
The Houston 
Forensic 
Science Center, 
struggling with a 
backlog of more 
than 600 sexual 

assault kits, will 
ask its board of directors in July to 
approve a contract to send some 
of that evidence to commercial 
laboratories. 
 Like most DNA labs 
nationwide, HFSC has long 
struggled to maintain a 30-day 
turnaround time on sexual assault 
evidence. 
 This backlog accumulated 
when the lab shutdown during 
a facility move last year and as 
the DNA section embarked on 
an aggressive training regimen 
designed to both cross-train 
staff to relieve bottlenecks in 
the process and also implement 
a new interpretative method, 
probabilistic genotyping. This 
new form of interpretation will 
allow analysts to use more data in 
evidence that has more than one 
person’s DNA, but it will also take 
longer for a case to be completed. 
 HFSC underestimated 
the time it would take to train 13 
analysts and the complexity of that 
regimen. 
 “In the long-term this 
new method will benefit all 

stakeholders, but we did not 
properly calculate how long it 
would take to train our staff to use 
this software and be able to testify 
to their findings,” said Dr. Amy 
Castillo, HFSC’s COO and vice 
president. 
 By sending some of 
this backlogged evidence to a 
commercial laboratory, HFSC will 
be better able to balance resources 
and start to collect data on how 
much longer it takes to complete a 
case using the new interpretation 
software, STRMix. 
 HFSC will use federal 
grant dollars to pay for the private 
laboratory services.  
 “This will not solve our 
long-term problem in DNA nor is 
it a guarantee that we will meet 
our goal in the near term of an 
average turnaround time of 30 
days from the moment of request,” 
said Dr. Peter Stout, HFSC’s CEO 
and president. 
 “It does, however, allow 
us to more quickly push cases 
out the door and better leverage 
our resources during a period 
of significant change in that 
discipline.”  
 HFSC hopes to have a con-
tract in place and kits on their way 
to commercial vendors sometime 
this summer. 
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 I have a hard time kicking Navy habits. An old military saying, “be 
fluid, because flexible is too rigid” rings in my ears daily. That, coupled with “no 
battle plan survives first contact with the enemy,” seems to encompass trying to 
maintain operations during this pandemic. I can only imagine the challenges 
facing larger agencies and city and county officials attempting to balance and 
respond to hopefully once-in-a-generation types of challenges. 
 For HFSC, I can’t say enough how grateful I am we moved our facility 
and progressed altering our IT systems before the pandemic. I shudder to think 
where we would be operationally without the wholesale rebuilding of these 
critical resources prior to the onset of COVID-19. We still struggle and have lost 
some ground. But these pieces of infrastructure have provided a flexibility and 
robustness that simply did not exist previously. Those systems have allowed us to 
keep functioning. 
 But, really, it’s HFSC’s staff that is why we are still functioning.
 Two hundred remarkable individuals have made it a routine thing to 
come up with creative, innovative solutions to maintain operations in the most 
trying circumstances. This has extended from organizing to sew hundreds of 
face coverings for the organization to devising and implementing new policies 
for handling documentation and altering processes to be more paperless. Two 
hundred remarkable individuals have made it routine to react to changing 
conditions every day for months with no end in sight. 
 Years of the painful work that is  radical transparency has contributed to 
a new level of trust that previously was, at best, only suspicion. That fragile trust 
in what HFSC is doing has to be tended to every day. It is won over arduous miles 
and lost on the turn of a careless word and a moment in time. 
 Those parts all exist because Houston decided to invest in remediating 
that New York Times 2003 headline “Worst Crime Lab in the Country.” That 
decision and investment created the opportunity to build this infrastructure, 
empower this staff and build this fragile trust. That decision has taken years of 
painful hard work to transform into the reality we have now.
 To me, this is what managing in a pandemic means. Emergency 
planning, business continuity plans, succession plans are all necessary tools, 
but they are the battle plans that fall to the ever-changing realities on the 
ground. They are only mental practice exercises. It is the laborious, lengthy, 
time-consuming building of robust infrastructure, empowered people and trust 
through transparency that create the ability to navigate these challenges.
 Managing this lab in the 2020 COVID pandemic began in 2012. 
Managing this lab in whatever unexpected turn of events occurs in 2030 begins 
now. It begins the same way: investing in robust, fluid infrastructure, empowered 
staff and the discipline to be transparent. 

