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REPORT BY THE U. S. 

General. Accounting Office ','/ 

. . 

~derOI Crime laboratories lack 
AC'lear Policy )For Assisting State 
And Local Jurisdictions 

The Government encourages and assists States 
to develop their own crime laboratory capabil­
ities and to decrease their reliance on Federal 
laboratories. However, Fecleral crime labs 
have accepted virtually all requests for analy­
ses from State and local law enforcement 
agencies, a practice which deters the develop­
ment of State. and local laboratory capabil­
ities. 

Federal funds for laboratory assistance are 
being reduced. An abrupt change in the avail­
ability of Federal laboratory services will have 
a detrimental effect among States and on 
their criminal justice systems. A clear Federal 
policy and a plan .for achieving C!. phased re­
ductionneed to be developed and commu­
nicated to State and l.Dcal officials. They need 
time to prepare for the increased workload .. _. . .. -·~-·rom the reduced Federal as· 
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GENERAL GOVERNMENT 
DIVISION 

8-199048 

UNITED STATES GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20548 

The Honorable Benjamin R. Civiletti 
The Attorney General 

The Honorable G. William Miller 
The Secretary of the Treasury 

This is our report on how the crime laboratories of the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Drug Enforcement Admini­
stration, and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms are 
currently providing evidence examination assistance to State 
and local crime laboratories. This practice conflicts with the 
Government's goal of helping States and localities develop 
their own laboratory capabilities. On page 18 you will find a 
recommendation that you jointly develop a plan to gradually 
reduce this Federal assistance. 

As you know, section 236 of the Legislative Reorganization 
Act of 1970 requires the head of a Federal agency to submit a 
written statement on actions taken on our recommendations to 
the House Committee on Government Operations and the Senate 
Committee on Governmental Affairs not later than 60 days after 
the date of the report and to the House and Senate Committees 
on Appropriations with the agency's first request for appro­
priations made more than 60 days after the date of the report. 

We are also sending copies of this report to the House 
and Senate Committees on the Judiciary; the House and Senate 
Committees on Appropriations; the House Committee on Govern­
ment Operations; the Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs: 
the Subcommittee on Civil and Constitutional Rights, House 
Committee on the Judiciary: the Director, Office of Manage­
ment and BUdget: the Director, Federal Bureau of Investiga­
tion: the Administrator, Drug Enforcement Administration: 
and the Director, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. 

William J. Anderson 
Director 
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REPORT BY THE U.S. GENERAL 
ACCOUNTING OFFICE 

FEDERAL CRIME LABORATORIES 
LACK A CLEAR POLICY FOR 
ASSiSTING STATE AND LOCAL 
JURISDICTIONS 

DIG EST 

The Government provides free crime laboratory 
services to State and local law enforcement 
agencies, a practice which is in direct con­
flict with Federal policy of encouraging 
State and local laboratories to develop their 
own capabilities and decrease their reliance 
on Federal laboratories. 

Each of the three Federal law enforcement 
agencies GAO reviewed--Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, Drug Enforcement Adminis­
tration, and Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco 
and Firearms--has crime laboratories which 
provide direct support to the agencies' 
missions and, in varying degrees, also pro­
vide evidence examinations to State and 
local law enforcement agencies. 

Since December 1978, restricted budgets 
have forced the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco 
and Firearms and Federal Bureau of Inves­
tigation laboratories to curtail some 
services previously provided and reductions 
in services at all three laboratories are 
likely in fiscal year 1981. A clear, 
coordinated strategy is needed to properly 
focus and balance Federal efforts to reduce 
Federal outlays and to encourage the 
development of independent State and local 
laboratories. 

Although Federal agencies have provided 
substantial financial assistance and train­
ing to State and local laboratories over 
the past 10 years, Federal laboratories 
continue to provide extensive examination 
services at the request of state and local 
law enforcement agencies. Some States rely 
extensively on the free services: others 
appear to be almost totally self-sufficient. 
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" , -state and local law enforcement agencles 
can bypass their laboratories and 
submit evidence for analysis directly to 
Federal laboratories. with certain excep­
tions, Federal laboratories have performed 
all examinations requested by state and 
local law enforcement agencies without 
regard to the complex~ty of the,a~a~yses 
required or the technlca~ capabll~tle~ of 
local laboratories." GAO s analysls of a 
sample of these requests showed that the 
majority of the analyses performed w~re, 
within the state and local laboratorles 
technical capabilities. 

~ state and local law enforcement agencies 
use Federal laboratories for a variety of 
reasons, ranging from normal procedu:es and 
personal preference to real or percelved 
problems at state and local cr~melabora­
tories. ~ More often than not, lnadequate 
resources have detrimentally affected State 
and local laboratories. 

Free examination services from the highly 
respected Federal laboratories quite often 
are the most desirable alternative law 
enforcement agencies have. In effect, the 
current Federal operating practice of 
accepting requests for laboratory services, 
from state and local law enforcement agencles 
is directly at odds with the goal of making 
local jurisdictions less re~iant on ~he . , 
Federal laboratories. Contlnued avallablilty 
of free Federal laboratory services will 
only serve to postpone actions needed at 
the State and local level to improve the 
quality and quantity of laboratory services. 

