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Policy Statement

THE ROLE OF FORENSIC SCIENCE AND MEDICINE IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Issue
Forensic sciences, including but not limited to DNA analysis, have emerged as an extremely valuable tool for the American criminal justice system.  In countless cases it has served to identify the suspect, convict the guilty, and bring some solace to the victim or family.  In other cases it has exonerated the innocent, at times after years of unjust imprisonment. 

Discussion

The capacity of forensic examinations to illuminate the empirical truth provides the opportunity to use it for enhancing the efficiency, effectiveness, equity, and credibility of criminal justice throughout the nation.  However, lack of resources, facilities and properly trained forensic scientists and pathologists prevent these powerful new forensic technologies from realizing their full potential.  As a result, forensic evidence and offender samples languish in police property rooms and laboratories, resulting in long turn-around times and choking backlogs.  When it takes a laboratory months or years to enter convicted offender DNA profiles or process evidence from a rape kit (because a thousand other cases are already in the queue), then that rapist has that much larger of a window of opportunity during which he may commit additional rapes.  By the same token, the police will be unnecessarily expending untold hours of investigative resources on this case, during which investigation, innocent persons may become suspects.  The states and the federal government need to work cooperatively to assure that this powerful investigative resource is used to its fullest extent and in accordance with appropriate scientific and legal standards.

Positions
Understanding the crucial need to advance the effective use of forensic evidence in criminal justice, NCJA advocates more focused national attention on the following areas:

· Forensic evidence – Investigative databases such as IAFIS, CODIS, NIBIN and others can be remarkably effective in linking suspects to crime scenes and identifying victims when forensic evidence is identified, collected, and preserved properly for laboratory analysis.  As a result of these forensic database systems, which combine local, state and federal data into National (and even international) networks, the volume of potentially probative forensic evidence submitted to laboratories will continue to explode.  The greater the number and types of unsolved crime scene evidence which are entered into these databases, the greater the effectiveness of the databases in providing critical investigative information to law enforcement.

· Offender samples – DNA analysis becomes more valuable as the size of offender databases increases.  As more offender DNA profiles are entered into state databases and CODIS, the probability of a match of “hit” increases exponentially.

· Training – Criminal justice professionals need to be educated about the value and limitations of forensic evidence.  Police, prosecutors, defense counsel, judges and juries all require some degree of training in order to do their jobs properly.

· Laboratory Standards and capacity – The increased reliance on forensic evidence in criminal justice has placed great demands on crime labs throughout the country.  Lab capacity (both public and private) will need to grow to meet that demand.  Labs must demonstrably operate according to national quality assurance standards and accreditation models.

· Legal issues/privacy concerns – As DNA analysis becomes a mainstay of criminal justice operations, legal issues and privacy concerns continue to emerge.  Questions about which offenders to sample (at what stage in the criminal justice process), how long samples are retained and under what conditions, and the extent of post-conviction access to and preservation of DNA evidence by convicted offenders, continue to be debated.  The U.S. Attorney General’s Initiative on DNA Backlog Reduction in 2003 has made significant recommendations in addressing these issues. 

Recommendations
· Governments at all levels need to make the timely analysis of forensic evidence a priority and need, as well, to support the expansion of CODIS and other forensic databases and technologies.
· The DNA of all offenders covered by law need to be entered into the DNA databases as soon as possible and the 1994 DNA Identification Act need to be amended to allow the importation of any sample legally collected by state law into the National DNA Index.
· Enhanced training for nurses, medical investigators, medical examiners, coroners, crime scene investigators, and other related professionals in evidence identification, collection, preservation, and court presentation is essential for the effective use of new forensic technologies.
· Governments must work with both public and private institutions of higher learning to develop the education and training programs needed to meet the demand for qualified forensic scientists and technicians.
· The US Attorney General should convene a national forum to discuss the emerging issues concerning forensic evidence in criminal justice
· The NIJ should expand its funding of research aimed at improving the use of forensic evidence in criminal justice.
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