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In recent weeks many of my colleagues in this business of writing about the fire 
department have addressed the issue of taking pictures and video on the fire ground.  
 
Emergency service personnel taking video and stil l pictures while on the way to or on the 
scene of emergency events is a problematic practice that deserves more detailed attention 
from professional ethicists. I am not that professional. However, I think that there are 
many issues that deserve deeper exploration and I believe that my proximity to and 
experience in the subject matter at hand affords me a good position from which to begin 
the discussion. 
 
Primarily I am concerned with the ethics of recording emergency incidents. Like I do 
with most things I try to find the middle ground by first exploring the outer boundaries of 
reasonable and then working back in. So bear with me as we explore.  
 
Why does the fire department exist? 

 

If the fire department does not know why it exists then it will not be able to determine if 
the taking of pictures affects the sanctity of its existence. I think the fire department exists 
as a mechanism to lessen harm to the community, harm that is a natural and inevitable 
consequence of people being alive and of people being alive with technology, and of 
people being alive with nature. People will have problems of an emergent nature, 
problems beyond their scope to handle. 
 
What is interesting is that in a society so firmly rooted in the need to control, in the need 
of the individual to be above all, in the need for self-determination, the only sanctioned 
demonstration of helplessness is dialing 911. No one looks down on you or considers 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. I think this is an 
important thing to recognize. It means that we are unique among public service 
organizations in that people willingly cede control of their lives and possessions to us 
without a second thought. The gravity of this is heady. A mother will hand us her lifeless 
baby without thinking about our being black or white, hairy or bald, fat or thin. She 
assumes that the 911 call has brought qualified help whose only focus is her emergency. 
 
The fire department must be careful to realize that they only exist as long as the public 
believes that they are still relevant. Technology can make human firefighters obsolete 
only when the public is willing to let the firefighter go. Right now a robot cannot tell a 
family photograph from other trash, a robot canÕt take extra care to move the piano to the 
center of the room and put a salvage cover over it before pulling the ceilings. They can 
put the fire out though, so be careful. 
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Everything we do as a fire department should point back to some core set of values and 
objectives. Think hard about where taking incident pictures fits into value statements.  
 
Why take the picture? 

 
I think that if you want to tackle the issue of taking picture and video at or on the way to 
emergency scenes you first have to ask the question why? Why would anyone even want 
to take picture of a dead body or of a house that burned with people inside or of a car that 
was crashed sending people to the hospital?  
 
We question the media for their insistence on concentrating towards negative news. We 
ask them to censure themselves with regards to what they show and donÕt show on a 
newscast. In general I think we recognize as a society that 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, generally agree that there are some things that are not fit for 
public consumption. And in most cases we do not have much difficulty in drawing the 
line.  
 
Imagine the public outcry if a news organization posted a picture of a burned human 
body on their website. What law prevents this? How is the posting of a burned humanÕs 
picture not protected by free speech? But the truth is that I donÕt want to see it either.  
 
Context 

 
Free speech not withstanding, the posting of a burned humanÕs picture would beg other 
questions like, to what ends was the picture posted and what was the benefit to society in 
posting the picture? These are not easy questions. Take for example the famous 
photograph of an execution by gunshot; it is a disturbing picture that can be found at  
http://www.abc.net.au/southwestwa/stories/Execution_m931614.jpg.  
 
The picture shows someone being shot in the head right. We see the dynamics of power, 
a man with a gun executing someone with their hands bound, a defenseless man, here we 
are the witnesses to human cruelty. Having this picture run in the evening news serves a 
greater service to society right. By depicting this apparently depraved behavior we are 
providing a warning about the capabilities of human evil or are we opening the worldÕs 
eye to hidden atrocity? Or are we taking a moment in time out of context? 
 
This photo won the photographer a Pulitzer Prize however, ÒÉhe  lived to regret taking it, 
... Adams [the photographer] called the photo "a lie" which had destroyed the life of the 
man who pulled the trigger. Adams felt that Police Chief Nguyen Ngoc Loan had been 
acting as he believed 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 responsibility for destroying another 
person's life.Ó [1] 
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Taken in the original context this picture has a completely different meaning. Now I 
wonder if the picture continues to hold the same value to society. We are not here to 
discuss the morality of execution by shot to the head but to cloud the issue of moments in 
time as they relate to context.  
 