~state and local laboratory directors generally 
prefer that Federal laborator~e~ conce~trate 
on providing research and tralnlng ratner 
than accepting state and local law enforce~ 
ment agency requests for laboratory analysls. 
However, Federal laboratories are reluctant 
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to restrict examination services to local 
law enforcement agencies, as they serve to 
strengthen the bonds between law enforcement 
groups. ~ 

Federal budget cutting efforts have reduced 
laboratory examination services to State and 
local jurisdictions and threaten to further 
reduce services. "A clear Federal policy and 
a plan for aChieving a phased reduction is 
needed to allow State and local jurisdictions 
time to prepare for the increased workload 
that the reduction of Federal services will 
cause. • 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

GAO recommends that the Attorney General 
and the Secretary of the Treasury require the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, Drug Enforce­
ment Administration, and Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco and Firearms crime laboratory directors 
to develop a coordinated plan providing 
for a phased reduction in Federal crime 
laboratory assistance to State and local 
law enforcement agencies. Such a plan 
should 

--provide a time schedule which will 
enable the States to prepare for 
the phased reduction in Federal 
laboratory assistance; 

--discontinue the practice of accept­
ing routine requests from local law 
enforcement agencies, thereby by­
passing laboratories where the 
capability exists or should be 
developed; and 

--define the complex or sophisticated 
analyses which the Federal labora­
tories should continue to perform. 

iii 
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AGENCY COMMENTS 

The findings in this r'eport were discussed 
with officials of the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, the Drug Enforcement Admini­
stration, and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco 
and Firearms. They recognize the existing 
dilemma but generally see some value to their 
own operations in the present arrangements. 
While conceding that there are benefits, GAO 
does not believe that they overcome the fac­
tors arguing for change--a view apparently 
shared by the Administration, as evidenced 
by reductions in the budgets for providing 
laboratory services. The principal needs now 
are to provide for an orderly phasing down 
of these services and the development of 
plans regarding long-term assistance. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Three major Federal law enforcement agencies--the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA), and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and 
Firearms (ATF)--have extensive crime laboratories which pro­
vide criminalistics 1/ services to their own agencies and, 
in varying degrees, also provide such services to Stat~ and 
local law enforcement agencies. These services include: the 
examination of bloodstains, clothing, glass, hair, bullets, 
and other trace evidence; and document examination, which 
generally consists of a side-by-side comparison of handwrit­
ing, typewriting, and other written or printed matter for 
identification purposes. 

The FBI crime laboratory offers trd most complete 
examination services among Federal crime laboratories. The 
ATF crime laboratory system also provides a range of examina­
tion services. The drug analysis specialization of the DEA 
crime laboratory is unique among the three crime laboratories. 
The examination capabilities demonstrated in our review of 
the case w{)rk in the three crime laboratories are shown in 
the following table. ~/ 

l/That profession and scientific discipline directed to the 
- recognition, identification, individualization, and evalu­

ation of physical evidence by application of the natural 
sciences in law-science matters. 

2/Because the Federal crime laboratories use different 
- terminology, we have assigned uniform definitions to 

avoid confusion. In this report, an "examination" is the 
general category of work conducted in a particular labora­
tory unit; and "tests" are the actual analyses performed 
on a specimen. For example, a weapon identification 
examination in the Firearms and Toolmarks Unit may include 
a number of comparison tests involving several pieces of 
evidence. 
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Examination Asency 
cate9:0r~ FBI ATF DEA 

(note 

Chemistry-toxicology (note b) X X X 
Microscopic analysis X X 
Mineralogy X 
Serology X X 
Explosives X X 
Firearms/toolmarks X X 
Instrumental analysis X X 
Elemental analysis X X 
Questioned document X X 

~/Although not appearing in our sample, the DEA 
laboratory also performs microscopic, instrumental, 
and elemental analyses. 

b/Among the three laboratories, only the FBI performs 
- toxicology analysis. 

REVIEW OBJECTIVES, SCOPE, AND METHODOLOGY 

a) 

Because Federal policy has been to encourage and 
assist development of crime laboratory capabilities within 
the States, we sought to determine the type of evidence 
analysis work Federal crime laboratories perform for State 
and local jurisdictions and how this ties into Federal 
efforts to develop State and local laboratory capabilities. 
To explore these issues, we randomly selected and reviewed 
requests for laboratory analysis at the three Federal 
laboratories. We interviewed the laboratory examiners who 
performed the requested tests and the law enforcement 
officials who requested the tests. We also interviewed 
officials at 15 state and local crime laboratories regard­
ing their operations. A complete presentation of our scope 
and methodology for this review is presented in chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A COORDINATED FEDERAL STRATEGY FOR DEVELOPING 

STATE AND LOCAL CRIME LABORATORIES IS NEEDED 

Federal policy has been to encourage and assist States 
in developing their own crime laboratories and thereby 
lessen their reliance on Federal law enforcement agencies' 
laboratories except for complex analyses that are beyond the 
capabilities of State and local laboratQries. However, 
Federal assistance has not yet appreciably affected the 
request workload from State and local law enforcement 
agencies. Some States rely extensively on the free Federal 
laboratory services; however, others appear to'be almost 
totally self-sufficient. 

