
Backlogs and 
turnaround times 
have grown in the 
past year due to the 
need to operate on 
rotating schedules 

through the 
pandemic, a situation 

compounded in February by a winter 
storm that brought nearly all operations 
to a halt. 
 There are now backlogs in 
nearly every discipline, including ones 
like seized drugs that had operated for 
years with no backlog and an average 
turnaround time of less than two weeks. 
 “The Houston Forensic Science 
Center, like nearly all crime labs, runs 
with resources that are more responsive 
to yesterday’s needs than to today’s,” 
said Dr. Peter Stout, HFSC’s president 
and CEO. 
 “This means that any surprise, 
like a freak winter storm or a pandemic, 
or any unplanned event, like a sudden 
increase in requests, throws the entire 
operation off kilter,” he added. 
 Although backlogs have grown 
in many areas during the past year, 
some sections _ such as toxicology and 
forensic biology/DNA _ have made 
significant progress toward eliminating 
their backlogs. The blood alcohol 
backlog will be eliminated by year’s 
end, though February’s storm could 
cause delays.
 Other sections, such as seized 
drugs, will not be able to plan for 
backlog reduction or elimination 
until staff are fully vaccinated against 
COVID-19 and a more routine, onsite 
schedule resumes. 
 HFSC moved to rotating 
schedules in March in an attempt to 

reduce onsite numbers and minimize 
staff exposure to the virus. That 
staff reduction led to a decrease in 
production in most areas. 
 The crime scene unit is the only 
discipline that has operated normally 
and onsite throughout the pandemic. 
However, a more than 40 percent 
increase in homicides meant crime scene 
investigators fell behind in their final 
reporting. They too now have a backlog 
of more than 500 cases. 
 HFSC considers any request that 
is over 30 days old to be backlogged. 
 CSU has fewer than 30 
CSIs responding 24/7 to Houston’s 
685-square miles. Chicago has about 200 
CSIs in a city with a similar population 
size and smaller geographic footprint. 
 “If the city approves HFSC’s 
budget request for an additional 
$1.3 million we will be able to hire 
another six CSIs and a supervisor this 
year, which will begin to address this 
shortfall,” Dr. Stout said. 
 HFSC has a five-year plan to 
expand CSU to a group of just over 60 
people.
 “What people need to 
understand is that even that plan 
addresses immediate needs and does 
not provide cushion for surprises,” Dr. 
Stout said.
 “In fact, we would still not be 
able to respond to most property crimes 
in the city. To truly meet Houston’s 
needs, the city _ which has many other 
equally critical priorities to address 
_ would have to make a substantial 
investment that is likely unrealistic at 
this time. Considering this, HFSC’s 
goal is to constantly look for efficiencies 
while ensuring quality to make the most 
of the available resources.” 
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 The Houston Forensic Science Center is a critical and essential 
part of the justice system and the public safety infrastructure.
 When we struggle there are ripple effects system-wide 
and so, we are keenly aware of the need to minimize backlogs and 
turnaround times to ensure we are providing stakeholders with “the 
right answer at the right time.” 
 At the same time, we are obligated to ensure the safety 
and security of our staff who dedicate themselves to this stressful, 
important job.
 During the past year, this has meant minimizing onsite 
numbers to ensure physical distancing and reduce risk of exposure to 
the virus. The net effect is of course on output. 
 Vaccines are really the only way out of this and will be key to 
getting us back to something more “normal.” 
 More than half of our staff has received the first dose of the 
COVID-19 vaccine and the hope would be to have some 75 percent 
fully vaccinated by mid-March. This means that by early April we 
should be able to bring more people back onsite, albeit still with 
masks, and increase production. 
 But make no mistake about it: digging out of the past 
year and the backlogs that have accumulated in some disciplines, 
especially seized drugs, could take many months, if not a year. And 
that assumes no more surprises. 
 This is the reality for forensics nationally. Running on the 
ragged edge of resources means the danger of falling into a backlog 
situation always lurks around a corner.
 HFSC, however, has a lean six sigma group constantly 
working to improve processes and a commitment to continuously 
improve quality. With these measures in place, I am confident we will 
dig out of the lingering issues of the past year. 
 And as we do that, all we ask of you is patience and 
understanding. 