For more information, please visit www.houstonforensicscience.org
Peter Stout, Ph.D.
CEO/President

HOUSTON FORENSIC SCIENCE CENTER

A Few Words From Our

President

 May was not an easy month. Houston had almost double the number of homicides compared to its average, 

putting enormous strain on the crime scene unit, and the need to ensure the health and safety of staff during the COVID-19 

pandemic added stress across sections. 

 Despite this, the latent print section managed to chip away at some of the oldest cases in its backlog, giving the 

artificial appearance of a turnaround time of more than 440 days and bumping up the overall average turnaround time to 

106 days. This occurs because HFSC’s turnaround clock begins ticking the moment a request is made, so when older cases 

are completed it appears that the turnaround time has increased although it is often an indication that a backlog is being 

eliminated.

 When latent prints is removed from the average, the turnaround time across sections drops to an average of 72 

days. This is above the stated goal of 30 days, but an indication that HFSC has remained productive despite shifting 

schedules to have fewer people onsite at one time.    

 While staff has adjusted and adapted well to the challenges posed by the pandemic, as exposures and infections 

increase so does the challenge. 

HFSC At A Glance
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 The Houston Forensic 
Science Center remains committed 
to providing accurate and timely 
analysis of forensic evidence 
and related services, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, including 
providing court testimony when 
necessary.
 Although this has been a 
challenging time for HFSC as it has 
been for others, the laboratory has 
remained operational throughout 
this public health emergency 
though most in-court testimony has 
been suspended since mid-March 
when the region responded to the 
pandemic with a stay-at-home 
order.
 As the courts decide how in-
person proceedings will be handled 
in light of the pandemic, HFSC is 
taking steps to ensure its staff can 
safely provide expert testimony and 
other information to the courts. To 
that end, HFSC is fully equipped 
for analysts to provide testimony by 
video conference as permitted by 
Texas Code of Criminal Procedure 
Section 38.076.
 A memo has been sent to 
stakeholders explaining availability 
and possibilities.
 Utilizing remote testimony 
furthers the public health goal 
of limiting large gatherings and 
prolonged close contact. However, 

HFSC understands these tools may 
not always be appropriate, legally 
permissible or agreeable to judges, 
defense and prosecution.
 HFSC has set aside two 
conference rooms that are equipped 
with webcams and external 
microphones to ensure staff have a 
comfortable environment in which 
to testify and can be monitored as 
required by accreditation. 
 Some HFSC staff members 
that have recently provided remote 
testimony have found it to be a 
positive experience. 
 HFSC is also fully equipped 
to produce certificates of analysis 
or chain of custody affidavits where 
appropriate.
 A certificate of analysis 
(COA) is an affidavit on behalf 
of the state or the defendant to 
establish the results of a laboratory 
analysis of physical evidence. The 
certificate is admissible without an 
analyst having to personally appear 
in court. A COA must be signed by 
a notary public in order to be legally 
recognized.
 Although HFSC can’t control 
if or when the courts utilize these 
resources, it will do its part to equip 
staff for circumstances when such 
remote forms of testimony and 
paperwork are admissible.

The Houston Forensic Science Center is dedicated to continuing operations 
through the COVID-19 pandemic, including providing testimony when 
requested. That said, HFSC also has an obligation to protect the health and safety 
of its staff. As part of this, HFSC has set aside conference rooms and ensured 
proper technology is available so analysts can comfortably provide testimony 
remotely as permitted by the Texas Code of Criminal Procedure Section 38.076. 
HFSC is also able to provide a notarized certificate of analysis in lieu of in-person 
testimony. The goal is to respond to the needs of the justice system while also 
minimizing staff exposure to the virus. 