Although their objective is to provide sophisticated 
examination support beyond the capabilities of State and 
local crime laboratories, the ATF, DEA, and FBI crime 
laboratories are performing many analyses which could be 
performed at the State and local level. This results from 
their willingness to accept evidence submissions directly 
from local law enforcemen~ without regard for State and 
local laboratory capabilities. 

State and local law enforcement agencies submit evidence 
to Federal laboratories for a variety of reasons, ranging 
from normal procedures and personal preferenc~ to real or 
perceived problems at their local laboratories. More.often 
than not, inadequate resources have detrimentally affected 
State and local laboratory capabilities. Continued availa­
bility of free Federal laboratory services, however, will . 
only postpone funding decisions that have to be made at the 
State and local levels. 

. The willingness of Federal laboratories to accept 
vlrtually all requests for laboratory analyses directly from 
~tate and local law enforcement agencies has unnecessarily 
lncreased the Federal workload and inhibited the development 
of State and local laboratories. 

State and local crime laboratory directors generally 
prefer that Federal lati~atories (1) discontinue the present 
pol·icy of accepting routine evidence submissions for analysis 
from State and local law enforcement agencies, (2) provide 
examination support only in areas beyond the capabilities 
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of ~he State and local laboratories, and (3) concentrate 
tnelr assistance on training state and local examiners and 
performing research. 

Proposed reductions in the budgets of the three 
Fed~ral laboratories will result in reduced examination 
asslstance to ~tate and local jurisdictions. However, this 
does not Substltute for a clear policy on the proper 
roles and,relationship of Federal, State, and local crime 
laboratorles. 

FEDERAL POLICY IS DIRECTED TOWARD DEVELOPING 
CRIME LABORATORIES WITHIN STATES 

, Th~ long range Federal goal has been to encourage and 
asslst ln the development of State and local crime labora-· 
tory 7apvbilities to lessen their reliance on Federal 
agencles, except for complex analyses beyond normal State 
and local capabilities. This has been done through Law 
Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA) grants to 
Sta.tes and through free training of examiners in the various 
laboratory disciplines. 

~et~een,fiscal years 1969 and 1979, LEAA provided over 
$81 mll1l0n ln block and discretionary grants for the 
~evelopment of ~tate crime laboratory capabilities. These 
funds we:e cruclal tO,developing and expanding State and 
local crlme laboratorles. 

, In addition, LEAA, DEA, ATF, and the FBI provide train­
lng,to stat~ and loca~ ~r~me laboratory examiners to improve 
thelr ~echnlcal capabl11tles. Training has been given to 
an est7ma~ed ~/34~ students. Also, the Congress appropriated 
$3.~ ml11l0n ln flscal year 1979 for construction of a 
Natl0nal Forensic Science Research and Training facility at 
the FBI Academy. 

FEDERAL EXAMINATION ASSISTANCE REMAINS 
HIGH BUT VARIES BY STATE 

, Despite th~ substantial Federal financial and training 
asslstance provlded over the last 10 years to develop 
laborat~ries with~n States, Federal laboratories continue 
to provlde extenslve examination services at the request 
of State and local agencies. Some States rely heavily on 
Federal a~s~stance, while others appear to be almost totally 
self-sufflclent. 
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The extent to which Federal crime laboratories are used 
varies by State. To illustrate, Florida and pennsylvania made 
1,231 and 809 requests, respectively,· to the FBI during fiscal 
year 1979, while Alabama submitted 21 requests, and Michigan 
submitted only 10. Those relatively few submissions from 
each State add up to an extensive workload for Federal crime 
laboratories, particularly the FbI. The appendix contains a 
listing, by State, of the physical examination requests to 
the FBI for fiscal years 1978 and 1979. 

The FBI provides the most extensive examination services 
to State and local agencies. State and local requests 
accounted for 79 percent of the FBI's scientific Analysis 
section's workload an3 25 percent of the Document Section's 
workload during calendar year 1978. Over the cou~se of the 
past 5 years, the requests from State and. local law enforce­
ment have dropped off but not as much as FBI officials 
anticipated. 

State and Local Requests to the FBI 

Laboratory in Fiscal Years 1975 to 1979 

1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 

Scientific Analysis section 5,847 5,487 5,073 5,146 6,125 

Document section j:,335 4,463 3,235 1,139 2,442 
--- ---

Total 10,182 9,950 8,308 §...!...2S 5 8,567 
~--.-

DEA and ATF also examine evidence submi~ted to them by 
State and local jurisdictions. However, this work consti­
tutes a much smaller portion of their total caseload. Appro­
ximately 21 percent of the requests for analyses submitted 
to DEA laboratories during fiscal year 1979 came from State 
and local jurisdictions. 1/ 

---------
l/This excludes requests from the Washington, D.C., poli.ce. 

