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REPORT: PIRC INVESTIGATION FINDINGS 

 

 
DEATH ENQUIRY:  
 
Just before mid-day on 15 December 2016, the body a 46 year old man was found by 
police officers in his works van which was parked in a lay-by on a quiet country road, 
near Dunipace. There were no suspicious circumstances. Tests revealed that the man 
died as a result of ‘inhaling the products of combustion’ from a small diesel generator in 
the back of the van. It could not be determined whether his death was accidental. 
 
Circumstances leading to the PIRC investigation 
 
 
About 1630 hours on Tuesday 13 December 2016 a local resident, who was on his way 
home from work noticed the van parked in a layby at Old Northfield Road, near 
Dunipace. As he had seen it parked there the previous Friday, he was concerned the 
vehicle may have been stolen and therefore contacted Police Scotland’s Service Centre 
and Area Control Room at Bilston Glen to report his concerns. 
 
Staff within the police ACR undertook computer checks and found  that the vehicle was 
not stolen, was taxed and insured and owned by a company in Stirling. The police 
officer dealing with the incident in the ACR decided that police were not required to 
attend, undertook no further enquiries and closed the incident.  
 
On 14 December 2016, a different member of the public telephoned the same ACR 
reporting similar concerns about the vehicle. This report was dealt with by the same 
police officer who had dealt with the call the previous day. The officer linked this call to 
the earlier incident and took no further action.  
 
About 0700 hours on 15 December 2016, another member of the public telephoned 
Police Scotland to report concerns about an articulated lorry which he said had been 
parked in Old Northfield Road, near Dunipace, for about three days. On this occasion, 
staff within the police ACR decided to send officers to investigate and about 1100 hours 
officers were sent to investigate. However, they were unable to  find the articulated lorry 
and started searching the general area. About 1150 hours the officers came across the 
van and found the man dead, slumped in the driver’s seat. Following an examination of 
the vehicle, a small petrol generator was found in the back of the van. Although not 
operational when found, the generator was switched to the on position.  
 
The subsequent post mortem and toxicology examination showed that the man died 
from the ‘inhalation of products of combustion’. No time or date of death could be 
determined. 
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On 15 December 2016, the Police Investigations & Review Commissioner (PIRC) was 
instructed by the Lord Advocate, in terms of Section 33A(b)(ii) of the Police, Public 
Order and Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2006 (as amended), to investigate:  
 
‘the call handling and actions of Police Scotland from the time of the first call about 1638 
hours on Tuesday 13 December 2016, until the officers, attending to the third call about 
1150 hours on Thursday 15 December 2016, entered the vehicle and found the 
deceased.’  
 
Findings of the PIRC investigation 
 
As part of its enquiries, PIRC Investigators interviewed members of the public, police 
officers and staff.  They examined police statements, Command and Control (STORM) 
logs, police reports, telephone recordings, briefing papers, Scottish Police Authority 
(SPA) photographs and Police Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs). They also 
seized productions. 
 
PIRC Investigators established that the man suffered from episodes of depression. In 
the months leading up to his death, friends and work colleagues had noticed  an overall 
decline in his personal well-being. It was also established that he frequently slept in his 
works van when he fell out with his girlfriend. 
 
Following investigation, the Commissioner submitted her report to the Crown Office and 
Procurator Fiscal Service (COPFS) and now publishes a summary of her findings. 
 
The Commissioner found that: 
 

 The man died from inhaling the products of combustion from a small petrol 
generator within his van. Toxicology examination revealed very high levels of 
carboxyhaemoglobin, arising from carbon monoxide inhalation, in addition to 
methane in his blood.          
  

 Death occurred sometime between 0930 hours on Monday 12 December 2016 
and 1150 hours on Thursday 15 December 2016 but it could  not be established 
whether death was accidental or a deliberate act.      
  

 The deceased  had not been reported to Police Scotland as a missing person 
due to his lifestyle factors, i.e. he was frequently absent from his home, did not 
maintain contact with his girlfriend and slept in his van.  

 

 There were clear anomalies in how the Police Scotland ACR at Bilston Glen dealt 
with the three reports. The first two reports were graded as a priority 4 response, 
which required a scheduled police attendance. However, no officers were 
instructed to attend. The decision by the service advisor not to send police 
officers was based on the description of circumstances supplied by the reporters 
and from her interpretation of a Police Scotland SOP (see bullet point below). In 
relation to the third report, that an HGV with foreign number plates and drawn 
cabin curtains had been parked in a lay-by for three days, the report was graded 
as a priority 2 response. This grading signifies a degree of urgency associated 
with police action and a requirement to dispatch resources within 15 minutes in 
relation to this report. Officers were dispatched , but only after a period of 4 hours 
had elapsed.  
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 With regard to the first two reports the ACR controller considered that, in terms of 
the Incident Prioritisation and Response SOP, because the reported vehicle had 
a current MOT, was taxed and insured, was not causing an obstruction and had 
not been reported stolen the criteria for police attendance were not met. 
However, the ACR controller does not appear to have considered the terms of 
the  Parking, Abandoned Vehicle and Vehicle Excise Licensing SOP which 
details that a vehicle which has been ‘stationary for a significant amount of time’ 
should be treated as an abandoned vehicle. As such, the ACR controller should 
have followed the processes for dealing with it  and contacted the Local Authority 
as required by this SOP.  

 

 Whilst it is clearly impractical for the police to deal with all reports of abandoned 
vehicles, given the repeated concerns expressed by members of the public, it 
would have been reasonable for ACR staff to contact the vehicle’s owners and 
either undertake or instruct some form of additional enquiry. Had they done so, 
then concerns about the man’s ongoing depression and welfare may have been 
discovered and a more informed decision taken about the need for officers to 
investigate further.         
  

 It cannot be determined whether, had Police Scotland taken action when the 
deceased’s vehicle was first reported, the deceased would have been found 
alive.  

 
 
Recommendations 
 
The Commissioner recommends that police should: 
 

 Adopt a flexible and practical approach to reports of abandoned or suspicious 
vehicles.           
  

 Examine all the circumstances, which may include attempting to contact the 
owners, before deciding whether or not to undertake further enquiries.  

 
 
Commissioner quotes: 
 
Kate Frame, Police Investigations and Review Commissioner, said: 
 
“It would be unrealistic to expect the police to investigate each report of an abandoned  
vehicle. 
 
“However, in this case had the repeated concerns expressed by members of the  
public been acted on earlier, additional information would have been available which 
may have prompted officers to locate and search the van in the layby sooner. 
 
“While it cannot be determined that if police had acted when the deceased’s vehicle was  
first reported he would have been found alive, there are important lessons to be learned  
in how police deal with similar incidents in the future.” 
 

 


