" hear about the' case be-

- theusands of convictions,
including rapes and mur-

enforcement, truth can get lost. ,

fact, scandals have en-

“cials, from clerks to lab di-
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Today’ s debate' Scrence inthe Justrce system

- Real-life CSI rife with
conﬂlcts of interest

Our view: ,
When crime labs answer to law

In January, the state of Texas admitted that
maybe, just maybe, it had executed an in-

"~ nocent man based on flawed forensic evi-

dence collected-at a fire scene. It hired an ex-
pert to review the evidence — years aﬁer
two ‘outside panels had

its local polrce ballistics lab after lab ernploy-

ees’ ‘reports falsely supported prosecutors’ -

one-gun theory in a murder case, The ém-

 ployees failed to note that the shell casings |

came from two different guns. A cascade of
revelations since then led prosecutors to ask
for the retesting of evidence in 147 cases, a

number that Wayne County prosecutor Kym-

Worthy called “the tip of the iceberg.™”
Scandals 1n Tecent years:in Maryland,

Oklahoma, Oregon, Wash- | S

reached the same contlu-
sion. You probably didn’t

cause theé widespread’
problems with scientific
evidence in criminal cases -
don't ‘usually ‘-make the
news beyond the states
where the crime occurred.
Over the past decade, in

snhared meore than 200 offi-

rectors; cast doubt upon

ders; and created state-
widelegal tangles that have |
cost milliohs of dollars.. -

In aweport issued in Feb-
ruary, the National Acad- .
emy of Sciences (NAS) con-
cluded ‘that science in the justice system
desperately needs an overhaul. Many neces-
sary steps are backed by wide consensus.
Among them ate more money to erase huge -
tésting backlogs and improve research, man- .
datory accreditation for labs and training re-
quirements for technicians.

‘But one idea — moving crime labs out from
under the management of law enforcement

. - agencies — has sparked opposition from
~ groups representing crime lab directors and
managers. The NAS expert panel made the

recommendation after a disturbing pattern -
emerged: When crime labs break the rules,
through deliberate falsification or ‘uninten-
tional sloppiriess, the results overwhelmmgly
favor prosecutors.

Last" year, for example, Detroit shut down

Dor" relocat C
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- By Sergro Salvador AP

Murder scene Forensic ex-
perts at work in Albuquerque

‘But science can't live up to that promise y
. the scientists serve the truth not one sié

1ngton state and West Vir-

substances possessed by
accused. drug_dealers as
narcotics even though the
testing was never done, ac-
cording to ‘the state inspec-
- tor general. Similar ‘mis-
‘deeds in Houston, first
revealed in 2004, spanned

quarter century.

found systematie prob-
lems. In most of the coun-

swer to police and
- prosecutors. Lab directors’
budgets come from law en-
forcement agencies. Crime

“scene techmcrans and lab workers are part of,
the law enforcement culture. Making the”

labs’ independent agencies within city or
state government, as Virginia.does, would
help ensure Joyalty to the trfth. - L

- Forensic - science -in cnmrnal courts has
been a part of American culture long before
CSI becamie a prime-time obsession. Mark
Twain ‘was writing about " fingerprints in
criminal cases ini the 1880s, before there was.
an FBl or anyone even imagined DNA, The al
lure is easy to understand. Juries and ju
finding someene guilty beyond a'reasonal
doubt would really like thiere to be no-do
at all, a desire that sc¢ience could help

+the other inan adversanal courtroom,

!‘-!b"

terns. In New York City, the. |
police crime lab identified |

‘thousands of cases over a |

ginia followed similar pat- {. :

It is no wonder the NAS: | .

try, forensic scientists an- | 8
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