DEA's Mid-Atlantic laboratory has served as the drug 
laboratory for the District of Columbia since the presi­
dent's Anti-Crime proposals of January 31, 1969. 
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DEA 
State 

Bequests to the DEA Laboratory System 
in Fiscal Years 1978 and 1979 ----

1978 1979 
Requests Percent Requests 

18,264 78 18,692 
and local 5,07Q 22 4,839 

Total ~,334 100 23,531 ---

Percent 

79 
21 

100 

About 9 percent of the ATF laboratory's forensic science 
caseload was provided by State and local requests in fiscal 
year 1979. Examination support to State and local jurisdic­
tions declined by nearly 50 percent between fiscal years 1978 
and 1979 as a result of a November 1978 decision to reduce 
resources expended for gunshot residue analysis, the examina­
tion most commonly requested by State and local agencies. 

Requests to the ATF Laboratory System 
in Fiscal Years 1978 and 1979 

1978 1979 
Requests Percent Requests Percent 

ATF 
State and local 

Total 

11,345 
~872 

13,224 

state and local laboratories have 
the~echnical capability to perform 
most examinations 

86 
14 

100 

10,380 
979 

11,359 

91 
9 

100 

Although their objective is to provide sophisticated 
examination support beyond the capabilities of State and 
local crime laboratories, the ATF, DEA, and FBI crime 
laboratories are performing many analyses which could be 
performed at the state and local level. This results from 
their willingness to accept evidence submissions directly 
from local law enforcement agencies regardless of their 
laboratories' capabilities. 

6 

State and local crime laboratory officials told us they 
had the technical capability to p~rfol~ the analyses for 67 
percent of the cases in our sample. ~ Ti1at is, ATF, DEA, and 
FBI crime laboratories performed the analyses at the request 
of State and local law enforcement agencies,· even though the 
technical capability to conduct such analyses existed at 
the ,State and/or local laboratory. Federalworkwhich 
duplicated State and local capabilities was highest at DEA 
(96 percent) and lowest at ATF (25 percent). 

Were Analytical Capabilities Available 
at the State and Local Crime Laboratory? 

Yes NO' 
Number of Number of 

examinations Percen! examinations Percent 

FBI 

Submissions from: 
Florida 1,104 
Connecticut, Georgia 

Illinois, Maryland, 
Minnesota, New York 836 

Total 1,940 

ATF 162 

DEA 

Submissions from: 
Florida, Illinois, and 

Maryland 1,133 

82 240 18 

51 

65 35 

25 484 75 

96 42 4 

7 

Total 
,Number of 

examin'ations, Percent 

1,344 100 

1,645 IOU 

2,989 100 

646 IOU 

lOU 
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WHY LOCAL LAW ENFORCEMENT AGENCIES 
USE THE FEDERAL CRIME LABORATORIES 

The vast majority of requests for Federal examination 
services come directly from local law enforcement agencies. 
These agencies submit evidence to Federal laboratories for 
a variety of reasons, ranging from normal procedures and 
personal preferences to real or perceived problems at their 
State or local crime laboratories. More often than not, 
inadequate resources have detrimentally affected State and 
local laboratories. Free examination services from the 
highly respected Federal laboratories quite often are the 
most desirable alternative these local agencies have. 

State and local law enforcement agencies sent 76 percent 
of our sample cases directly to the Federal laboratories. In 
48 percent of our sample cases, law enforcement officials 
said they preferred Federal laboratories over the available 
State and local crime laboratories. This preference was 
described as a combination of normal procedures, good 
experiences with Federal crime laboratories, or bad experi­
ences with State and local laboratories. Of the 24 percent 
of our sampled cases submitted by State or local labora­
tories, the m~jority were submitted to relieve case backlogs. 

Reasons State/Local Law Enforcement 
Used Federal Crime Laboratories 

Percent 

Law enforcement 
agency believed 

Backlogged S/L lab sent cases S/L lab did not 

Agency cases at for which It lacked have the analytical Miscellaneous 

Agency preference S/L labs analytical capability capability reasons Total 

i> 

FBI 38.2 20.0 14.4 19.6 78 100 
DEA 91.3 3.5 1.7 3.5 100 
ATF 14.2 4.8 4.8 76 .. 2 100 

Total 48 14 10 23 5.0 100 
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Discussions with local law enforcement officials and 
crime laboratory directors identified a variety of reasons 
why local law enforcement agencies use Federal laboratories. 
Some of these reasons are unrelated·to the capability of the 
State and/or local laboratory. For example, friction between 
State and local police is one reason why some local police 
submit evidence directly to Federal laboratories. Other 
local law enforcement officials claimed not to know what 
capabilities existed at State laboratories. Some local 
officials use Federal laboratories in part because Federal 
laboratories accept evidence through the mail while State 
laboratories require evidence to be hand delivered. 

However, the three major reasons given for using Federal 
laboratories are 

--faster service by Federal laboratories, 

--greater confidence in Federal laboratories, and 

--a lack of technical capability at the State and 
local laboratory. 