For more information, please visit www.houstonforensicscience.orgPeter Stout, Ph.D.
CEO/President
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A Few Words From Our

President

 The Houston Forensic Science Center’s toxicology section completed more than half of all the cases done in 

January. The group is chipping away at a backlog and has been assisted in that effort by additional staff that are now fully 

trained and authorized to complete casework. At the moment, the section should be on track to eliminate that backlog in 

the coming months and then keep up with incoming requests. 

 The average turnaround time is currently 100 days, well above HFSC’s 30-day goal, but that is in part because 

the toxicology and forensic biology/DNA sections are reducing backlogs. As those disciplines close their oldest cases, the 

turnaround time increases because the clock begins ticking the moment a request is made. 

 The latent print section’s turnaround time is also high because it is working through some of its oldest cases. That 

section has the largest backlog at the moment. 

 As backlogs decrease, the turnaround times across the agency will decrease. 

HFSC At A Glance
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 The lean six sigma development group launched a crime scene 
unit process improvement project in early January after surveying staff 
to learn where there may be opportunities to streamline and create 
efficiencies. 
 The project’s goal is to improve the work environment in a vastly 
under-resourced group and streamline processes, while adhering to 
quality standards. The team has already made significant progress.
 “The crime scene unit has come under the most pressure the 
past year as violent crime increased drastically, a pandemic forced new 
protocols and resources remained stretched thin,” said Dr. Peter Stout, 
HFSC’s CEO and president. 
 “While this project will help improve efficiency, CSU will 
certainly need more resources to truly overcome the challenges of 
responding to a city of this size,” he added. 
 HFSC has requested a $1.3 million budget increase for fiscal 
year 2022 mostly to begin adding CSU personnel as part of a five-year 
expansion plan. 
 The LSS team has already, however, implemented a process 
improvement on January 29 which improves the narcotics submission 
process. Typically, it takes months to implement changes, but the 
narcotics submission process was riddled with risk and so the team 
addressed it immediately.
 Previously, CSIs packaged, handled, transported and submitted  
narcotics directly to the Houston Police Department narcotics property 
room. Now, narcotics found on scenes are documented and packaged by 
CSIs and then released at the scene to officers to submit. This streamlines 
the submission process and saves time for CSIs, while also keeping 
unarmed staff safe because they no longer need to transport such high-
risk evidence.   
 The project team will implement more improvements in the 
spring.  The project is scheduled to run into June.

Lean six sigma

Crime Scene Unit
By Paula Evans

 The Houston Forensic 
Science Center has implemented 
significant improvements to 
technical and administrative 
reviews of casework after an 
18-month project that delved 
deep into each section’s process. 
 The technical and 
administrative review project, 
launched in June 2019, wrapped 
up in December and has 
significantly reduced errors and 
improved the reviews’ efficacy. 
 “Accreditation standards 
require a review of most 
casework before it is released. 
But at HFSC we are not 
satisfied with just meeting those 
standards,” said Dr. Peter Stout, 
CEO and president. 
 “We wanted to ensure 
these reviews were in fact 

effective and catching 
errors before 
they get out the 
door. This project 
helped us create a 
means not only to 
implement immediate 
improvements to 
the reviews, but to 

monitor them going forward 
to help ensure every control 
we have in place is working to 
decrease defects,” he added.
 The team created a 
dashboard to make it easier 
to gather, review and trend 
data. Despite challenges such 
as the facility move and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the review 
dashboard has been in place for 

almost a year now and quality 
improvements are apparent and 
easily tracked.
 More than half of HFSC 
disciplines, 57 percent, have 
improved their percentage of 
defect-free requests. About 
86% reduced defects and 54% 
made their  review process 
more effective as determined by 
post-mortem audits, which is a 
random review of a percentage 

of each section’s completed 
casework. 
 The project also 
monitored data at the analyst 
and reviewer level and found 
that 18 case analysts and 10 
reviewers saw statistically 
significant improvement in their 
work.
 But this project never 
completely ends.
 Quality is a continuous 
goal at HFSC so, to ensure 
this level of improvement is 
sustained, post-mortem audits 
and review refresher training 
will be held annually.
 And to further build 
on this success, short process 
improvement projects _ called 
kaizens _ will be conducted in 
each section during the next year 
to 18 months.
 The firearms kaizen 
launched on February 2 and will 
focus  on areas that could not be 
addressed during the project, 
such as review criteria and root-
causes of defects.  