A picture of a burned human baby shown in the conference room at the regional pediatric 
burn center is not only appropriate but serves a great benefit to society. That same picture 
on a fire department website is reprehensible. Context is critical. 
 
Audience is the second part of the context equation. A photograph of a dead body in a 
crash shown at a trauma surgeon convention is not the same as that same photograph 
shown to my 11 year old nephew surfing your fire department website.  
 
Back to the Free Speech Thing  

 
So could the firefighter under fire for the content or timing of emergency incident 
photographs claim to be protected by some facet of the free speech laws? While I am not 
offering a legal opinion on the matter I would venture to say that the firefighter or EMT 
is afforded greater access to private and personal moments not normally in the public 
domain. This access is not granted by the public with the express understanding that the 
recording of the incident is included in the granting of access. Therefore I can only 
assume that this greater access also comes with a much higher threshold for discretion 
and consideration of the impact an image or video will have on individuals and society.  
 
In other words anyone with a cell phone can record a gory crash and post the video on 
youtube but they created that video from the public domain and have no unstated 
compact with society.  
 
The Unstated Compact 

 
No public servant is afforded as much trust as the firefighter. When people call 911 they 
do not expect the dirtier parts of their laundry to be aired on the news, they do not expect 
that the emergency service personnel will come to their house to take photographs and 
video for public distribution. They expect, as they should, that we will come and provide 
both timely and professional service, keeping what we know of their private lives private.  
 
As we begin to take more and more pictures and record more and more video without any 
structure where do we draw the line? If the video of a difficult extrication is for training, 
why is the video of an intubation or pediatric CPR not instructional?   
 
There is an unstated compact between a doctor and a patient, a lawyer and a client, an 
EMT and the person having a heart attack, a firefighter and the grandfather trapped in a 
burning house. That compact says that you chose public service and that we pay you for 
this service and while doctors need sick people to continue to be doctors and lawyers 
need crimes to remain relevant, firefighters require fire tragedies to be a firefighter and 
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us, as the public, understand that. However, you should not take pleasure in our suffering 
as individuals nor should you publicly revel in our misfortune.  
 
The Websites 

With few exceptions the notion of fire company websites as a venue for ÒtrainingÓ is a 
lie. There really is no way to be less critical. The real function of fire company websites 
is two-fold:  
1. To attract new members 
2. To provide a virtual world forum for ego boosting one-upmanship.  
 
The underlying premise, at least in the DC Metro region, is to take as many pictures of 
fire as you can, try to get your company logo or apparatus in each one, if the fire is small 
close-ups are more appropriate. Then in order to complete the process you must tell the 
story as if you were the only company on the run or ÒÉha d we not been thereÉ .Ó 
 
Fire company websites and the video postings that have come to go along with them are 
simply vehicles for shameless self promotion. This only serves to highlight the growing 
disconnect between the fire department and the people they serve. I wonder if things were 
different, if that was your auntÕs house that burned would you take a group shot out in 
front while she stood crying in the adjoining driveway? If that was the engine driverÕs 
sisterÕs house would you high five each other in the front yard after you put the fire out? 
 
If you think that you do not fit into the category of shameless self promotion go to your 
website and look for all the fire prevention, injury prevention, and emergency 
management links and information on your home page.  
 
Training 

I know the pictures are for training. There is good training and bad training. A youtube 
video of you driving to a run is not good training and neither are the vast majority of 
pictures showing up on the internet. Training requires context, reflection, and critical 
thinking. If there were some sort of ongoing critical analysis of the response, then you 
have good training. If you run every stop light and stop sign on the way to a run and 
never question that in the video you still have training, but it is bad training. At some 
point you have to ask yourself who the audience is and what the point of your message is. 
 
The Future 

 

The future promises to keep sending us technology faster than we can adapt to it. I 
suggest that we consider our primary missions, for example with firefighting I consider 
my primary mission as a firefighter to stretch hoselines down hallways to protect 
searchers searching for civilians. I would then suggest that any technology, practice, rule, 
or thought that interfered with this primary mission, to include picture taking, should be 
immediately be disregarded.  
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Is there a role for promotion, certainly there is, volunteerism is on the decline. Could 
there be a role for training with pictures and video, surely, but ask yourself is that really 
why you took the picture.  
 
I would offer that only people not directly engaged in emergency operations, i.e., not 
qualified to provide patient care or fight fires should be taking pictures and that we 
should never take those group shots in front of the building because someoneÕs mother 
lives there.  
 
This discussion is far from over. 
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