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Courts in session: how court ramp up
impacts HFSC
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Harris County’s severely
backlogged criminal
courts are back in
session after more
than a year of a near
standstill, leading
to a 93% increase in
record requests as well
as a rise in last-minute
testing requests as
judges and attorneys push cases to trial.
The Houston Forensic Science
Center received 2,431 subpoena, discovery
and record requests through the end of
September this year compared to 1,175
during the same time in 2019.
Meanwhile, attorneys are seeking
more expert testimony as well as additional
analysis on evidence as they start moving
toward trial, requests that are creating
additional pressure on disciplines already
struggling with backlogs.
“The pressure on the courts is
trickling down to all parts of the justice
system and the impact is significant,” said
Dr. Peter Stout, HFSC’s CEO and president.
“We are working with stakeholders
to try to ease the pain for all involved
while also ensuring the wheels of justice
continue to turn. The truth, though, is we
are all resource challenged and have limited
capacity to respond to all the demands,” he
added.
HFSC’s client services/case
management division, responsible for
compiling documents responsive to records

requests, has three staff members dedicated
to this task. At the moment, though, only two
of those positions are staffed and employees
also have other duties, including answering
phones and emails and pulling and scanning
case files.
“This increase has put an additional
burden on these people who are also
attempting to respond to these record
requests as quickly as possible,” said Ashley
Henry, manager of CS/CM.
“At some point, the only way to
keep up is to get additional resources,” Ms.
Henry said.
Analysts are also feeling the impact
of this increase. The firearms section, for
example, had two months with more than
40 requests and one with 55. Normally, the
group receives about 30 comparison requests
per month. Much of this increase occurred
as attorneys asked for analysis on additional
evidence items as they prepared for trial.
Toxicology analysts who largely
analyze blood samples in impaired driving
cases are also seeing cases head to court
as they struggle with a backlog in drug
analysis.
“We all need to pull together to
ensure trials resume and justice is served.
But this is also coming as violent crime
increases in the city and we expect that
workload to trickle from CSU to other
disciplines,” Dr. Stout said.
“These rapid increases are nearly
debilitating since we have almost no
cushion,” he added.
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Dr. Peter Stout, HFSC’s CEO and
president, initially joined the agency
in 2015 as its chief operating officer
and vice president. He has more than
15 years of experience in forensic
science and forensic toxicology.
Prior to joining HFSC, Dr. Stout
worked as a senior research forensic
scientist and director of operations
in the Center for Forensic Sciences
at RTI International. Dr. Stout
also has served as president of the
Society of Forensic Toxicologists
(SOFT). He represented SOFT in
the Consortium of Forensic Science
Organizations and has participated
in national policy debates on the
future of forensic sciences in the
United States. Dr. Stout has a
doctorate in toxicology from the
University

of

Colorado

Health

Sciences Center in Denver. Dr. Stout
also served as an officer in the U.S.

After a nearly 18-month, COVID-19-forced hiatus, court is in session.		
And backlogged.		
Reports show there are more than 90,000 pending criminal cases,
a backlog that really began with the havoc wrought by Hurricane Harvey.
Now, though, with violent crime surging in Houston and judges under the
microscope, the pressure is on. And it trickles downhill, all the way to the
crime lab.
So, what does this mean for HFSC and what are we doing to address
it?
To begin with, we are working with our stakeholders, especially
the Harris County District Attorney’s Office to ensure everyone has a clear
understanding not only of needs but also of possibilities and limitations.
Transparent, clear and direct communication between the impacted parties
will lead us all to the best results and those channels are open and widening.
For example, our analysts and crime scene investigators have been
and will continue to be available to quickly get to the courthouse when
their testimony is needed. However, such last-minute notifications impact
scheduling and lab work, which harms not only HFSC, but really the entire
system. We are now working with the DA’s office to ensure analysts receive
as much advance notice as possible ahead of trial and needed testimony so
there is no inadvertent harm to our own attempts to eliminate backlogs and
provide results. Efficiently using the time of experts testifying has always been
a challenge. With the backlog in the courts, this is a serious issue for everyone
involved.
We are also working with the DA’s office and the Harris County
Sheriff’s Office to see how we can jointly address a need for latent print
analysis during the punishment phase of a trial. Until now, HCSO had
handled this exclusively. They, too, however are under water and struggling
with too few examiners. HFSC also has a large latent print backlog and little
capacity to take on this added responsibility. Together, we are looking for
creative and flexible solutions, such as allowing for remote testimony.
Finally, while this is not yet an immediate issue we can certainly
see where this is going to rapidly escalate. COVID, combined with new
instrumentation validation and resulting accreditation requirements has
created a significant backlog for us in drug toxicology analysis. HFSC has
limited resources to outsource such testing and we are working with the DA’s
office to prioritize cases to ensure results are available for trial. This will be an
issue sooner rather than later with the push to get these cases off the docket.
I am confident that we will work through this together and find solutions that
both allow courts to address this significant backlog and ensure the lab not
only provides quality, credible results, but also doesn’t harm its own capacity
in the attempt to clear the court backlog.
No one wants to cut corners. By working together, we will ensure
quality and justice.