Quality improvements
By Paula Evans
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 The latent prints lean six 
sigma project team has been 
gathering information from 
critical stakeholders and process 
mapping processes with the goal 
of implementing improvements 
that will help reduce a backlog 
and decrease turnaround times.
 In the first phase the 
team identified the project 
goals: streamline, standardize 
and simplify the process while 
ensuring the quality of the 
work is not compromised. In 
order to identify areas that 
need improvement, the team is 
going right to the source _ the 
stakeholders. 
 “The latent prints section 
has struggled with a large backlog 
for some time and this project will 
help determine how to tackle that 
issue as well as create a process 
and the resources to complete 
incoming casework in a more 
timely fashion,” said Dr. Peter 
Stout, HFSC’s CEO and president.
 “The goal is always 
to ensure quality results 
reach stakeholders when the 
information is most useful and 

this project will help us meet that 
objective,” he added.
 During this second phase, 
the project team has spent a 
significant amount of time 
interviewing internal and external 
stakeholders. They have asked 
stakeholders their requirements 
of the process, the challenges 
faced and listened to ideas that 
may help improve the process. 
The project team will take this 
information and analyze the 
data to determine where to focus 
process improvements.
 Stakeholders interviewed 
include examiners, HFSC 
executive team members, 
investigators from homicide, 
burglary and theft, robbery and 
auto theft, as well as attorneys 
with the Harris County District 
Attorney’s Office and the Public 
Defender’s Office. In addition, 
the team will interview several 

other latent 
labs to identify 
best practices 
implemented 
in the field.
 By combing 

this data along with the voice of 
the customer data the team will 
be better able to determine where 
improvements should be made. 
 Finally, the latent section 
has spent  time mapping their 

current processes. This includes 
the case acceptance process, 
case building, primary work, 
verification and technical and 
administrative review. By 
documenting the current process, 
the team can more easily identify 
areas to simplify. These three 
tools will help the team gather 
and analyze data needed to 
design a pilot process in phase 
three. 

Latents Team launches
process improvement project

The Houston Forensic Science Center’s lean six sigma 
development group has launched a project designed to 
streamline latent print processes to ensure faster results that 
maintain quality. 
By Aimee Grimaldi
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 A quick turnaround by 
the Houston Forensic Science 
Center’s (HFSC) firearms section 
helped the Houston Police 
Department and the Bureau of 
Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and 
Explosives’ (ATF) Crime Gun 
Strike Force nab robbery suspects 
within days of a violent incident. 
 The firearms section 
used the National Integrated 
Ballistic Information Network 
(NIBIN,) a national database, to 
help investigators link cartridge 
casings to a gun collected at a 
crime scene, leading a jailed 
suspect to confess to an armed 
robbery.
 “The goal is always to 
provide stakeholders with a 
quality forensic result when the 
information is most relevant to 
the investigation,” said Dr. Peter 
Stout, HFSC’s CEO and president. 
In firearms, specifically with the 
NIBIN database, that information 
really must reach investigators 
within days to still be useful and 
HFSC aims to get those results 
released within five days of 
receiving the evidence.
 “This case shows how 
important a quick turnaround can 
be, but the process must be robust 
enough to also ensure quality,” 

Dr. Stout said.  
 In this case, HPD officers 
had responded January 3 to a 
robbery where shots had been 
fired. Two unknown males had 
shot a man whose vehicle and 
possessions they had tried to 
steal.  Officers recovered one 9mm 
shell casing at the scene. 
 A few days later, 
on January 7, HPD officers 
responded to a scene where 
someone had located a previously 
stolen car.  Two men fled the 
vehicle and the HPD officers 
observed one of them  discard a 
9mm pistol as he ran. The second 
man  chucked  a stolen .45 caliber 
pistol during the chase. Officers 
arrested both suspects and 
submitted the guns to HFSC for 
processing. 
 NIBIN Technician Joe 
Parian received the 9mm firearm 
the following day.
 Within four business days, 
Parian and NIBIN Technician 
Scott Brown had processed the 
evidence that led police to the 
suspects: the right answer at the 
right time.
 NIBIN is the national 
database where images of test-
fired cartridge casings from 
seized weapons are uploaded. 

