
The Houston Foren-
sic Science Center 
has been awarded 
a grant that will 
allow it to devel-
op and expand a 

quality and process 
improvement program and create 
a specialized unit to oversee such 
projects. 
 The Lean Six Sigma (LSS) 
development group includes two staff 
members who will oversee customer 
and data-driven projects and become 
a long-term incubator for HFSC’s 
future leaders.
 HFSC has already completed 
an LSS project in its forensic biology/
DNA section. A group of more than 
10 HFSC staff became proficient in us-
ing data and LSS tools, improving the 
efficiency and quality of production 
as well as the section’s management 
structure. Today, the section com-
pletes more requests per analyst, im-
proving efficiency with fewer resourc-
es.  Once the section is fully staffed, it 
will eliminate a longstanding backlog 
and move toward operating in a sus-
tainable 30-day turnaround time. 
 “The LSS tools and the data 
analysis is what allows us to objective-
ly view a section’s operation, and this 
is what has allowed us to improve our 
DNA production process,” said Dr. 
Amy Castillo, HFSC’s COO and vice 
president who will oversee the LSS 

development group.
 “We want to now expand this 
success to other sections and projects, 
as well as train more people to use LSS 
tools,” Dr. Castillo added. 
 Under the previous project, 
six HFSC staff achieved LSS green belt 
certification. Three of them will now 
work to achieve the advanced level 
of black belt engineer. The group will 
also further identify and deliver pro-
cess improvements in forensic biology 
and company-wide, as well as expand 
and enhance data analysis to improve 
operational effectiveness.
 Section leaders and managers 
are developing suggestions for future 
improvement projects, and the group 
will assess the ideas for customer and 
stakeholder impact. Projects being 
considered include improving sup-
ply chain management, information 
transfer between the Crime Scene Unit 
and forensic biology, and the forensic 
biology report writing process. There 
could also be room to improve how 
HFSC handles the national DNA da-
tabase, or CODIS, and how it handles 
requests for multidisciplinary testing. 
 In addition to overseeing such 
projects, the group will also work to 
identify and develop future leaders, 
and provide them opportunities to 
improve those skills through the man-
agement of programs that have broad 
company impact. 
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Peter Stout, PH.D.
CEO/President

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. Navy Medical 

Service Corps. 

 The only thing in a crime lab that is almost as important 
as our people is a reliable, intuitive, usable information 
management system.
 I have often talked about how in reality we are an 
information service. Yes, we do science. Yes, we assist the 
justice system by providing it with objective, science-based 
results that can be used in court. But at our very core, we gather 
and release information. And to do this effectively, efficiently, 
reliably and credibly, our Laboratory Information Management 
System (LIMS) must be able to do more than simply serve as 
a storage and retrieval for case reports. It must also be able to 
gather, store, release and manipulate data in a manner that will 
allow HFSC to constantly improve the services it provides. 
 HFSC is currently transitioning to a new LIMS that we 
believe will better serve both our internal and external needs. 
In the long-term, this new LIMS will allow us to release better 
results and mine data to constantly streamline our systems. 
 In the short-term, however, as the lab moves into the 
new system in phases and our analysts familiarize themselves 
and adapt to the new LIMS, we expect there to be a slight 
decrease in our response time. 
 .  We understand the frustration this can cause among 
our stakeholders, but we ask that you be patient in the coming 
months as we take the steps necessary to improve.
 If you see issues with reports, tell us. The more detailed 
you can be the better.  We are doing a lot of testing and 
watching how the system performs. Odds are good if you see 
an issue we are aware of it and are already working to resolve 
the problem. But we have to know about the problems in order 
to tackle them, so please come forward with your observations.   

Please visit the HFSC website at www.houstonforensicscience.org to get the most up-to-date information about backlogs and turnaround times. The
information is updated each Friday.Peter Stout, PH.D.

CEO/President
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A Few Words From Our

President

 The last month of the year exhibited some of the 

trends we expected to see both as the latent print section 

continued to eliminate its longstanding and aging backlog 

and HFSC moved to transition to a new Laboratory 

Information Management System (LIMS.) 