HFSC prepares to testify remotely
By Akilah Mance
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By Erika Ziemak

FEEDBACK 
WANTED

The Houston Forensic Science Center recently added a 
hyperlink to a survey at the bottom of all staff emails in an attempt 
to more easily collect stakeholder feedback.

The hyperlink reads “Help us improve! We would like to 
ask you a few questions about HFSC and our services. Please take 
this short survey.”

Soliciting stakeholder feedback is not only an accreditation 
requirement, it is also a key element to a strong quality 
management system. HFSC is building a culture of continuous 
improvement and that involves considering not only staff 
suggestions for process improvement, but also those that come 
from our stakeholders.

Stakeholders offer a unique perspective into laboratory 
processes and HFSC is interested in suggestions for 
improvements.  

The hyperlink opens a four-question survey designed to 
gauge the user’s satisfaction with HFSC. The survey provides the 
option for users to provide their contact information if they would 
like for HFSC to follow up with them regarding the feedback they 
provided. 

HFSC added the hyperlink to staff emails in February 
and has received more than a dozen responses since then. 
The responses have been to services provided by HFSC’s 
administration, the latent print and forensic biology/DNA sections 
and the crime scene unit.

HFSC encourages all stakeholders to respond to the 
survey and looks forward to making improvements based on the 
feedback received.  

The toxicology section, 
struggling with a backlog of more 
than 1,600 requests that built up 
due to a recent facility move that 
forced the lab to shut down for about 
six weeks and years of  increasing 
requests for service, is now adjusting 
to operations in a pandemic. 

The toxicology section relies 
heavily on efficiency as they are still 

short-staffed, and 
most requests 
currently take 
more than 100 
days to complete. 
The Houston 
Forensic Science 
Center’s goal is 
an average 30-day 
turnaround time 
for each section. 

The clock begins ticking as soon as 
a request is made. For an idea of 
how busy the toxicology section is, it 
received 30 percent of the lab’s total 
1,899 requests in February.

Most of these cases are for 
alcohol analysis from driving while 
impaired. Initially, those requests 
had dropped due to the stay at home 
order. But recently requests have 
picked up as more people are out 
and about as restrictions are lifted.

This has put a strain on the 
section as they have been operating 
at 50 percent capacity in the lab to 
lower the risk of infection. To do this, 
half the section comes in for half the 
week while the other half work from 
home and then they swap.

In addition to the decrease in 
lab presence, the 13-member team 
has had to adjust to the same realities 
as many others who are working 
from home. Weak internet, lacking 
equipment and the added distraction 

of parenting creates a different work 
environment. Not all this section’s 
work can be done at home as some 
must occur in the lab, but by moving 
to an entirely electronic paperless 
format the group has been able to 
increase some efficiency during the 
pandemic. At first, this move to a 
paperless format appeared to be a 
hindrance, but most of the section 
has now adjusted to this rather odd 
paradigm where most of the time is 
now spent outside the lab.

Despite having to make 
all these adjustments, including 
to a new laboratory environment 
just before the new year, all while 
requests have steadily increased, 
the section has managed to increase 
productivity to pre-COVID levels, 
and in some instances, they are 
completing more alcohol cases now 
than they did a year ago at this 
time.  Now that productivity has 
increased, the section has been able 
to focus more on the validation of 
new equipment, and other forms of 
training, though analytic training has 
been put on hold due to the amount 
of in-lab time that requires. 

“Adapting to these changes 
has been challenging, but the staff 
has really done a great job and some 
of the changes, 
especially the move 
to a paperless 
workflow, will have 
long-term benefits,” 
said Dr. Dayong 
Lee, the toxicology 
section manager.

