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 These are just three stor�es shared 
dur�ng a ser�es of reg�onal cold case 
tra�n�ngs sponsored by the Nat�onal 

Inst�tute of Just�ce (NIJ). Funded under the 
Pres�dent’s DNA In�t�at�ve and hosted by  
the Nat�onal Forens�c Sc�ence Technology 
Center, these tra�n�ngs leverage strateg�es 
and resources to help law enforcement off�-
cers solve cold cases. Dur�ng the tra�n�ngs, 
cold case �nvest�gators share �nformat�on  
on how to pr�or�t�ze cases, conduct �nter-
v�ews and max�m�ze the use of forens�c  
technolog�es.

In 2007, more than 200 people part�c�pated �n 
s�x NIJ-sponsored cold case tra�n�ngs across 
the country. An expert plann�ng group made 
up of law enforcement off�c�als, forens�c sc�-
ent�sts and NIJ staff members d�rected devel-
opment of the tra�n�ng top�cs. 

In 2008, the Inst�tute plans to hold f�ve tra�n-
�ngs: one under the current format and four  
add�t�onal tra�n�ngs — complete w�th an 
�nteract�ve v�rtual cold case f�le — hosted  
by the V�rg�n�a Center for Pol�c�ng Innovat�on. 
In add�t�on to the tra�n�ngs, wh�ch help 
spread prom�s�ng pract�ces from the f�eld, 
NIJ has launched a mult�year effort to bu�ld, 
evaluate and �mprove the effect�veness of 
cold case �nvest�gat�ons (see s�debar on 
page 25, “Develop�ng an Ev�dence-Based 
Model for Cold Case Un�ts”).

Accord�ng to Charles Heur�ch, phys�cal  
sc�ent�st �n NIJ’s Invest�gat�ve and Forens�c 
Sc�ences D�v�s�on, the goal of the tra�n�ngs �s 
to have an “�mmed�ate and pos�t�ve �mpact” 
on the people most affected — v�ct�ms and 
the�r fam�ly members. “Cold case v�ct�ms 
are often known as the ‘forgotten v�ct�ms,’” 
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A prisoner, up for parole in a week, is charged with raping a mother and her 
daughter more than 14 years ago.

Officials arrest a man for murdering 11 women between 1977 and 1993.

A man convicted of raping and murdering a 6-year-old girl is linked to an  
earlier sexual assault of a disabled woman.
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Heur�ch expla�ned. “But to the�r fam�l�es  
and fr�ends, they are never forgotten.” 

“You are not just solv�ng an old rape or  
murder case,” he sa�d �n September 2007 
at a workshop �n Scottsdale, Ar�z. “You are 
br�ng�ng answers to fam�l�es.”  

The cold case Team

A theme that echoed at the tra�n�ng ses-
s�ons was the h�gh value of hav�ng a full-t�me 
cold case un�t w�th�n a pol�ce department. 
Whether the un�t �s made up of one detect�ve 
or, as �s the case �n New York C�ty, 30 detec-
t�ves, �t �s cruc�al to have off�cers ded�cated 
to �nvest�gat�ng and analyz�ng cold cases, 
experts agreed.

The spec�f�c makeup of the cold case team 
var�es from agency to agency. The Kansas 
C�ty (Mo.) Pol�ce Department’s cold case 
squad — formed �n December 2002 —  
cons�sts of an exper�enced hom�c�de ser-
geant, s�x sen�or detect�ves and a reserve 
detect�ve. Meanwh�le, the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg (N.C.) Pol�ce Department  
has two hom�c�de detect�ves, one super-
v�sor and one FBI agent on �ts cold case  
un�t. It also has a c�v�l�an rev�ew team of  
s�x volunteers who organ�ze, rev�ew and 
draft summar�es of cases. 

Regardless of makeup, a un�t’s relat�onsh�p 
w�th the department �s cr�t�cal, sa�d Rockne 
Harmon, sen�or deputy d�str�ct attorney 
(ret�red) �n Alameda County, Cal�f. Buy-�n  
from the top �s essent�al when look�ng to 
establ�sh or ma�nta�n a cold case un�t. “If  
the comm�tment doesn’t come from the  
top, �t doesn’t come,” he added. 