Navy Medical Service Corps.

firearms. What is doesn’t show is that September also had 56 homicides and that the crime scene unit responded to a total
of 143 scenes. This increase in violent crimes is one of the greatest challenges HFSC faces.
But another challenge is clearly depicted in firearms. One of the main reasons the group completed more than
580 requests in September is because submissions of firearms for upload into the national database have increased from
about 300 a month in 2019 to more than 500 per month this year. The ATF, which oversees the database, requires a two-day
turnaround time on imaging, putting intense amounts of stress on what is currently a three-person team.
Seized drugs, meanwhile, is struggling with a backlog of marijuana cases due to the more time-consuming,
complex testing required under the state’s new 2019 hemp laws.

Peter Stout, Ph.D.
CEO/President
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The pie chart above shows that two-thirds of the work completed in September was in seized drugs, toxicology and

For more information, please visit www.houstonforensicscience.org
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Violent crime

By Aimee Grimaldi

Homicides up nearly 30% in 2021,
city official lends a hand
Homicides in Houston have
increased 27.5 percent in 2021 and are
likely to outpace the record-breaking
numbers seen last year, according to data
compiled by the Houston Forensic Science
Center’s crime scene unit.
Houston City Council Member
Edward Pollard, aware of the difficulties
HFSC is facing responding to this increase,
is seeking approval to donate $50,000
from his discretionary budget to HFSC
operations.
“We are grateful for Council
Member Pollard’s support and have had
ongoing discussions with the mayor’s
office about the likely need for additional
resources, even this fiscal year,” said Dr.
Peter Stout, HFSC’s CEO and president.
“This is an unprecedented,
historic time of turmoil for the city and
we will have to work together to ensure
our criminal justice system is strong and
fair. HFSC is an important part of that,” he
added.
The increase HFSC is recording
is based on CSU’s response to homicide
scenes. The real numbers are certainly
higher as crime scene responds to less
than one percent of aggravated assaults
and some of those end up being homicides
as well. For example, between October
1 and October 18 CSU had responded to
34 homicides, including two aggravated
assaults in which the victim later died and
one officer-involved shooting in which a
constable was killed.
This increase in scene response
is not exclusive to homicides. By the end
of September, CSU had surpassed the
number of officer-involved shootings
processed in all of 2020. Overall, CSU
responded to 40% more scenes from
January to September 2021 compared to
the same time in 2019. In fact, by the end of
September 2021, the group had responded
to 36 more scenes than in all of 2019.
Meanwhile, staff increased from 32 in CSU
to 39 this year.
“We are fortunate to be at a point
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we can react proactively at this point in the
fiscal year. I know everyone has the best
interest of the justice system at heart and
I appreciate the attention now,” Dr. Stout
said. “I am concerned about the mental
health and safety of the staff and with the
amount of overtime they are doing. We can
maintain the cash flow now, but we need
to address this before the end of the fiscal
year.”
The FBI recently revealed data for
2020 that showed an overall nationwide
increase of about 30 percent in homicides,
the largest one-year jump ever recorded
by the agency. At the same time, the FBI
said that while homicides continue to rise
nationwide the pace of that increase is
slowing in most cities.
That does not appear to be the
case in Houston.
In September, CSU responded

