There is a quiet race that starts the moment two bumpers touch. It is the race to hold onto what happened, and
the facts that prove it. Evidence fades in hours, sometimes minutes. Skid marks lighten after a light rain.
Surveillance systems overwrite their footage every 24 to 72 hours. Even your own memory drifts. If you want a fair
outcome, you have to treat the crash scene like a living crime scene without the sirens. You do not need to be a
detective, but you do need to know where to look, what to keep, and how to do it in a way that will stand up

when an insurer or a jury studies it months later.

| have worked with crash victims who did nearly everything right at the roadside and still needed help months
down the line. | have also seen ordinary people, with no legal background, save their own cases because they took
five photographs nobody else thought to take. The goal here is not to turn you into a litigator. It is to help you
lock down the truth while it is still fresh.

Why early evidence matters more than you think

After any collision, fault drives almost every decision: who pays for car repairs, who covers the medical bills, and
how much a bodily injury claim might be worth. Fault does not come from hunches, it comes from documentation.

The person who documents better tends to win more often, or at least negotiates from a position of strength.

Insurers assign adjusters who move quickly. They call witnesses before you do. They grab statements and
sometimes secure video from a nearby store that will not hand it to you. They have processes. Your process has to
be simple but intentional. You are preserving three categories of proof: physical evidence from the scene, digital
evidence that may vanish, and human evidence, mostly memories and statements. Each requires a slightly

different approach.

The first hour: triage for safety, then details

Health first, always. Call 911 for any impact that feels bigger than a parking tap. If you are dizzy, in shock, or in
pain, do not try to play photographer. Ask a passenger or a bystander to help if you can. If the vehicles can safely
remain where they stopped, leave them until police arrive. Their measurements and photographs will often carry
weight later. If traffic or danger requires moving the cars, take quick wide shots before anything gets moved, then
move them out of the way.

If you are able to gather information, aim for clarity over volume. A few smart captures beat 100 shaky photos of

a bumper.

A practical roadside checklist

These are the snapshots and notes that routinely make or break liability decisions. You can complete most of this

in under ten minutes.

* Wide photos of the scene from multiple angles, then medium shots of vehicle positions, then close-ups of
damage and debris. Include any skid marks, fluid trails, broken glass, and road defects.

¢ Traffic controls in context: the nearest stop signs, traffic lights, crosswalks, and lane markings. Capture whether

signals were working and whether any signs are blocked by foliage.

* The other driver's info: name, phone, address, license number, plate, insurer, policy number. Photograph the
license and insurance card if they agree.



* The environment: weather conditions, sun position if glare is an issue, wet or icy pavement, construction

zones, or confusing detours. Include any temporary cones or signs.

® People and places: contact info for all witnesses, photos of nearby businesses or residences that might have

cameras, and the responding officer’s name and report or incident number.

If you can add a 10 to 20 second video panning the entire scene, do it. A still frame freezes a moment. A slow pan
shows distances and sight lines, which become crucial when someone later claims they could not see you.

How to photograph with an investigator’s eye

The most common mistake | see is a folder of tight bumper shots and nothing else. Those close-ups matter, but
they do not tell the story. Start wide so you can see how vehicles ended up relative to lanes and landmarks. Kneel
down for some shots to put the camera at bumper height. Back up until both cars and a recognizable background
feature, like a street sign or storefront, are in frame. Take a few photos with your phone's gridlines turned on to

keep horizons level, which helps later for measurements and reconstructions.

Include a common object for scale in damage shots, like a key or a pen, next to a scrape. Photograph any
deployed airbags and seat belt marks on clothing or your chest and shoulder. Those marks often corroborate that

you were belted and help biomechanics experts explain injuries.

Witnesses: find them, thank them, and lock in their accounts

People are more willing to help in the first five minutes than they will be an hour later after traffic resumes. Ask
bystanders for their names and numbers, and if they are willing to share a brief voice memo on your phone with
what they saw. Keep it simple and neutral. If someone is in a hurry, even a text from them with a sentence helps.

