictures and video, surely, but ask yourself is tha really
why you took the picture.

| would offer that only people not directly engaged in emergency operations i.e., not
qudified to provide paient care or fight fires should be taking pictures and tha we
should never take those group shots in front of the building because someone® mother
livesthere.

Thisdiscussionis far fromover.
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