These problems are largely tied to resource and management 
decisions at the state and local level. 

More often than not, inadequate resources have 
detrimentally affected State and local laboratories. Free 
examination services from the highly respected Federal 
laboratories quite oiten are the m0st desirable alternative 
these local agencies have. Continuing the Federal 
laboratories' practice of accepting requests directly from 
law enforcement agencies and conducting free examinations 
can only serve to postpone decisions by those that have yet 
to make the requisite commitment to develop competently 
staffed and adequately equipped crime laboratories at the 
State and local level. 

A clearer role for the Federal laboratories must be 
articulated and plans prepared for the phased reduction of 
Federal handling of routine laboratory work. Federal 
agencies cannot be expected to solve all of the problems which 
confront state and local laboratories and which prevent state 
and local law enforcement officials from working together 
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effectively. However, changes in Federal laboratory policies 
can do much to insure that these officials begin to work 
their problems out by removing" Federal laboratories as an 
alternative. 

Crime laboratory resource problems must 
be resolved at the State and local level 

Resource problems have an impact on State and local 
laboratories' ability to acquire the necessary equipment, 
·train the necessary personnel, or retain trained personnel 
to acquire or maintain technical capabilities. Addition­
ally, some State and local laboratories have had to 
develop priorities for evidence analysis in response to 
caseloads which exceeded their limited resources. The 
resource decisions required to solve the problems of 
untimely service and unavailable examination capabilities 
must be resolved at the State and local level. 

Generally, crime laboratory officials believe they have 
suffered from inadequate resources. This was the conclusion 
of an LEAA-sponsored forensic science workshop in March 1978. 
The conference, attended by persons representing the 
judiciary, police, prosecution, defense, and the forensic 
sciences, concluded that the forensic sciences suffered from 
grossly inadequate resources for providing reliable examina­
tions and testimony. The conference noted that variances 
in laboratory capabilities exist from jurisdiction to juris­
diction. The conference also concluded that the value of 
the forensic sciences is not adequately comprehended or 
appreciated among the elements 6f the criminal justice 
system. 

Our interviews with crime laboratory officials supported 
the conference's conclusions. For instance: 

--The Director of the forensic sciences department 
in one State said that financial difficulties over 
the past several years have severely restricted 
equipment purchases and thus seriously jeopardized 
programmed equipment replacement. Reductions in 
Federal funds forced the laboratory system to apply 
equipment funds toward salaries in an effort to 
main.tain personnel. Additionally, employee training 
has been limited, equipment replacement postponed, 
and equipment repair neglected. 

10 
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--The chief of a State police ;Laboratory said that 
as a unit of the State police, the laboratory must 
compete for' scarce resources. The laboratory 
suffered from insufficient resources to adequately 
compensate and train its personnel or acquire 
adequate equipment. The crime laboratory has a 
sizable case backlog and problems with providing 
timely evidence analysis. 

--Officials in one State provided a 1979 study of 
forensic science services within the State which 
found them to be " * * * in highly underdeveloped 
condition and [to] suffer from inadequate facili­
ties too few and poorly trained personnel, and the 
abse~ce of the most modern instrumentation and 
technologies which are in use in many forensic 
laboratories nationwide." The study concluded 
that "Criminalistics services are a direct 
reflection of the inadequate budgets and resources 
allotted them by their parent law enforcement and 
scientific agencies and by the various organiza­
tional and budgeting constraints faced by the 
laboratories and their parent agencies." 

--The chief of another State crime laboratory 
said that for several years his laboratory 
had a scanning electron microscope to perform 
gunshot residue analysis but did not have a 
trained examiner. Also, the laboratory had an 
examiner trained to do in-depth serology analysis 
but did not have the necessary equipment. 

--Although one State's crime laboratory bureau was 
described as full-service, an official stated 
that this did not mean that all of these ser-
vices were readily available at all times. The 
unavailability of services was due to personnel 
shortages caused by the State's inability to hire 
new personnel and/or loss of personnel because of 
low salaries. Case turnaround time was a problem 
and backlog was primarily caused by staff shortages. 

To cope with limited resources, State and local 
laboratories, which bear the major responsibility for 
serving State and local law enforcement agencies have, in 
some instances, adopted case screening procedures such as: 

11 
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--In an effort to concentrate scarce resources 
on meaningful cases, one state crime laboratory 
system instituted cas~ screening procedures 
which have caused case submissions to level off 
at 12,000 per year over the course of 3 years. 

--Faced with an increasing caseload and the ability 
to do more and more complicated examinations, 
yet suffering from a decrease in staff, the 
regional crime laboratory i~ another.St~t7 had 
established progressively tlghter prl0rltles 
for evidence analysis. Cases which are not 
routinely worked include 

(1) recovered narcotics without suspects, 

(2) burglaries and robberies without biological 
materials or suspects, 

(3) dead bodies and suicides, 

(4) aggravated assaults without suspects, 

(5) justifiable homicides, and 

(6) aggravated assaults with charges in municipal 
court. 