Juries and adjusters trust independent witnesses, especially those with no connection to either driver.

If a witness seems hesitant, tell them they might receive a call to verify the basics, not to testify in court. That is

honest and reduces fear. Later, a car accident lawyer can follow up to obtain a sworn statement if needed.

The police report and how to fill gaps

Police reports are useful, but they are not gospel. Officers rarely witness the crash. Their narrative often reflects
whoever speaks first and loudest. If you disagree with a detail, politely ask the officer to include your statement in
the report. If something material is wrong or missing, many departments allow a supplemental statement within a
few days. Use it to clarify street names, lane numbers, or the direction of travel. Avoid speculating about speed or

distances unless you are certain.

If the officer issues a citation, do not argue roadside. The report will note the citation anyway. | have seen polite,

brief corrections at the scene help, and heated debates cause problems.

Vehicle black boxes: the event data recorder most cars already have

Most modern vehicles store crash data in an event data recorder, often called an EDR. Think of it as a snapshot of
key metrics in the five seconds before and after a triggering event, such as airbag deployment or a sharp
deceleration. It can show speed, throttle position, brake application, seat belt use, and steering input, among other
items. Not every crash triggers a record, and not every car stores the same fields, but when data exists, it is

powerful.



Here is the catch: retrieving EDR data typically requires specialized hardware and software, and sometimes
cooperation from a dealership or a forensic vendor. Data can be lost if the vehicle’s battery is disconnected or if
the car is repaired or totaled and sent to auction. If serious injuries are involved or fault is disputed, consider
having a lawyer send a preservation letter to the owner and the insurance company that controls the vehicle,
instructing them not to alter or destroy it until data can be pulled. In cases with commercial trucks, similar
principles apply, but the data often includes engine control module logs, GPS history, and hours-of-service records

that require fast legal action to preserve.

Surveillance and dashcams: act before it gets erased

The corner deli's camera, the city’s traffic camera, and a neighbor's video doorbell together may have captured the
entire incident. Most systems overwrite on a loop, often every 48 to 168 hours. Call or visit businesses as soon as
possible and ask to preserve video for the time window in question. Be specific, friendly, and brief. If they agree,
ask how long they will hold it and who your lawyer should contact to issue a formal request. Some will share a

copy if you bring a flash drive, others require a subpoena.

If you or the other driver had a dashcam, download the footage that day and back it up in at least two places. Do
not edit it. Do not cut “just the clip you need.” Keep the full file with timestamps intact. An unedited file carries

weight. A trimmed video invites unnecessary arguments over what was omitted.

Medical evidence is not just bills, it is the story of your body

Go to urgent care or an emergency department if you feel anything out of the ordinary. People try to be tough
and wait. Then they have a gap in treatment, which insurers love to question. Tell the provider where you hurt and
what movements make it worse. If pain spreads or new symptoms develop over the next 24 to 72 hours, return

and have it documented. Soft tissue injuries and concussions often reveal themselves in layers.

Keep every discharge paper, imaging report, and prescription label. Photograph bruising and swelling daily for the
first two weeks under similar lighting. Those photos, paired with visit notes, show a timeline that makes sense. If
you miss work, ask your employer for a brief letter noting dates missed and whether the absence was unpaid or

required you to use sick or vacation time.

A short diary can be worth thousands

Adjusters and juries relate to daily life details. A simple recovery journal helps turn an abstract injury into a human
experience. Write one or two sentences each evening about pain levels, sleep issues, missed events, or tasks you
could not do. If you picked up your toddler less this week or needed help with groceries, note it. Do not dramatize.

Authentic, consistent notes carry weight.

Clients who keep these journals often remember to tell their providers about lingering limitations, which then get
recorded in the medical chart. Those chart entries tend to drive case value more than anything a lawyer can say

later.

Digital hygiene: social media, texts, and location data

If you post on social media, expect the other side to find it. Even private accounts can become fair game through
discovery. Do not delete existing posts that relate to the crash without talking to a lawyer, because deletion can be

spun as destruction of evidence. The safest course is to pause posting about health, activity levels, or travel until



the claim resolves. Adjusters have shown me beach photos to argue that a client’s back could not hurt that much.