Greggory LaBerge, d�rector of the Denver 
Pol�ce Department Cr�me Laboratory, noted 
that act�vely engag�ng cr�me laboratory  
personnel and prosecutors �n the process 
can substant�ally �ncrease the success �n 
�nvest�gat�ng and analyz�ng cold cases.

Which cold case?

Many departments have dozens of unsolved 
cold cases. The Palm Beach County (Fla.) 
Sher�ff’s Department alone �dent�f�ed  

225-250 cold cases for rev�ew. W�th so 
many, how does an agency determ�ne  
wh�ch cases to reopen? 

Checkl�sts can help a department set pr�-
or�t�es. Factors l�ke statutes of l�m�tat�on, 
ava�lab�l�ty of w�tnesses and v�ct�ms, and 
whether any ev�dence ex�sts are ass�gned a 
po�nt value. Cases w�th h�gh po�nt totals are 
cons�dered to have a h�gh solvab�l�ty rat�ng 
and thus are reopened. 

The Kansas C�ty Pol�ce Department’s check-
l�st �s separated �nto three categor�es —  
ev�dence, w�tnesses and suspects — each 
w�th factors that have po�nt values. For 
example, ev�dence factors �nclude whether 
the murder weapon was recovered, f�nger-
pr�nts were recovered and DNA analys�s was 
requested. The factors add up to g�ve the 
total “solvab�l�ty” po�nts. Such cr�ter�a and 
tools can help �nvest�gators wh�ttle a large 
number of unsolved cases down to a more 
manageable number.

Asking Questions

Experts agree that once a cold case has 
been �dent�f�ed and selected for �nvest�ga-
t�on, a number of quest�ons should be  
cons�dered: 

■ Victim. What were the c�rcumstances  
surround�ng the v�ct�m’s death? Can a 
mot�ve be establ�shed for the death?

■ Witnesses. Were there w�tnesses?  
Can they be located? If so, are they 
st�ll w�ll�ng to ass�st �n prosecut�on? As 
LaBerge told part�c�pants, re�nvest�gat�ng 
a case may cause renewed psycholog�cal 
trauma to the v�ct�m’s fam�ly. 

DEvELoPING AN EvIDENcE-BAsED moDEL FoR coLD cAsE UNITs
In 2007, NIJ funded the RAND Corp. to �dent�fy factors �n current cold 
case �nvest�gat�ons that �mprove the chances of solv�ng the cr�me. RAND 
w�ll conduct a nat�onal survey of pol�ce and sher�ffs’ departments to 
determ�ne what pol�c�es and procedures are most effect�ve �n solv�ng cold 
cases. RAND w�ll also select four jur�sd�ct�ons w�th cold case un�ts and 
exam�ne 200 cases — open and closed — per agency. It w�ll conduct a 
cost-benef�t analys�s of cold case �nvest�gat�on strateg�es and ult�mately 
produce an ev�dence-based model program for cold case un�ts.
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“A phone call from an �nvest�gator years 
later may not be a welcome event,” he 
sa�d. To help lessen the potent�al �mpact, 
a v�ct�m advocate accompan�es Denver 
�nvest�gators on v�s�ts to the fam�ly.

■ Suspects. Were any suspects �dent�f�ed? 
If so, where are they now? Has anyth�ng 
occurred �n the suspect’s l�fe that m�ght 
now cause someone to speak out? 

■ Crime scene. The or�g�nal cr�me scene 
should be rev�s�ted, �f poss�ble, and 
attempts should be made to reconstruct 
the scene. Or�g�nal cr�me scene reports, 
photographs, d�agrams, etc., should be 
rev�ewed.

