
The Houston Forensic 
Science Center has 
appointed the first 
African-American 
woman as the 
director of the 

crime scene unit. 
Carina Haynes brings 

a quality focus and 12 years of crime 
scene experience to the unit.
 “I am honored to take on this 
role _ both as the CSU director and 
as a beacon of hope for others that 
follow in my footsteps,” Ms. Haynes 
said.
 “I am focused on leading 
the unit to further success and 
improvements,” she added. “My 
primary goal is to ensure CSU has 
the resources it needs, to provide the 
community with the best possible 
service.”
 Ms. Haynes replaces Jerry 
Pena, who retired after five years as 
CSU’s director. 
 “Jerry’s vast crime scene 
experience helped guide HFSC 
through some challenging moments, 
including civilianizing the unit 
and achieving accreditation,” said 
Dr. Peter Stout, HFSC’s CEO and 
president.
 “We are grateful for his time 
and look forward now to Carina’s 
leadership as we move forward,” he 
added. 
 Ms. Haynes primary focus in 
the coming months and years will 
be to increase quality and efficiency 
while also leading CSU through a 

five-year plan that will  ultimately 
double its staffing. 
 CSU now has about 40 
people, enough only to respond to 
the most violent crimes in Houston, 
including homicides and officer-
involved shootings. The unit 
currently only responds to about 1 
percent of aggravated assaults. 
 “Forty people is not nearly 
enough to properly respond 24/7 to 
Houston’s needs across 685 square 
miles,” Dr. Stout said. “Fortunately, 
the city recognizes this shortfall 
and has discussed providing HFSC 
an additional $1.3 million in the 
next fiscal year, in part to hire more 
CSIs.” 
  Houston has seen a nearly 
40 percent spike in homicides over 
the past year, further straining the 
unit mentally and physically. 
 “The obvious thing is 
always the physical tools _ such as 
equipment, technology and training 
_ that a unit needs to succeed,” Ms. 
Haynes said. “But my own years 
in crime scene have taught me that 
mental health is as crucially _ if not 
more so _ important since our job is 
to face some of the worst incidents 
that occur in a community. I plan to 
focus my efforts on this as well to 
ensure my team is equipped to deal 
with the trauma they face daily.”  
 CSU will also be 
incorporating new technologies, 
such as drones, into its operations 
to improve efficiency and the final 
product provided to stakeholders. 

HOUSTON FORENSICS SCIENCE CENTER  .  MAY 2021

INSIDE THIS EDITION

HFSC appoints first African-American woman 
to head crime scene unit

3

4

5

6

HFSC begins resuming full onsite 
operations, output ticks up

Toxicology moves to resume in-house 
drug confirmations

Meth, meth and more meth

DNA testing can now be used to 
help with skimmer investigations



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 past year since the murder of George Floyd a lot of ink has 
gone to the debate over police funding: is it too much, is it being used 
appropriately, should some be diverted to other agencies _ such as social 
services and mental health _ and, even, should law enforcement be 
funded at all. I am nowhere near smart enough to be able to answer those 
profound questions. 
 But this narrow focus on small parts of the system _ whether it is 
law enforcement or defense or prosecution _ without viewing ALL parts 
as a collective means we can never truly fix the system and ensure justice 
is served as impartially and fairly as possible. 
 I do know a segment of the system that regularly falls under the 
radar is the funding _ or a lack of it _ of crime laboratories. 
 I have tried for years to get politicians, the public, researchers 
and, really, anyone to pay attention to the dismal budget situation of 
crime laboratories nationwide. The entire federal budget shared by the 
roughly 400 crime labs is a comic $200 million per year. Three-quarters 
of this money is tightly tied to DNA evidence, leaving enormous gaping 
holes in all other disciplines. Certainly, the adjudication of laws is a state’s 
right and responsibility leaving the heaviest burden for funding quality 
laboratories on local entities.
 For decades, reports have shown  a daunting mismatch between  
the scale of funding and the scale of demand. HFSC is far better funded 
than most labs in the country. We work hard to continue to earn that 
trust. But, yet, we still struggle to meet the demand. For many labs in the 
country the challenge is all but impossible. 
 So what happens when crime laboratories are under-funded and 
under-resourced? 
 Quality suffers. Backlogs grow. The system relies on less reliable 
information. Evidence such as eyewitness testimony, photo lineups, 
confessions and qualitative field tests fill the gap to push ahead with 
trials and relieve downstream bottlenecks. People languish for years in 
prisons and jails awaiting trial. Forensic analysts make mistakes. Crime 
laboratories put off purchasing new equipment and the best technology. 
Analysts work in old, dilapidated buildings with outdated laboratories 
sometimes described as 1950s-era middle school labs. 
 The reality is the entire system suffers, especially the people at the 
end of each request and each item of evidence. 
 As I watch this unfold I wonder: when will we start to ask the 
truly hard questions and spend the right amount of money to help ensure 
we don’t send innocent people to jail and keep criminals on street? 

