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You’ve seen it in countless movies and 
television shows: A forensic video analyst 
magnifies and clarifies grainy surveillance 
footage of a person’s face or a license plate 
to get the key piece of evidence to catch the 
killer. While some of the details are exag-
gerated in Hollywood scripts, such tools 
do exist and they are frequently used to 
identify and prosecute offenders. 

Ocean Systems’ dTective is a video analy-
sis software suite devoted to the task, which 
the Tarrant County District Attorney’s Office in Texas routinely 
uses to run one of four regional labs across the country dedicated 
to retrieving and processing video evidence. 

A recent arson investigation in Tarrant County required mul-
tiple Ocean Systems forensic video analysis tools to identify the 
person seen on surveillance video setting fire to a Fort Worth dry 
cleaning business. This involved pinpointing and comparing 
items of interest in the case. 

Accident or Arson
When the Fort Worth Fire Department responded to the 
scene, it wasn’t clear what had caused the blaze. Fortunately, the 
business used a surveillance system, which the owner hoped 
could provide some answers. 

So while the agency collected and photographed physical 
evidence, an investigator from the Fort Worth Fire Department’s 
Arson and Bomb Unit contacted Mark Porter, a forensic video 
analyst with the Regional Forensic Video Lab—Fort Worth at the 

Tarrant County District Attorney’s Office, to 
retrieve the data. Porter brought to the scene 
his laptops equipped with Ocean Systems’ 
software suite and set to work. 

“I have a dedicated laptop from Ocean 
Systems that has the Avid product Media 
Composer  and Ocean Systems’ DVR dCoder 
program on it. That allows us to capture the 
video [on the scene] in its native format, and 
we can export that data and put it on our lap-
top from Ocean Systems,” explains Porter. 

“If the player [that plays the video] is on the disk, we can use 
the DVR dCoder, which is like a screen capture utility, to high-
light the playback window and capture the images as they’re 
playing in the playback software. We can then export them out 
uncompressed, which is very important to make sure we have 
the best image quality to work with.” 

Porter found that the DVR system had survived the fire with 
little smoke damage. Two cameras from the business’ digital vid-
eo surveillance system had recorded video of the incident. One 
camera was positioned on an outside wall with a clear view of 
a window on the side of the building. The other was positioned 
inside with a view of the opposite side of the window. 

Using the playback software, Porter viewed the video from 
both cameras, which showed a man walk up to the window of 
the business three separate times between 2:20 and 3:15 in the 
morning. Each time, he ignited an incendiary device and pushed 
it through a gap in the window. This proved the fire had been 
caused by arson. 

“If you can get to the scene and get the evidence collected, and 
do an initial processing of it early on in the investigation, a lot of 
times it can aid you in what you’re looking for,” says Miles Bris-
sette, Tarrant County assistant criminal district attorney. “With 
this case, we were able to rule out quickly that this was not an 
accidental fire. The video showed that this was an intentional act, 
so we knew we had a crime.”

Finding the right Person
With the knowledge that the building fire 
had been caused by arson, Porter set about 
determining who was in the photo. “Once I 
come back to the lab, I import the collected 
still images and Quicktime movie files into 

By comparing the size and shape of the 
incendiary devices in this arson case, video 
analysis yielded definitive proof that the 
suspect held the same items in the video.
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our Avid system from Ocean Systems. Then I can start working 
with the images,” says Porter. 

One of the first steps was going through the video frame by 
frame to create clear still images of the person’s face. They were 
printed and handed out to police officers 
and citizens in the area. 

“Between the beat officers and the owner 
of the store they were able to narrow down 
the list of people we wanted to talk to,” says 
Brissette. “And, in fact, one person walked 
right up to us and said, ‘I know exactly who 
that guy is and here’s where he hangs out.’”

Within a few days, a suspect was arrested 
just around the corner from the dry clean-
ing business on other charges. He was a transient 
who was known to hang out in the area. 

But the case didn’t end there. 
The suspect’s defense claimed the person seen 

in the video was instead the suspect’s brother. To 
settle the matter, Porter and his team needed to 
compare images of the suspect with those of his 
brother, and compare both against images from 
the surveillance video. Because the brother had 
been in the corrections system, photos of him 
were readily available. 

It’s often difficult to compare high-resolution 
images such as recent mug shots to low-resolu-
tion video stills. Porter used Ocean Systems' MAgnIFi filter to 
enlarge the images and ClearID to clarify the pictures. 

Based on height and facial characteristics, it was determined 
conclusively that the brother was not the person in the surveil-
lance video. This put the investigation’s focus back on the origi-
nal suspect. 

Known v. UnKnown
In this case, in addition to the person seen on screen, the items 
the person was wearing and carrying were all being compared 
to items found at the scene or on the suspect’s person. Zeroing in 
on details such as the piping on a hat, a specific logo on a T-shirt, 
and the coloration, size, and shape of the bag being carried by 
the person in the video proved essential in tying the suspect to 
the scene of the crime. 

Incendiary devices found in the dry clean-
ing business and photographed by the fire de-
partment were also compared to the sources 
of fuel shown in the surveillance video both in 
the hands of the person and seen entering the 
establishment via the window. 

“The forensic tools that Ocean Systems provides with its suite 
allow us to take that next evolutionary step and really get it nar-
rowed down to see and find out if this person committed the ele-
ments of the crime or not,” says Brissette. 

When the investigation report was com-
plete, the evidence was so damning that 
the case never reached trial. 

“We were ready to pick a jury, and the 
defendant decided he was going to plead 
guilty and go to the judge for punishment,” 
says Brissette. “He did and he was eligible 
for a lower sentence, but the judge gave him 
15 out of 20 years for this fire.”

whAt’s in it For YoU
Ocean Systems’ forensic video analysis 
tools can help law enforcement agencies solve 
many types of crimes, including kidnappings, 
murders, and burglaries. Using video taken at 
businesses near the scene of a crime could cap-
ture valuable data about suspects and victims if 
you know what to look for and how to process it. 

It’s often surprising what evidence can be col-
lected, even from crime scenes where the record-
ing system might have suffered damage. “It’s not 
just fire scenes,” says Brissette. “It’s police vehi-
cles that have been completely destroyed in ac-

cidents where we have to use power tools to cut the DVRs or VCRs 
out from the trunks to get the evidence off of them.” 

Such resources can be a boon to both police departments and 
prosecutors. But if you’re interested in establishing your own in-
house forensic video analysis staff, you need to be prepared to 
follow through after purchasing the equipment. Expertise is es-
sential, and it takes three or four years for someone to become 
proficient in forensic video analysis. And that’s just the begin-
ning. Tarrant County’s Porter is one of 45 people in the world to 
achieve his level of certification, CompTIA A+. He continues to 
attend three or four training classes per year through the Law 
Enforcement Video Association (LEVA) to maintain his skill set. 

If you’re at a smaller agency, one of the country’s four region-
al labs can process your evidence. But it might take a while. If 

you’re a larger agency that can take on the cost 
of the necessary equipment and both initial and 
continual training of experts on staff, it could 
greatly benefit you. 

As Brissette says, “It is a commitment, but it’s 
a commitment that can make the difference be-
tween a jury saying guilty and not guilty.” 

Comparing details of the bag 
straps seen in the video to 
those on the bag found on the 
suspect helped solve this case. 
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ocean systems Forensic solutions

Video Analysis: dTective

Image Analysis: ClearID 

Audio Clarification: QEAS

Asset Storage: archive-R
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