
 

Leaving the Scene of an Accident: 

Responsibilities and Consequences 

A traffic accident can leave a driver frightened, confused, or unsure what to do next. Leaving 

before fulfilling the legal duties that follow a collision can create a separate problem, even when 

the driver did not cause the accident. 

Often called “hit-and-run,” leaving the scene can lead to penalties ranging from traffic sanctions 

to serious criminal charges. The applicable duties, offenses, and penalties vary by state and 

depend on circumstances such as property damage, injuries, death, and what the driver knew or 

reasonably should have known. 

Your Responsibilities Begin With Stopping 

Drivers involved in a collision generally must stop at the scene or as close as safely possible and 

fulfill the applicable requirements before leaving. Those duties commonly include identifying 

themselves, exchanging information, and providing reasonable assistance when someone is 

injured. 

These responsibilities generally apply regardless of who caused the crash. Believing the other 

driver was responsible does not give you permission to leave without completing the required 

steps. Official driver guidance illustrates these obligations, although the law of the state where 

the crash occurred controls. California DMV collision guidance, New York DMV crash guidance 

Moving a vehicle out of traffic is different from abandoning the scene. When safe and permitted 

or required by local law, moving to a nearby shoulder or other safe location can help prevent 

another collision while allowing everyone to exchange information and obtain assistance. 

https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/handbook/california-driver-handbook/financial-responsibility-insurance-requirements-and-collisions/
https://dmv.ny.gov/book/export/html/1611


Exchange Information and Arrange Help 

State laws specify what information drivers must provide, commonly including names, 

addresses, vehicle registration details, and driver’s license information. Insurance information 

should also be exchanged as required, and drivers must provide information to responding 

officers. 

If someone appears injured, call 911 and follow the dispatcher’s instructions. Reasonable 

assistance may include arranging emergency medical care; do not assume that you should 

personally transport an injured person or move them unnecessarily. 

If the scene presents an immediate threat, tell emergency services where you are and follow their 

safety instructions. A dangerous situation may affect what actions are reasonable, but it should 

not be treated as automatic permission to disappear without reporting the accident. 

A Parked Car or Damaged Property Still Requires Action 

Hitting an unattended vehicle does not eliminate your responsibilities. State laws commonly 

require reasonable efforts to locate the owner or leave identifying information securely in a 

conspicuous place, and may also require a report to law enforcement. 

A note alone may not satisfy every requirement. If you strike a parked car, fence, sign, or other 

property, contact the appropriate authorities for instructions and check the reporting rules that 

apply where the incident occurred. California DMV guidance on unattended vehicles and 

property 

Reporting Requirements Vary by State 

Calling police, exchanging information, notifying an insurer, and submitting a state crash report 

are separate actions. Depending on the jurisdiction, the severity of injuries, and the amount of 

damage, more than one may be required. 

Do not assume that an officer’s report automatically completes your own reporting obligations. 

Check the relevant state motor vehicle agency’s requirements promptly, because reporting 

thresholds and deadlines differ. 

Injuries or Death Can Bring More Serious Charges 

Leaving a collision involving injuries or death generally carries more serious consequences than 

leaving one involving property damage alone. Depending on state law and the facts, possible 

consequences include fines, incarceration, license suspension or revocation, and restitution. 

Other charges may also arise from the conduct surrounding the crash, such as impaired driving or 

reckless driving. A fatal accident does not automatically establish vehicular homicide or 

manslaughter, and whether multiple sentences run together or consecutively depends on the 

https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/handbook/california-driver-handbook/financial-responsibility-insurance-requirements-and-collisions/


applicable law and convictions. State statutes distinguish among these circumstances rather than 

applying one nationwide penalty. Knowledge and Circumstances Matter 

Leaving the area after an accident does not, by itself, prove every element of a criminal offense. 

Depending on the statute, prosecutors may need to establish that the driver knew, had reason to 

know, or reasonably should have known about the collision, damage, or injury. 

Questions about awareness, identification of the driver, medical incapacity, or an immediate 

emergency require careful examination. Panic or a mistaken belief that the damage was minor 

should not be assumed to excuse leaving, and no defense applies automatically in every state. 

If You Have Already Left the Scene 

If someone may need emergency assistance, call 911 immediately and provide the location and 

information necessary to obtain help. Do not delay an emergency response while deciding how 

to handle your own legal situation. 

Promptly seek advice from a criminal defense attorney licensed in the state where the accident 

occurred. Counsel can explain reporting obligations, advise how to address contact with law 

enforcement, and evaluate whether returning is appropriate and safe; returning later does not 

necessarily erase an earlier violation. 

Preserve relevant evidence, including photographs, messages, location records, and vehicle 

information. Do not delete records, repair damage to conceal evidence, or ask anyone to give a 

false account of what happened. 

Criminal Charges and Financial Claims Are Separate 

A leaving-the-scene allegation can involve both a criminal investigation and claims for injuries 

or property damage. The outcome of one does not automatically resolve the other, and insurance 

coverage depends on the policy, applicable law, and circumstances. 

Notify your insurer as required and ask whether it will provide a defense to any civil claim 

against you. Do not assume that an insurance-appointed attorney handling a damages claim also 

represents you in a criminal case. 

Get Advice About the Law That Applies 

An attorney can review the evidence, explain the potential charges, and identify deadlines and 

options under the relevant state law. Anyone accused should receive advice based on the actual 

circumstances rather than a general list of penalties or promised outcomes. 

After an accident, the practical priorities are to stop safely, arrange needed help, provide required 

information, and comply with reporting obligations. If you have already left, addressing the 

situation promptly and honestly can help prevent further harm while allowing you to protect your 

legal rights. 