 The lab’s overall average turnaround time was 28 

days for December 2017, but that number doesn’t include 

the latent print section. As that group works on aging 

cases, it skews the overall averages. But even with the 

latent print section, the overall average turnaround time 

in December was 45 days, over the target goal of 30 days, 

however, acceptable considering the added complexities 

created by the rolled phase out of the new LIMS. 

HFSC At A Glance
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 The Houston Forensic Science Center has reported to the 
state’s forensic oversight commission that a multimedia analyst 
collected the wrong video at a crime scene and was unable at a 
later date to retrieve the correct evidence. 
 The incident impacted one case. No charges have been 
filed in the case.
 The Texas Forensic Science Commission has been informed 
of the incident because evidence was lost. 
 The analyst responded to a crime scene callout on June 
27, 2017. Upon arrival, the officer requested the analyst retrieve 
video from June 23, though later corrected the date to June 24. The 
analyst inadvertently retrieved video from June 27. 
 The distance between the DVR and the monitor at the 
call-out location made it difficult for the analyst to see whether 
the correct video was being exported. HFSC has now equipped all 
multimedia analysts with portable monitors they can use when 
retrieving video at crime scenes. 
 The error also was not caught until November during the  
technical review process. Due to the five-month lapse between the 
call out and the review, by the time the analyst realized the wrong 
video had been retrieved and returned to the crime scene, the 
DVR had already overwritten the requested segment.
 HFSC created in September a call-out request type. 
Analysts are required to complete the report within one business 
day, and are working toward that goal. Since September, HFSC 
analysts have completed 80 audio/video call-out requests.    
 

TFSC disclosure
Multimedia

 A few dozen blood alcohol 
samples purchased from a commercial 
vendor _ that was the start of the 
Houston Forensic Science Center’s blind 
quality control program.
 Now, two years later, the 
program is active in six disciplines and is 
unrivaled in size and scope by any other 
similar crime lab operation in the nation, 
if not the world. 
 Since September 2015, more 
than 350 “mock” cases have journeyed 
through HFSC’s labs, testing analysts, 
the process and the quality system.
 The U.S. Department of 
Defense’s DoD Forensic Drug Testing 
laboratories has one of the few blind 
quality programs larger in size than 
HFSC’s. The DoD, which tests millions 
of workplace drug tests from service 
members annually, runs more than 3,000 
mock cases through each laboratory at 
the same time. Other than that, though, 
most other crime labs only do a handful 
of blind tests annually, if they do any. 
 But at HFSC, analysts in the 
toxicology and controlled substances 
section have not known for two years 
whether at any given time the case they 

are working is real or mock. 
Then came firearms and 
biology, and most recently 
latent prints and digital 
forensics. 
 So what has HFSC 
learned from this program, 
and what is next? 
 Blind tests are a good 
complement to more 
traditional, accreditation-

mandated proficiency tests, and provide 
the Quality Division with an additional 
tool and measure to ensure the work 
being done in the labs _ and the system _ 
are of the caliber HFSC demands.  
 It allows HFSC to understand 
how analysts perform on a “pop quiz.” 
In a proficiency setting, analysts know 
in advance they are taking a test, and 
likely behave accordingly. In addition, 
critics have noted that commercially 
manufactured proficiency tests are often 
easier than the typical cases an analyst 
sees in the lab. HFSC is able, through its 
blind testing program, to create mock 

cases that better 
mimic analysts’ real 
work, providing 
a more accurate 
assessment of their 
capabilities.
 The program 
has been most 
robust, as well 
as lengthier, in 

the toxicology section _ a high-stakes, 
aggressively litigated discipline. As such, 
the data is also more informative. More 
than 210 mock blood samples, positive 
and negative, have been tested by HFSC 
toxicologists, revealing the variation 
between samples, instruments and 
analysts is statistically insignificant. The 
blind samples also provide HFSC with 
a “known” that allows it to say with a 
95 percent degree of confidence that the 
chance of an error on a positive sample 
is less than 3 percent and about 5 percent 
on a negative sample. The more mock 
samples that run through the system and 