The section 
received 5,888 
requests for alcohol 
analysis in 2019 
out of a total of 

7,284 requests.  The remaining are 
for sexual assaults, possession of 
narcotics, thefts, and other drug 
related crimes.  In the past six 
months, the section has received 
3,112 requests, of those 2,343 for 
alcohol analysis.

However, these do not 
necessarily break down as cleanly as 
they do on paper. 

Alcohol samples that test 
negative then go onto analysis for the 
presence of other drugs to determine 
whether the person was impaired. 
In fatalities, a drug screening is 
completed even if alcohol is present.

The section currently has 
an average turnaround time of 149 
days for alcohol requests and 190 
days for drug analysis. This longer 
turnaround time is in part the result 
of the Houston Police Department’s 
emphasis on DWI enforcement, 
which has led to an increase in 
toxicology requests from about 2,500 
in 2014 to more than 6,000 last year.

Despite, or perhaps because 
the world has been turned on its ear 
there is an ever increasing need to 
deliver the right answer at the right 
time.

TOXICOLOGY
Adapts to COVID
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 “The increased number of 
cases we’re seeing in the digital 
and multimedia section can’t be 
ignored. Crime has increased by 
about 50 percent in Houston. We 
must continue to prioritize staff 
safety while fulfilling our duty 
of providing 
results at the 
right time,” 
said Dr. Peter 
Stout, HFSC’s 
CEO and 
president. 
 The 
section has also seen a 24 
percent increase in callouts to 
crime scenes, where analysts 
retrieve digital evidence from 
electronic devices vital to 
investigations. 
Analysts also now have access 
to a new software that has 
greater success extracting 
information from iPhones and 
also allows for 
information 
retrieval from 
Android 
devices, 
something 
they were not 
capable of 
doing until now. 

 “The casework is going 
up because everything is 
digital these days. Digital 
footprints are everywhere. This 
drives the amount of work 
the digital and multimedia 
section receives, and it shows 
no sign of slowing down, even 
during a pandemic,” said Jerry 
Pena, HFSC’s director of the 
crime scene and digital and 
multimedia units. “Should 
the number of cases continue 
to increase, the section will 
eventually require more 
supplies and personnel to keep 
up with demand,” he added. 
 Although the group has 
kept up with the sharp increase 
until now, if requests continue 
to climb, a backlog could loom 
in the coming months.
 “The analysts have been 
working diligently throughout 
the pandemic to manage the 
increased caseload. Between 
the changes in scheduling and 
the impacts of the pandemic, 
they’ve balanced both additional 
work and fewer hours while 
juggling demand. The numbers 
reflect the staffs’ dedication to 
our role in the justice system,” 
Mr. Pena said. 

By Jordan Benton

 The Houston Forensic 
Science Center’s multimedia 
section has seen a 20 percent 
increase in requests for service 
due to a rise in crime. 
 The caseload increase 
since January  is especially 
problematic since many HFSC 
sections, including multimedia, 
have adjusted staff schedules 
to limit the number of people 
onsite in an 
attempt to allow 
for distancing 
and minimize 
exposure. These 
changes limit 
the amount of 
work sections 
can produce, 
including 
multimedia.   
 The multimedia section 
averaged about  72 cases per 
month in 2019. That has risen to 
an average of 83 cases received 
per month this year.  The 
seven-member staff, however, 
has managed to increase 
output completing an average 
of 71 cases a month this year 
compared to 52 cases a month 

last year. In 2019, the section 
completed on average about 52 
cases per month. 
 An audio/video case 
takes about three to four days 
to complete. Digital cases 
involving cellphones, laptops 
and other electronic devices 
can take anywhere between 
two to seven days to complete 
depending on the case size.

To try to keep 
up with the 
incoming 
work while 
still allowing 
for fewer staff 
in the office at 
any one time, 
the unit has 
switched staff 
from a one 

week on, one week work from 
home schedule to alternating 
days. By operating in two teams 
that do not arrive at the office 
simultaneously the group can 
both minimize staff presence 
and ensure that should there 
be exposure to the virus that 
it remains contained within a 
team.