Parian test fired and uploaded the 
casings into the national database. 
Brown reviewed the correlation, 
which led to a January 12 hit on 
the uploaded evidence. 
 Brown issued the 
investigative lead January 13 and 

within 24 hours members of the 
ATF’s Crime Gun Strike Force 
processed the results, leading 
them to one of the jailed suspects 
by January 19. 
 The suspect, now charged 
with aggravated robbery with a 
deadly weapon, confessed to the 
January robberies and gave police 
the name of his accomplice.
 Police have not yet arrested 
the second suspect. 

Firearms Right answer at 
the right time helps nab suspects

The Houston Forensic Science Center’s firearms section quickly 

delivered critical information from the national ballistics 

database, helping the Houston Police Department and the ATF 

arrest a robbery suspect and identify a second suspect. 

By Jordan Benton
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 HFSC’s outreach program 
has reached beyond the confines of 
the pandemic world and taken over 
the virtual one. 
 After spending a few months 
figuring out how to transform a 
hands on program into a socially 
distanced one, HFSC’s dedicated 
volunteers have continued their  
mission to extend a helping hand 
to the community and spread their 
forensic passion to all those willing 
to listen.  
 So what will the program 
look like in 2021? For starters, 
standing outreach programs _ such 
as the high school forensic science 
Explorer program _ will transition 
to a virtual platform, with a small 
possibility for in-person activities 
later in the year.
 “We’re asking volunteers to 
prepare two separate agendas, one 
for in-person and the other virtual, 
since we don’t know what this year 
will bring,” said Adam Whitman, 
a senior latent print processor who 
helps oversee the program.  
 The Explorer program walks 
high school students through six 
months of real-world forensic science 
content to help prepare them for an 
education and career in the field. 
Informational sessions will be held 
virtually between February and 
April. And, because of the online 
programming, HFSC  will accept 
out-of-state applications for the first 
time. 
 To learn more about the 

program or apply, please email info@
houstonforensicscience.org. 
 HFSC’s Teach the Teachers 
program shifted in November to 
a virtual platform. The program, 
which is geared toward high school 
educators, is held nearly every 
month with each two-hour session 
highlighting a different forensic 
discipline.
 Almost all forensic disciplines 
have presented to a group of 
educators or other interested 
attendees _ some from out of the 
country. HFSC will start recording 
these educational sessions for online 
posting. 
 HFSC has also hosted virtual  
Boy and Girl Scout programs. The 
one- to two-hour sessions include 
engaging and educational content for 
various age groups.
The lab also hosts virtual tours 
for colleges, high schools and the 
general public. 
“COVID-19 has certainly impacted 
operations, but our dedicated 
scientists continue to showcase 
the highest level of devotion to the 
community by using their spare 
time to help educate others,” said 
Dr. Peter Stout, HFSC’s CEO and 
president.
 As HFSC continues to launch 
and participate in virtual events, 
the group will also begin in-person 
volunteering with local organizations 
to give back to those in need while 
adhering to strict COVID-19 safety 
guidelines.

 Houston Forensic Science Center employees are dedicated 
to giving back to the community they serve through educational 
programming for children, teenagers and adults, and also by 
volunteering at different non-profits. Once it became clear that 
the global pandemic would require a change to the hands-on 
content, the team began looking for ways to take the programs 
virtual. HFSC now offers a variety of online content for Boy 
Scouts, Girl Scouts, teenagers and adults. For more information, 
please email info@houstonforensicscience.org.

Virtual outreach Adapting to a pandemic
By Jordan Benton

10 11



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

triage@houstonforensicscience.org

Job Seekers
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)