are successfully tested, the more reliable 
the statistical calculation. The confidence 
in the estimate also grows, and the 
window in the calculation shrinks. The 
goal for 2018 is to have 5 percent of cases 
be blind quality controls so there will be 
greater statistical significance to the error 
rate calculations. 
 The blind samples are different 
in the firearms discipline, which is a 
pattern recognition field. In this area, 
there are two types of blind controls: 
mock comparison cases and blind 
verifications. In the latter, a second 
examiner _ when checking the results of 
a previous examiners work as is done 
routinely _ is unaware of the findings 
from the first comparison. This allows 
HFSC to see how much of an impact 
experience and training have on the 
findings. 
 In latent prints, there are blinds 
in processing and comparison. By 
working with the Harris County Sheriff’s 
Office, HFSC has recently been able to 
upload mock cases into the database, the 
Automated Fingerprint Identification 
System (AFIS), that examiners use to 
search for suspect prints. 
 This year, HFSC plans to expand 
the blind quality control program. It is 
also creating more challenging cases and 
introducing them into the system to get 
a sense of how analysts perform in such 
scenarios.
 The goal is to create a system 
that provides Houston with a credible, 
reliable forensic lab that provides 
the justice system with high-quality 
analysis.      

BLIND TESTS 
HFSC Leads the Way
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 The Houston Forensic 
Science Center has not slowed 
down implementation of its 
new Laboratory Information 
Management System (LIMS) 
during the holiday season. The 
controlled substances and latent 
print disciplines, which accounted 
for 37 percent of all testing 
requests for the year, are now 
using the new LIMS in casework. 
The digital forensics section 
has been operating in the new 
environment since November.
 After Christmas 
and New Year’s, HFSC 
hit the ground running 
taking steps to bring the 
remaining disciplines 
online in the new LIMS. 
The full implementation 
and transition is long 
and complex, and could 
lead to operational slowdowns. 
But the long-term benefits will 
be great both internally and for 
stakeholders. 
 In addition, the sections 
are moving off the Houston Police 
Department computer network 
as agreed in April 2014 when 
HFSC took over management of 
Houston’s forensic needs. HFSC 
will be fully housed in its own 
computer network in March. 

That shift is significant for both 
HFSC and HPD. The networks 
will better serve the different 
needs of each agency when they 
operate independently of one 
another. 
 One of the most important 
aspects of the new LIMS will be 
the communication between this 
system and the HPD Property 
Room system. HFSC is working 
with two companies to design a 
portal that operates well and is 
more user friendly. 

 The portal, also 
used to make requests for 
testing, is designed to be 
responsive to some of the 
complaints stakeholders 
had about the old system. 
It will be more intuitive 
for customers making 
requests, while also 

providing lab analysts with more 
information up front to minimize 
the need to have lengthy follow-
up conversations in order to 
conduct the testing.
 As HFSC transitions to the 
new LIMS, turnaround times will 
likely increase, but in the long-
term the system is designed to 
better respond to both internal 
and external needs. 

The graph above lists HFSC’s forensic disciplines and the number of requests received by each 
discipline year to date. Disciplines in red are live in JusticeTrax LIMS while those in blue still 

operate in the old environment. 

HFSC has not slowed down implementation of its new Laboratory 
Information Management System (LIMS) during the holiday season. 
The controlled substances and latent print disciplines, which 
accounted for 37 percent of all testing requests for the year, are now 
using the new LIMS in casework. The digital forensics section has 
been operating in the new environment since November. HFSC will 
now focus on moving all staff onto an independent network. It is also 
working to create a user-friendly website for stakeholders to make 
requests for testing.  

Launching LIMS An HFSC priority
Some of HFSC’s largest sections go live in new LIMS
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Contact Us
1301 Fannin St, Suite 170 Houston, TX 77002

info@houstonforensicscience.org

(713) 929-6760

Law Enforcement Agencies, Attorneys and Courts
(713) 929-6760 for local calls

(844) 4RENSIC or (844) 473-6742 for toll-free long-distance 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, 1301 Fannin, Suite 170, 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) 929-6768 (Office)

(713) 703-4898 (Mobile)