Please visit www.houstonforensicscience.org for more information. Peter Stout, Ph.D.
CEO/President
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President

 The Houston Forensic Science Center resumed full onsite operations for some sections in early April, more than 
a year after implementing rotating schedules in response to the global pandemic. The results of that are already apparent 
when reviewing end-of-month data. 
 The seized drugs section, which returned to full onsite work April 5, has been able to complete more requests than 
received for the first time in months. In fact, that section is responsible for about 20 percent of the completed requests 
in April. Still, it will take many months for the section to eliminate the backlog that accumulated during the year of the 
pandemic. The firearms section also resumed normal operations April 5 and completed about the same percentage of 
requests. 
 The toxicology section, however, is still operating on a rotating schedule, but has managed to implement an 
efficient process that allows them to remain on a timeline laid out to eliminate their backlog. This section is responsible 
for more than one-third of the overall work completed in April and is on track to eliminate its backlog of blood alcohol 
requests in the summer. It will begin working through a drug confirmation backlog in July after HFSC’s accrediting body 
approves new testing methods. (See page 4 for more information.) 
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 The Houston Forensic 
Science Center’s accrediting body 
will consider in July approving new 
drug analysis methods that would 
allow the agency to resume in-house 
confirmatory testing, this time on 
new, higher-tech instruments. 
 HFSC halted all in-house 
drug confirmations on blood 
samples about two years ago 
as it moved to implement new 
instruments better equipped to 
handle and identify the variety of 
drugs seen in such evidence. 
 HFSC sent evidence to a 
commercial vendor during most 
of the time the method validation 
was being conducted. However, 
HFSC no longer has funds for that 
outsourcing and has halted the 
testing until the new methods are 
approved.
 Most evidence processed 
by the toxicology section is from 
suspected impaired drivers. Blood 
samples are tested for alcohol 
content first. Samples found to be 
below the legal limit for alcohol _ 
about 30 percent _ move onto drug 
analysis. All fatal incidents and 
drug-facilitated crimes are tested for 
both alcohol and drugs. 
 “This is 
a crucial service 
in the effort to 
improve public 
safety for all 
Houstonians,” 
said Dr. Peter 
Stout, HFSC’s 
CEO and 
president.  

 “Houston has the highest 
drunk driving fatality rate of 
anywhere in the nation and we have 
an obligation to the community to 
provide the justice system with the 
objective scientific results needed to 
combat the problem.” 
 The Houston Police 
Department has increased its 
enforcement of impaired driving 
in recent years, leading to a double 
digit increase in requests for forensic 
testing. HPD plans to further 
increase enforcement and train more 
officers to identify drug-impaired 

drivers. 
 The new instruments, 
LC-QQQ, will allow HFSC to 
more efficiently identify drugs in 
blood and urine samples. These 
instruments are broadly used 
nationwide for toxicology testing.  
 However, each lab must 
validate its own methods and ensure 
each instrument is performing as 
expected. HFSC will have four LC-
QQQ instruments for drug analysis. 
 It has taken nearly two years 
to validate methods for six different 
drug classes because it is a multi-
step, complex process that requires 
multiple people and departments to 