to 56 homicides, the first time the group
surpassed 50 in one month.
Experts have said the increase
is likely the result of multiple factors,
including the pandemic and the resulting
economic hardships.
“No matter the cause of the sharp
rise, this situation is not sustainable,” Dr.
Stout said.
Carina Haynes, CSU’s director,
said the group is expanding with the help
of additional resources provided by the
city this year, however, it can take nearly a
year to fully train and authorize a new CSI
meaning they cannot possibly hire people
quickly enough to meet the demand.
“It makes it difficult for people to
go on vacation and get some needed rest
and recuperate,” Ms. Haynes said. “When
people are tired the risk of errors also
increases.”

Latent print project improves turnaround time

The latent print lean six
sigma project team implemented
several process improvements
earlier this year and early results
show significant success on
multiple fronts, including a drop
in turnaround time from just over
a month to less than a week.
The results have been so
promising the team will now
turn its attention to a new project
aimed at gaining efficiency in
latent print processing, which
is the analysis of the physical
evidence.
“The section has done
a tremendous job at the
change management around
implementing this new process.
The group is remarkably
resilient,” said Dr. Peter Stout,
HFSC’s CEO and president.
“The preliminary
results of these internal and
external improvements are very
promising,” he added.
Some of the improvements
involve external stakeholders
while others are changes to the
internal workflow and process.
The external changes became
effective in July and require
stakeholders to use the “Where’s
My Result” portal to submit latent

lift card comparison requests.
In addition, a new case
management policy prioritizes
testing of the most probative
items. Stakeholders have widely
adopted use of the request portal
and the latent print section has
tallied over 80 new requesters
across all major Houston Police
Department divisions in just
three months. Meanwhile, as a
result of the case management
policy, the section is analyzing
approximately 30% fewer items
per month. This allows the
examiner to analyze the evidence
requested and more quickly
provide investigative information
to the stakeholder.
The internal changes were
effective in August and the team
has declared the new process
is in fact more efficient. Data
shows the turnaround time from
when the case was assigned to an
examiner to when the case was
released to the stakeholder has
decreased from 33 days to just
5 days for pilot cases. The team
believes the standardization and

the improvements made at
every step of the process has led
to this overall decrease.
For example, the section
historically had a bottleneck at
the review step of the process.
The pilot process data indicated
that the turnaround time of the
review process has decreased
from 17 days to 2 days. All
the while, the quality of the
casework has not decreased.
The team just entered the
last phase of the project and will
be monitoring to ensure these
improvements are sustained.
The section is now
turning more of its focus to the
latent print processing with a
new lean six sigma project that
is kicking off later this month.
Latent print processing is where
a physical item of evidence is
analyzed for possible latent
prints. The group has been
struggling with a small but
growing backlog and the goal
will be to identify efficiencies
and areas for improvement.
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HFSC makes 3 disclosures to state
By Erika Ziemak
The Houston Forensic Science
Center has disclosed three separate
quality incidents to its accrediting
bodies, including a state oversight
commission, and will discuss them at a
meeting later this month.
Two of the investigations are
complete and one is ongoing. The
details have been provided to HFSC’s
accrediting body,
ANAB, and
to the Texas
Forensic Science
Commission, the
state board that
oversees and
accredits crime
labs in Texas.
HFSC has also
notified the Harris
County District Attorney’s Office so any
resulting disclosure can occur.
“Our goal is to always be
both transparent about our errors and
improve our quality,” said Dr. Peter
Stout, HFSC’s CEO and president.
“These disclosures are designed to
address both goals.”
The first disclosure involves an
incident in the forensic biology/DNA
section. In this incident a reference
sample _ meaning a DNA swab from
a known individual _ is missing. The
analysis has been completed and
HFSC has additional extract available
for testing if requested. Because it is a
reference swab the option of recollection
always exists.
During the investigation, the
quality division identified multiple
issues that led to the error. To avoid
similar mistakes going forward, the
quality division, which is responsible
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both for investigating and resolving
such incidents, will be included in all
correspondence regarding chain of
custody issues discovered during routine
audits conducted by the client services/
case management division, which is how
this error was initially identified. By
doing this, the quality division will be
immediately aware and able to promptly
move forward with investigative steps.
The second incident involves
the National Integrated Ballistic
Information Network (NIBIN) unit.
The quality division has notified TFSC
and ANAB of multiple quality issues
found during an audit conducted as
part of an investigation into a corrective
action. The investigation is ongoing and
includes a review of five cases, including
whether the judicial process has been
potentially impacted by these errors. If
there is any impact, the DA’s office and
other stakeholders will be immediately
notified.
HFSC is also disclosing to
TFSC and ANAB that the crime scene
unit prematurely released two vehicles
back to the Houston Police Department
before evidence processing had been
completed. In the first incident, the error
was caught too late and the vehicle could
not be processed. In the
second incident, the
issue was immediately
identified and the
vehicle was returned
and processed.
Multiple
factors led to the errors,
two of which cannot be
immediately resolved
and one which has
been and should help