Multimedia requests increase
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 The COVID-19 pandemic has forced the world into a new virtual 
reality, and HFSC’s 2020 summer internship program has fallen in line.
 Dr. Preshious Rearden, director of research and decelopment, 
and Tammy Beals, R&D associate, oversee the intern program and created 
a new virtual experience to allow the program to continue during the 
pandemic while also ensuring distancing and other precautions are taken.
 The virtual internship program includes:
 • Virtual speaker series: Staff from all forensic disciplines, quality 
division and CS/CM present virtually about their operations.
 • Virtual shadowing: interns get a  closer look at our operations 
without setting  foot in the labs. Interns observe analysts working in the 
laboratory’s database and follow along as they examine evidence, enter 
data and write and release reports. 
 • Virtual resume workshop: tips and tricks for writing a resume 
that will help them land a job after  graduation
 The heart of the program involves intern participation in virtual 
projects:
 • Dashboard stats: Interns analyze data and create charts and 
reports for the lean six sigma technical review/administrative review 
project
 • Transcript reviews: Interns assume the role of layperson as they 
assist the quality division by reviewing, evaluating and providing feedback 
on court transcripts
 • Texas Forensic Science Commission disclosures:  Interns 
research TFSC disclosures by date, lab and section then summarize the 
details of each to assist the quality division create a searchable database. 
This database will assist the quality division review actions taken by 
laboratories in Texas to allow HFSC to learn from others.

Virtual interns

 The latent print section’s 
paperless workflow allowed it 
to shift to almost exclusively 
working from home in response 
to the challenges arising from the 
global pandemic and still remain 
productive enough to chip away at a 
backlog of about 2,300 requests.
 Productivity for the latent 
print section now matches pre-
pandemic levels and, in many cases, 
is even better. This allows them 
to dig into the substantial backlog 
that has accrued since 2016 due to a 
series of setbacks: the Houston Police 
Department found thousands of 
cases in the property room that had 
not been sent to the lab for analysis; 
four veteran examiners left and 
were replaced by apprentices who 
required training; the crime scene 
unit increased the volume of prints 
per case meaning more time spent 
per case and the rollout of a new 
digital management system caused 
disruption.
 The section has made several 

process and workflow 
changes to increase 
productivity and gain 
efficiency, including 
implementing a system 
that provides better 
access to requests and 
allows examiners to 
focus on priority cases, 
helping them account for 
the increased volume of 

prints in a given case.
“The upside for us of the pandemic 
is that it has allowed us to operate 
differently, in fact, in a way we 
may never have even considered, 
and look anew at what actually 
might help people work more 
productively,” said Timothy 
Schmahl, latent prints section 
manager. 
“We are carefully reviewing the 
data as people work from home and 
seeing that for some, this is a better 
option. After the pandemic is over, 

we will reconsider 
what is best for 
our section in 
the long-term 
using this new 
information,” he 
added. 
 The section’s 
primary job is to 

process images of fingerprints both 
between individuals and to images 
stored in state and federal databases.  
Since the section is largely reliant on 
images, there was a lot of incentive to 
move to a paperless format though 
it still took time to adjust to the new 
workflow.
However, although the paperless 
workflow has been in place for 
several years, in order for the system 
to work during the pandemic and 
allow analysts to work from home, 
physical lift cards needed to be 
digitized.

 The section has implemented 
a rotation for analysts to come onsite 
to scan lift cards into the Laboratory 
Information Management System 
so the comparison work could be 
completed from anywhere.
 The four examiner 
apprentices are also close to being 
fully authorized to do independent 
casework after successfully 
completing their training in 
Mississippi and apprenticeship in the 
lab.  Once this occurs, the section will 
be fully staffed at 21 people.  That 
will help the section eliminate parts 
of the backlog that are nearing the 
statute of limitation, which would 
render those cases moot.
 As the section works through 
the backlog and the oldest cases, 
some of which are four years old, it 
artificially increases the turnaround 
time since the timer for a request 
begins the moment it is made.  As 
a result, the turnaround time for 
the section is currently more than 
82 days even though the average 
time an analyst actually spends 
on a case is about 29 days. This 
short “assigned time” speaks to the 
productivity of the section and their 
ability to reliably put forward good 
results.  It also indicates that once 
the backlog is eliminated the section 
should be able to sustain an average 
turnaround time of 30 days, HFSC’s 
goal.