--A county crime labo'ratory in a third State screened 
evidence submissions using the criteria of the nature 
of the offense and the nature of the evidence. The 
crime laboratory routinely will not examine 

( 1 ) 

( 2 ) 

( 3 ) 

evidence submitted in rape cases without 
defendants; 

illegal drugs confiscated from first 
offenders, since these cases are not 
prosecuted; 

questioned documents without comparison 
materials of sufficient amounts and 
quality; 
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(4) toolmarks without suspect tools; and 

(5) burglaries without readily apparent 
physical evidence. 

--The sheriff's office crime laboratory in one 
large city reduced narcotics case backlog from 
between 500 and 600 cases to 100 cases by adopt­
ing a policy of performing only partial analyses 
of drugs. These analyses are sufficient to permit 
district attorneys to file cases. Evidence can 
be examined fully if required for prosecution. 

FEDERAL EFFORT SHOULD BE BETTER DEFINED 

The current Federal operating policy of accepting most 
requests for examination services from State and local law 
enforcement agencies is at odds with the long-range goal of 
making State and local jurisdictions less reliant on Federal 
laboratories. Two national commissions--the President's 
Commission on Law Enforcement and the Administration of Jus­
tice (1967) and th~ National Advisory Commission on Criminal 
Justice Standards and Goals (1974)--called for the establish­
ment within each State of crime laboratories capable of pro­
yiding the most advanced forensic science services to police 
agencies. Both commissions recommended that the FBI 
laboratory continue to receive and analyzEI evidence from 
the States when sophisticated analy:s<:!s are required. 

Officials in all three Federal laboratories say this 
is the type of examination support they want to provide 
to State and local agencies. Also, State and local crime 
laboratory directors generally prefer that Federal labora­
tories concentrate on providing research and training 
rather than accepting routine State and local requests for 
laboratory analysis. However, Federal crime laboratories 
have been reluctant to restrict examination services to 
local law enforcement agencies. 

The differing capabilities among State and local 
jurisdictions make it difficult to implement the expressed 
Federal policy. Although the 15 State and local laboratories 
we visited consider themselves full service laboratories, 
their capabilities vary, as does their use of Federal laboratory 
services to supplement their technical capabilities. What is 
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considered a sophisticated analysis in one laboratory can be 
well within the capabilities of another. 

Much needs to be done to define the appropriate 
Federal role 2md to break the cycle where readily avail­
able Federal laboratory services prevent State and local 
laboratories from obtaining the needed resources and capa­
bilities. The prospect of reduced budgets for Federal 
laboratories makes such an effort imperative. 

Federal laboratories are reluctant 
to curtail services to law 
enforcement agencies 

The Federal laboratories are r~luctant to discontinue 
accepting examination requests directly from local law 
enforcement agencies. Officials in these laboratories 
see such laboratory services as a means of cementing 
cooperation with State and local law enforcement agencies 
that assist Federal investigators. 

The former Assistant Director of the FBI laboratory 
recognized that continued acceptance of direct requests 
from local law enforcement agencies conflicts with the FBI 
policy of aiding in the development of State and local 
laboratories. He felt, however, that this must continue 
until these laboratories are able to gain the confidence of 
local law enforcement agencies. 

Federal laboratory officials recognize that variations 
in examiner competence exist in the Nation's laboratories. 
These officials are therefore reluctant to force local law 
enforcement agencies to use State and local laboratories 
where there may be a question of incompetence or political 
conflict. In addition, Federal laboratory officials believe 
their operations benefit from the services they provide other 
law enforcement agencies. ATF and FBI officials said the 
state and local workload permits their examiners to main­
tain and expand their expertise. DEA officials said 
examination of state and local evidence provides them with 
intelligence on the price and purity of street drugs. 
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In contrast to the situation in many State and local 
laooratories, Federal laboratories generally have not had 
to restrict examination services. 1/ Their reluctance to do 
so results in their performing rouIine examination ser~ices 
for local law enforcement agencies, such as the follow1ng. 

--The FBI examined a waterskiing rope used to tie 
the victims of a house burglary. The examiner 
found the rope to be of a very common material 
widely distributed at hardware stores. He said 
there~was very little value to his work in the 
absence of a suspect and another rope to compare 
the evidence. 

--In a vandalism case, the FBI matched a can of 
spray paint with paint sprayed on a synagogue. 
The examination was made even though the suspect 
admitted the defacing and voluntarily surrendered 
the can of paint he said he used. 

--In a forgery case, an FBI questioned document 
examiner attempted to compare a suspect's hand­
writing with the handwriting on, some forged chec~s, 
despite not having what he cons1dered t~ be su~f1-
cient specimens to make a match. He sa1d he d1d 
not ask the police agency to obtain more h~ndwrit­
ing samples from the suspect, because ~e d1d not 
want to tell the police how to run the1r inves­
tigation. His report was inconclusive. 