■ Physical evidence. Phys�cal ev�dence �s 
l�kely the most �mportant cons�derat�on 
�n a cold case �nvest�gat�on, accord�ng 
to Sgt. John Jackson, superv�sor of the 
Kansas C�ty Pol�ce Department’s cold case 
squad. Some quest�ons to be cons�dered, 
he sa�d, �nclude: What are the benef�ts of 
reexam�n�ng ev�dence w�th new technol-
ogy not ava�lable at the t�me of the or�g�nal 
offense? Is the ev�dence st�ll ava�lable and 
�ntact? Is proper cha�n of custody docu-
mented for the ev�dence? 

Invest�gators are urged to study or�g�nal 
pol�ce reports, statements by w�tnesses or 
suspects, laboratory reports, autopsy reports, 
and other related documents and, �f pos-
s�ble, to locate and re-�nterv�ew or�g�nal pol�ce 
off�c�als and personnel �nvolved �n the case. 
Med�a could also be used as a resource for 
gett�ng �nformat�on out to the publ�c.

‘Working for the victims’

A large port�on of NIJ’s cold case tra�n�ng  
�s ded�cated to shar�ng stor�es from the  
f�eld — not only stor�es about solved cases, 
but also stor�es about unsolved cases. At 
each tra�n�ng, detect�ves from several un�ts 
present the deta�ls of cold cases on wh�ch 
they are currently work�ng. The goal �s to help 
generate new �nvest�gat�ve strateg�es or leads 
by rev�ew�ng the cases w�th fellow �nvest�ga-
tors … and ult�mately to help colleagues  
solve cases.

“We work for the v�ct�ms,” Jackson sa�d. 
“We speak for the v�ct�ms. That’s why we 
do what we do.”
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For More Information
■	 To learn more about NIJ’s reg�onal cold 

case tra�n�ngs and add�t�onal tra�n�ng 
resources, see http://www.dna.gov/ 
tra�n�ng.

INvEsTIGATIvE AND FoRENsIc REsoURcEs

Several tools are ava�lable to support cold case un�ts �n the�r work.

National Crime Information Center (NCIC): Th�s onl�ne computer and 
telecommun�cat�ons system conta�ns m�ll�ons of property and personal 
records from across the U.S. Dur�ng an �nvest�gat�on, �nformat�on that 
cannot be obta�ned from an onl�ne search of NCIC may be needed. In 
these cases, an offl�ne search of the database can be requested. In an 
offl�ne search, personnel from the FBI’s Cr�m�nal Just�ce Informat�on 
Serv�ces can search f�les on boats, guns, l�cense plates, secur�t�es,  
m�ss�ng persons, un�dent�f�ed persons, sex offenders and wanted  
�nd�v�duals. Poss�ble uses of an offl�ne search �nclude plac�ng an �nd�-
v�dual at the scene of a cr�me or m�les away from the scene, substant�-
at�ng or d�scred�t�ng an al�b�, and track�ng the route of an �nd�v�dual. For 
more �nformat�on, see http://www.fb�.gov/hq/cj�sd/nc�c.htm.

Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System (IAFIS): 
IAFIS �s a nat�onal repos�tory of cr�m�nal h�story, f�ngerpr�nts and pho-
tographs as well as �nformat�on regard�ng m�l�tary and select c�v�l�an 
employees. Ma�nta�ned by the FBI, IAFIS prov�des pos�t�ve �dent�f�cat�on 
based on f�ngerpr�nt data (10-pr�nt and latent) and tentat�ve �dent�f�cat�on 
based on person descr�ptors. For more �nformat�on, see http://www.fb�.
gov/hq/cj�sd/�af�s.htm.

National Integrated Ballistic Information Network (NIBIN): Through 
NIBIN, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, F�rearms and Explos�ves deploys 
Integrated Ball�st�c Ident�f�cat�on System equ�pment to federal, state and 
local law enforcement agenc�es for use �n �mag�ng and compar�ng cr�me 
gun ev�dence. The equ�pment allows f�rearms techn�c�ans to get d�g�tal 
�mages and compar�sons of the mark�ngs made by a f�rearm on bullets 
and cartr�dge cas�ngs. If a poss�ble match emerges, f�rearms exam�ners 
compare the or�g�nal ev�dence to conf�rm the match. For more �nforma-
t�on, see http://www.n�b�n.gov.
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