Latent Prints 
creates COVID-19 workflow
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 “When you combine the 
compassion with the science, you 
begin to make a real difference.”
 Those are the words Dr. 
Daniel D. Garner said to me in 
November 2013 when I interviewed 
for the position I still hold, the 
Houston Forensic Science Center’s 
director of human resources.  I 
wasn’t sure when I entered his 
office that I wanted to risk joining 
this new organization. I was 
completely sold by the time I left. 
I was fortunate enough to be hired 
and had the honor and privilege 
of serving with Dr. Garner for the 
next three years.  
 Dr. Garner was the first 
president and CEO of what 
was then called the Houston 
Forensic Science Center, LGC 
(local government corporation.)  
He began work at HFSC on July 
8, 2013, after retiring from the 
Department of Justice, where he 
served from 1999-2012 as chief of 
the forensic services section. Dr. 
Garner started his career in 1973 
at the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 
Firearms and Explosives (ATF) and 
left in 1987 as chief  of the forensic 
science lab. From 1987-1998 he was  
president of Cellmark Diagnostics 
in Germantown, Md. Dr. Garner 
earned a bachelor’s degree in 
chemistry from David Lipscomb 
College and a Ph.D. in medicinal 
chemistry from the University of 
Tennessee.  
 After accepting the 
leadership position with HFSC, 

Dr. Garner formed a transition 
committee, made up of City of 
Houston crime lab employees and 
City of Houston police officers 
working in the identification 
division. The purpose of the 
committee was to transition several 
departments of the Houston Police 
Department to the independent 
organization envisioned by former 
Houston Mayor Annise Parker. The 
new forensic science organization 
was to focus on obtaining objective 
and unbiased results based on 
scientific examination and analysis. 
On April 3, 2014, HFSC and the 
City of Houston finalized an 
Interlocal Agreement and HFSC 
officially took over management 
of what had been the Houston 
Police Department’s crime lab, 
crime scene unit and parts of its 
identification division.  
 But the vision went beyond 
creating HFSC. The vision was 
to build a world-class forensic 
organization.  Dr. Garner laid the 
groundwork to make that vision 
a reality.  As former Board Chair 
Nicole Casarez said: Dan Garner 
was the right person to lead the 
Center and take it through the first 
few difficult years.  
 From a personal perspective, 
Dr. Garner was more than a great 
leader and a world-renowned 
forensic scientist.  He was a brilliant 
man and a person of the highest 
integrity.  Anyone who came across 
him encountered his warmth and 

a caring, first-class humor.  Dr. 
Garner had an infectious laugh 
that often resounded throughout 
the hallways and lab. His stubborn 
nature also ensured he would get 
his way in any disagreements, 
which I encountered many times 
myself! But that trait also helped 

lead HFSC in the direction of 
greatness.
 Dr. Garner made a real 
difference at HFSC. He gave me, 
like many others who worked 
beside him, the incredible 
opportunity to make a difference 
in the lives of others.  Personally, I 
will never forget him, and I know 
his memory will live on in many 
others.  His vision of combining 
the compassion with the science 
can continue to provide support 
as we all work together to enhance 
HFSC, our world-class forensic 
organization. 

HFSC’s 1st CEO 
has died, legacy lives 

Dr. Dan Garner, HFSC’s first CEO and president, oversaw the 

transition to independence for what had been the Houston 

Police Department’s crime lab, crime scene unit and parts of 

the identification division.

By Caresse Young
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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)