Context gets lost. It is easier not to give them ammunition.

Save texts and emails with the other driver or witnesses. Download phone location data if it helps prove your
route or timing. Preserve rideshare receipts or GPS from map apps that show where you were going. If your car
had a connected app that tracks trips, check whether you can export that data.

Keep the smashed things

Physical objects tell compelling stories. Store damaged car parts your insurer lets you keep, like a snapped child
seat or a shattered phone case. Photograph blood stains on seat belts, scuffs on pedals, and broken sunglasses. If
your clothing tore or has embedded glass, bag it and label the date. If a child seat was in the car during the crash,
most manufacturers recommend replacement after a moderate or severe impact. Keep the old one, both for

reimbursement and as proof that a child occupant needed that protection.

Talking to insurers without hurting your claim

Report the crash to your insurer promptly. If the other driver's insurer calls, be polite but brief. You can share
basics like time, location, vehicles involved, and whether police responded. Decline to be recorded until you have
spoken with a lawyer, particularly if you are still being treated. Recorded statements given early sometimes lock
people into small inconsistencies that create headaches later. There is rarely a rush to give a recorded account,

despite what the adjuster may imply.

If the other insurer wants your medical authorizations, provide only what relates to this crash. Broad, open-ended

authorizations invite fishing expeditions into unrelated history. A car accident lawyer can tailor the scope.

The preservation letter: your formal request to freeze the facts

When the stakes are higher, a preservation letter, sometimes called a spoliation letter, is one of the most effective
tools we have. It is a written demand that the opposing party keep specific items and data intact, like vehicles, EDR
records, driver logs, surveillance video, and cell phone records during the relevant time window. Courts can
penalize parties who ignore these letters and allow evidence to be destroyed. In practice, a well-timed letter sent
within days of a crash often secures video that would otherwise be lost and encourages an insurer to take your

claim seriously.

Lawyers also send preservation requests to third parties, like businesses with cameras or a city traffic department.
Some agencies require formal public records requests, which have their own deadlines. If you are handling a claim
on your own at first, at least email or hand-deliver a short, polite request to any business you believe has footage,

noting the exact time, date, and camera angles if known, and that a formal request from counsel will follow.

Deadlines, statutes, and the quiet ways time hurts cases

Every state has a statute of limitations for personal injury claims, often two to three years, sometimes shorter.
Wrongful death claims can have different clocks. Claims against government entities have notice periods that can

shrink to 90 or 180 days. That is the obvious calendar.

The less obvious calendar is the one imposed by machines and habits. Surveillance loops overwrite in days.
Commercial trucking companies rotate electronic logs on varying cycles. Phone carriers keep detailed texting

metadata longer than contents, and those periods vary. Even your own body imposes a schedule: if you do not



follow through on medical referrals for weeks, insurers question whether you are really hurt. Preserving evidence is

not a single act, it is a series of small, timely steps that create a coherent record.

A simple timeline for smart preservation
Think of the aftermath in phases. This is not a rigid plan, it is a rhythm that keeps you ahead of the curve.

* Same day: medical evaluation if needed, photographs and video of the scene and vehicles, witness contacts,

notifications to your insurer, and a quick note of how you feel and what you can or cannot do that evening.

® First 72 hours: request nearby surveillance preservation, download dashcam footage, secure damaged

property, begin a pain and activity journal, and follow up with a primary care or specialist if symptoms persist.

® First week: obtain the police report or incident number, schedule imaging or therapy as recommended, send a
preservation request for vehicle EDR data if liability is contested or injuries are significant, and identify any city

or traffic cameras that may have captured the crash.

* First month: keep all appointment records and receipts, ask your employer for a work absence letter if
applicable, and speak with a car accident lawyer about a strategy for obtaining third party data and managing

communications with insurers.

* Ongoing: continue treatment as prescribed, update your journal weekly, and avoid social media posts about

health or activities that could be misread without context.