Crime laboratory directors attending the May 1979 Board 
of Governors meeting of the American Society of Crime Labora­
tory Directors generally felt that the FBI la~oratory should 
basically discontinue examination of all rout1~e,state ~nd 
local physical evidence requests after a trans1~10n p~r10d 
possibly extending as long as 2 to 3 years. Th1S per10d , 
would enable them to prepare for the added workload result1ng 
from reduced Federal assistance. 

l/An exception is the FBI's Mineralogy/Metallurgy Unit which 
- conducts examinations often cited as being beyond State/ 

local laboratory capabilities. Despite the unique services 
it provides, it is the one FBI laboratory unit,which,h~s 
had to reduce examination services because of 1nsuff1c1ent 
personnel to meet caseload. 
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state and local crime laboratory directors look to the 
Federal laboratories, particularly the FBI, to provide badly 
needed training for state and lo~al examiners and to con­
centrate On research. They note that waiting lists for FBI 
training courses are long. Heavy caseloads have caused 
cancellation of FBI courses in the past. 

Budget cuts force Federal 
laboratories to curtail services 

Federal budget cutting efforts have reduced examination 
services to State and local jurisdictions and threaten to 
further reduce services. These abrupt cutbacks will have an 
uneven effect among the States and an uncertain effect on 
their criminal justice systems. A clear Federal policy and 
a plan for achieving a phased reduction in Federal involve­
ment in routine laboratory assistance need to be developed 
and communicated to state and local officials so that they 
can prepare to assume the increased workload that will follow 
the reduced Federal effort. 

In November 1978, ATF eliminated most gunshot residue 
analyses, the most commonly performed work the laboratory 
was doing for State and local requesters. This action was 
prompted by budget cuts, a hiring freeze, and a desire to 
shift resources to higher priority programs, such as arson 
and explosives. The Assistant Director, Technical and 
Scientific Services Division, said that he felt State and 
local laboratories should be able to pick up the work no 
longer performed by ATF since the necessary equipment would 
only cost approximately $20,000. Otherwise, gunshot residue 
cases could be referred to the FBI. 

For fiscal year 1980, the Attorney General called upon 
the DEA and FBI crime laboratories to reduce examination ser­
vices to State and local jurisdictions. FBI laboratory 
officials, faced with a rising workload and consequently an 
extended turnaround time in all case categories, adopted a 
policy in June 1979 of no longer routinely accepting for 
analysis backlogs of physical evidence submitted by state and 
local crime laboratories with the capability of conducting 
the requested examinations. until that time, the FBI had 
generally accepted all State and local requests. 
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The President's fiscal year 1981 budget proposes further 
cuts in the area of Federal assistanGe to State and local 
laboratories. Specifically, 31 FBI positions, 7 DEA posi­
tions, and 3 ATF positions previously devoted to examination 
of physical evidence submitted by State and local jurisdic­
tions would be eliminated. 

In addition, LEAA's grant programs will either be 
eliminated or greatly curtailed. This no doubt will affect 
both the States' and the localities' ability to upgrade their 
laboratories and to fill the void created by Federal 
laboratory cutbacks. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The Federal law enforcement agencies' practice of pro­
viding free laboratory analyses for State and local law 
enforcement agencies has been a disincentive to the develop­
ment of laboratory capabilities at the State and local 
levels. This practice is at odds with the Federal goal of 
encouraging and assisting in the d~velopment of State and 
local laboratory capabilities to lessen their. reliance on 
Federal laboratories. 

The majority of laboratory analyses performed by 
Federal laboratories has been within the technical capa­
bilities of State and local laboratories. However, resource 
problems have detrimentally affected the development of State 
and local laboratories, some more so than others. The con­
tinued availability of free Federal laboratory services will 
only postpone the funding decisions that must be made at the 
State and local levels. 

Federal funds for laboratory assistance to State and 
local law enforcement agencies are being reduced. An abrupt 
change in the availability of Federal laboratory services 
will have an uneven effect among States and an uncertain 
effect on their criminal justice systems. A clear Federal 
policy and a plan for achieving a phased reduction in Federal 
laboratory assistance need to be developed and communicated 
to State and local officials. They need time to prepare for 
the increased workload that will result from the reduced 
Federal assistance. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

We recommend that the Attorney General and the Secretary 
of the Treasury require the F~I, DEA, and ATF crime laboratory 
directors to develop a cocrdinated plan providing for a phased 
reduction in Federal crime laboratory assistance to State and 
local law enforcement agencies. Such a plan should 

--provide a time schedule which will en,able' the States 
to prepare for the phased reduction in Federal 
laboratory assistance; 

--discontinue the practice of accepting routine 
requests from local law enforcement agencies, thereby 
bypassing laboratories where the capability exists 
or should be developed; and 

--define the complex or sophisticated analyses which 
the Federal laboratories will continue to perform. 

As an alternative, the Federal laboratories should also 
consider the possibility of continuing Federal laboratory 
assistance to local law enforcement agencies after the phased 
reduction period, but only on a reimbursable basis. This 
would permit States to make economic decisions regarding the 
level of crime laboratory development they wish to fund. It 
would also continue to provide an alternative source of ser­
vice for local law enforcem~nt agencies dissatisfied with the 
services provided by the State crime laboratories. 