mitigate the other problems.
Part of the issue is that requests
for vehicle processing have increased
nearly 60 percent since 2019. In 2019,
CSU processed 488 vehicles. This year
the group is on track to process more
than 770 cars. HFSC has no control
over the number of requests received,
however, the quality investigation
does reveal the need for permanent
supervision at the VEB. Unfortunately,
this too is an issue that cannot be
immediately resolved as CSU does not
have the resources to permanently place
a supervisor at the facility.
Finally, the investigation
revealed a lack of role clarity and
redundancy in the process. New
standard operating procedures require
three layers of redundancy in the
system with all steps completed by one
individual. This should mitigate some of
the issues created by the overwhelming
increase in vehicle requests until HFSC is
also able to have staff dedicated to these
tasks.

COVID-19

HFSC impacts
The Houston Forensic Science Center, like many other businesses
and agencies, is still dealing with some pandemic impacts, though the
situation has improved as more staff and community members have
gotten vaccinated and the impacts of the Delta variant decrease.
More than 87% of HFSC staff are either partially or fully
vaccinated and a new requirement for unvaccinated staff to submit
negative COVID test results every two weeks went into effect on October
15. The requirements are designed to minimize infection risk among
staff.
Although fewer staff have become infected or exposed in recent
weeks, HFSC is still resolving issues that accumulated during the 18
months when it needed to decrease onsite numbers to protect the health
and safety of the staff and the operation.
“HFSC, like other crime labs, operates with tight resources so it
takes time to recover from any slowdown in production _ and especially
one that is this lengthy,” said Dr. Peter Stout, HFSC’s CEO and president.
The seized drugs section, for example, only now eliminated a
non-marijuana backlog that accumulated during the 18 months staff
rotated between remote and onsite work. The section is still struggling
with a backlog of more than 300 marijuana cases and there is no good
estimate of when that will be eliminated.
The multimedia section, meanwhile, was forced to change its
rotating schedule because it simply could not keep up with the incoming
work and is still struggling with work that accumulated during the
pandemic.
“This is the reality in a crime lab. Every time we slow or stop
production it can take months and even years to catch up,” Dr. Stout
said. “And, at the end of those delays are people.”
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Contact Us
500 Jefferson St., 13th floor, Houston, TX 77002
info@houstonforensicscience.org
(713) 929-6760

Law Enforcement Agencies, Attorneys and Courts
(713) 929-6760 for local calls
Fax: (832) 598-7178
info@houstonforensicscience.org
legal@houstonforensicscience.org

Job Seekers
Fax: (888) 396-7190
hr@houstonforensicscience.org
Houston Forensic Science Center, Attention: HR Recruiter, 500 Jefferson St., 13th floor, Houston, TX 77002

Media Relations
Media resources are available 24 hours a day, seven days a week.
media@houstonforensicscience.org (Media requests)
pia@houstonforensicscience.org (Public Information Act requests)
(713) 703-4898 (Mobile)