Common mistakes that quietly cost people money

Silence hurts less than a stray admission. Do not apologize or accept blame at the scene. Humans are wired to

smooth social tension, and “I'm sorry” can sound like fault even when you mean empathy. Let the facts speak.

Do not sign a release in exchange for a fast check to repair your car if the document also waives bodily injury
claims. Insurers sometimes combine them. Read carefully. Ask whether the property damage settlement is

separate from any injury claim. It usually can be.

Avoid giving the other insurer blanket access to years of medical history. They need records related to this crash
and maybe a window before it to understand preexisting conditions. Give too much, and you invite arguments

that your current pain is all old news.

Do not exaggerate. If some days are better, say so in your journal and to your provider. Credibility is your most
valuable asset. Honest variability sounds human. Constant 10 out of 10 pain for months rarely reads as true and

can backfire.

How a lawyer strengthens the evidence you already have

People often wait to call until something goes wrong, like a lowball offer or a stubborn denial. There is nothing
wrong with gathering the basics yourself first. A good lawyer adds value by widening the lens. We issue targeted
preservation letters, hire crash reconstructionists for complex intersections, and retrieve EDR data before a totaled
car disappears. We subpoena surveillance and cell records, gather sworn statements from witnesses, and
coordinate with your providers to ensure the medical chart actually reflects what you are living with. We also

organize the file into a narrative that makes sense to an adjuster who sees dozens of claims every week.

Sometimes the best move is advising you not to do something. | had a client, a rideshare driver, who wanted to
repair his car immediately to get back to work. We waited two days to allow an independent appraiser to

photograph the frame damage. That extra set of photos, showing a subtle buckle near the wheel well, led to a



higher repair estimate and a rental car extension that saved him out-of-pocket costs. Small, timely interventions

pay.

If cost is a concern, many firms, including mine, offer free consultations and contingency fee arrangements,
meaning you do not pay attorney fees unless there is a recovery. If your injuries are minor and liability is clear, a
lawyer may tell you how to settle it yourself and step back. The https://mapfling.com/qddpz2n point is to match

the response to the case.

Edge cases and judgment calls

Not every rule fits every crash. If you are in a no-fault state and your medical bills will run through Personal Injury
Protection regardless of fault, preserving liability evidence still matters for threshold arguments and property
damage, but your immediate focus may rightly shift to documenting treatment and work loss. If a hit-and-run
driver flees, your uninsured motorist coverage becomes paramount, and your own insurer will want proof that a
phantom vehicle existed. That is where witness statements, debris found in the roadway, and video from nearby

buildings become gold.

If the other driver is intoxicated and facing criminal charges, cooperate with law enforcement but be cautious
about giving statements to the defense investigator for the criminal case. Politely refer them to your civil attorney.
If a commercial truck is involved, act faster on preservation because companies often deploy rapid response teams
to the scene and have sophisticated counsel. Hours-of-service logs, electronic control module data, and dashcam

footage should be preserved immediately.

If weather played a role, like black ice or sun glare, photographs and local weather data for that hour can support
your account, often more effectively than argument. | once used sunrise time and angle data, along with tree line
photos, to explain a driver's momentary blindness approaching a T intersection. The insurer revised liability to a

split after fighting full fault for my client for months.

Turning a messy day into a clean record

You cannot control what caused the crash. You can control what survives it. A clean record is not fancy. It is a
handful of well-composed photographs, two or three witness contacts, prompt medical notes, preserved digital
crumbs, and a paper trail of your daily limitations. Most people can do that with a phone and a little presence of

mind.

If you do nothing else today, add your insurer’s roadside assistance and claim contact to your phone, set your
camera to save location data on photos, and make a mental note of the closest places on your commute that have
visible cameras. Share these basics with family members who drive. The five minutes you invest now pays off in the

five hours you do not have to spend arguing later.

And if the crash already happened, start where you are. Gather what you can, write down what you remember,
and consider a short conversation with a car accident lawyer about preserving what remains. Time keeps moving,

but a few deliberate steps will keep the key facts from slipping away with it.
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