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I. PURPOSE

To establish written guidelines to be followed by officers when requested to unlock a vehicle.

II. POLICY

A. It is the policy of the Helena Police Department that officers do not attempt to unlock vehicles at citizen request unless:

1. The situation is deemed an emergency, i.e. a child or infant locked inside the vehicle, an animal locked inside the vehicle where there is a risk to the life of the animal (heat, cold, other conditions exist), injuries to occupants, or other “life and death” situations.

2. Ordered or requested to do so by a supervising officer at his/her discretion.

B. All other requests from citizens for unlocking vehicles will be referred to the appropriate private service for assistance.

III. PROCEDURE

A. Emergency requests

1. If an emergency situation exists for an officer to attempt to unlock a vehicle, the officer will respond to the location of the vehicle with the appropriate tools and department forms.

2. The
officer will request dispatch to also contact a locksmith to respond, in the event the officer is not able to unlock the vehicle.

3. As time permits, officers should have the owner/operator of the vehicle complete the department “Waiver of Liability” form prior to any attempt to unlock the vehicle.

4. As time permits, officers should attempt to verify ownership of the vehicle by requesting a drivers license and registration papers for the vehicle from the person requesting assistance.

5. The officer may determine the need for forcible entry into the vehicle if he/she is not able to unlock the vehicle, and 

a. Assistance from a locksmith service is not available or will not be available in a reasonable amount of time, or

b. The locksmith service is not able to unlock the vehicle in a reasonable amount of time.

6. If entry is forced into a vehicle, the officer will complete the appropriate written report, documenting the incident.  See SOP Volume 5, Chapter 36 - Report Procedures.
B. Non-emergency requests

1. The officer shall have the owner/operator of the vehicle to be unlocked complete the department Waiver of Liability form.

2. The officer shall attempt to determine ownership of the vehicle by requesting identification and vehicle registration from the person requesting assistance.

3. If the officer determines he/she is not able to unlock the vehicle by using available equipment, he/she shall offer to summon other assistance from locksmiths, family, friends, etc.

4. If any incidental damage is caused to a vehicle while attempting to unlock it, the officer shall document this information in the appropriate written report.  See SOP Volume 5, Chapter 36 - Report Procedures.
C. Waiver of Liability Forms

1. A Waiver of Liability form should be completed for each incident when an officer attempts to unlock a vehicle.

2. The officer shall obtain the call for service number from dispatch and note that on the form.

3. Completed forms shall be forwarded to the shift commander for approval.  

4. The shift commander will forward completed forms to the Patrol Division Commander.
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