AGENCY COMMENTS 

The findings in this report were discussed with officials 
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Drug Enforcement 
Administration, and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. 
They recognize the existing dilemma but generally see some 
value to their own operations in the present arrangements. 
While conceding that there are benefits, GAO does not believe 
that they overcome the factors arguing for change--a view 
,apparently shared by the Administration, as evidenced by 
reductions in the budgets for providing laboratory services. 
The principal needs now are to provide for an orderly phasing 
down of these services and the development of plans regarding 
long-term assistance. 
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CHAPTER 3 

SCOPE OF REVIEW 

This report is the result of a comprehensive review of 
the management 6f three Federal crime laboratory systems--ATF, 
DEA, and the FBI. This report addresses the relationship of 
Federal and State and local crime laboratories and Federal 
effor.ts to assist the development of State and local crime 
laboratory capabilities. 

Our work included analyzing requests for physical 
evidence analysis, interviewing management officials and 
examiners in the 3 Federal laboratories and 15 State and 
local laboratories, reviewing policies and procedures manuals 
and management reports, and interviewing law enforcement 
officials. 

We review8d a stratified sample of requests made to 
Federal crime laboratories by State and local jurisdictions. 
For State and local requests to the ATF laboratory, only 
requests regarding cases closed during fiscal year 1978 were 
sampled. Our samples of requests made by state and local 
jurisdictions to the FBI and DEA laboratories included bo~h 
pending and closed cases. Our samples at these two agencles 
were drawn from requests processed during calendar year 1978. 
Our strata were as follows: 

Crime laboratory 

FBI 

2. 

ATF :3 • 

DEA 4. 

5. 

6. 

Origin of request 

Florida law enforcement agencies 

Connecticut, Georgia, Illinois, 
Maryland, Minnesota, and New York 
law enforcement agencies 

State and local law enforcement 
agencies 

'Florida law enforcement agencies 

Illinois law enforcement agencies 

Maryland law enforcement agencies 

19 

---; 
I 

,'! -



----------------------- - -:---------~-..... --~-~~--- -- -

1 
{'_.' " 

/ 

The basis of stratification was the agency and geographic 
location of the laboratory. The purpose of geographic 
stratification was to provide broad geographic coverage of 
laboratory operations and to provide a cross section of the 
type of examinations performed. J\.t the FBI, the requests 
from the seven States represented 38 percent of the State 
and local workload. At DEA, the three States reviewed pro­
vided 25 percent of that agency's State and local workload. 
At ATF, the sampled State and local cases came principally 
from ATF's Rockville labQrgtory, which handles the majority 
of State and local work for the ATF laboratory system. 

~ve used different selection procedures at the various 
laboratories depending upon how the request files were kept, 
but all samples were randomly selected. The total number 
of requests reviewed was 171. Our analysis is subject to an 
overall maximum sampling error of plus or minus 7.5 percent 
at the 95 percent confidence level. 

We conducted additional interviews with the Federal 
and State and local law enforcement officers at the request­
ing agency pertaining to the sampled cases. Finally, we 
interviewed officials in 18 State or district attorneys' 
offices in 6 States regarding sampled cases which were 
presented for prosecution. 
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APPENDIX APPENDIX 

STATE AND LOCAL REQUESTS RECEIVED BY THE FBI 

FISCAL YEARS 1978.AND 1979 

State 

Alabama 
Alaska 
Arizona 
Arkansas 
California 
Colorado 
Connecticut 
Delaware 
District of Columbia 
Florida 
Georgia 
Hawaii 
Idaho 
Illinois 
Indiana 
Iowa 
Kansas 
Kentucky 
LOlJisiana 
Maine 
Maryland 
Massachusetts 
Michigan 
Minnesota 
Mississippi 
Missouri 
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Requests 
FY 78 FY 79 

16 
169 

37 
69 

152 
34 

257 
155 
234 

1,223 
92 
43 
69 

625 
125 

31 
44 
74 

141 
61 

446 
98 
17 

100 
191 

54 

21 
175 

60 
55 

231 
51 

283 
175 
287 

1,231 
89 
71 
67 

423' 
112 

35 
86 

160 
162 

61 
628 

79 
,10 
111 
121 
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APPENDIX APPENDIX 

STATE AND LOCAL 'REQUESTS" RECEIVED' BY THE FBI 

FISCAL YEARS 1978 'AND 1979 

. , Requests 
State FY 78 FY 79 ---
Montana 83 94 
Nebraska 37 47 
Nevada 19 27 
New Hampshire 78 47 
New Jersey 247 209 
New Mexico 58 84 
NeVI York 252 230 
North Carolina 317 306 
North Dakota 55 50 
Ohio 189 173 
oklahoma 49 87 
Oregon 21 25 
Pennsylvania 1,012 809 
Rhode Island 89 91 
South Carolina 155 132 
South Dakota 81 49 
Tennessee 359 271 
Texas 144 150 
Utah 42 72 
Vermont 16 77 
Virginia 152 173 
Washington 196 192 
West Virginia 64 56 
Wisconsin 27 172 
wyoming 33 37 

Total 8,332 8,488 

(184370) 
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