 Methamphetamine, a 
synthetic drug made recently more 
famous by the TV show Breaking 
Bad, made up 42 percent of the 
drugs identified in seized evidence 
in 2020, a 35.5 percent increase from 
the year before. 
 This trend has been going on 
for several years and, in fact, there 
has been an 82.5 percent increase in 
meth identifications since 2018. 
 “These numbers are 
terrifying. Meth is incredibly 
dangerous and addictive and to 
see it increasing so quickly is, 
frankly, scary,” Dr. Peter 
Stout, HFSC’s CEO and 
president, said. 
 HFSC’s seized 
drugs section receives 
physical evidence 
suspected to be drugs 
and analyzes the items to 
determine whether the 
identified substances are 
illegal or “controlled.” 
While reviewing data 
generated from that analysis can 
indicate what is prevalent on 
the streets, it is only a fraction of 
what is really being trafficked on 
Houston’s streets. 
 “We are seeing meth in 
pills, powders, vapes, really, in 
everything,” said James Miller, 
manager of HFSC’s seized drugs 
section. 
 “Meth is even being used as 
a cutting agent for other drugs, like 
cocaine,” Miller added. 
 Meth has become far 
cheaper to manufacture in large 
quantities as production has 
shifted from small time drug 
dealers “cooking” a batch in their 
apartment to mass production, 
usually in Mexico. 

review tens of thousands of pages of 
data from thousands of test samples. 
 The goal in the validation is 
to establish not only the methods 
and protocols HFSC will use in 
the testing, but also the limitations 
of the analysis. As samples are 
analyzed by the instruments as part 
of the validation, analysts examine 
the generated data to ensure the 
instruments correctly identify drugs 
and metabolites. The analysts are 
also establishing how to do the 
testing to achieve reliable results 
and to determine the minimum 
threshold at which they can credibly 
state a drug has been identified. 
 “Having accurate and 
reliable results is critical because 
our test results are used in criminal 
investigations,” said Dr. Dayong 
Lee, HFSC’s toxicology section 
manager. 
 “At the other end of the 
result is a person’s life and so we 
must take as long as necessary to 
create accurate and reliable testing 
methods,” Dr. Lee added. 
 HFSC’s goal is to resume 
confirmatory drug testing shortly 
after the new methods have been 
approved by the accrediting body. It 
will take many months to eliminate 
the backlog that has grown during 
this time. 
 “We understand that 
delays in the crime laboratory can 
potentially create bottlenecks in 
other parts of the justice system,” 
Dr. Stout said. “But we have an 
obligation to get the right answer 
and sometimes that takes time.”

 In addition, while heroin, 
cocaine and marijuana are all 
derived from plants, meaning the 
entire supply chain is dependent on 
things that could be entirely out of 
their control, such as weather and 
crop quality. 
 Since methamphetamine is 
synthetic, traffickers can regulate 
and modulate production as well as 
costs. 
 “Literally thousands of 
pounds of meth are trafficked 
annually and because it is so cheap 
we are seeing it in everything from 

fake pharmaceuticals, 
such as Adderall, to 
colorful tablets that 
dealers sell as XTC,” Mr. 
Miller said. 
Meth is a stimulant 
that creates an intense 
reaction on dopamine 
receptors _ the hormone 
that regulates feelings 
of happiness among 
other things. People that 

become addicted to the drug find it 
impossible to be “happy” without 
that stimulant, making it difficult _ 
and sometimes impossible _ to kick 
the habit. 
  “We are seeing a devastating 
rise this last year in drug 
overdose deaths. Much of the 
focus is on opioid overdoses, but 
methamphetamine overdose deaths 
are quietly skyrocketing without 
much attention”
 The Centers for Disease 
Control, which aggregates drug 
overdose fatality data from all 50 
states, estimates more than 91,800 
people died of drug overdoses 
between January and October 2020, 
a 30 percent increase from the same 
time period a year before. 

Crystal meth or “blue ice”

Crystal meth and pipe

Colorful tablets containing meth

Toxicology

HFSC seeks to expand 
drug analysis

METH MAKES UP MORE THAN 40% OF DRUGS IN 2020

Meth, meth and ... more meth

“We have an obligation 
to get the right answer 

and sometimes that 
takes time.”
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 The Houston Forensic 
Science Center has been using a 
better DNA mixture interpretation 
technology to generate forensic 
information from “skimmer” devices 
used to steal credit card information, 
yielding several “hits” in the 
national DNA database.  
 Until 2020, when HFSC 
implemented STRMix _ a software 
that gives analysts greater capability 
to interpret DNA mixtures _ the 
forensic biology/DNA section 
refused to test these devices because 
the DNA mixtures found were too 
complex for interpretation. Instead, 
the latent print section examined the 
skimmers in an attempt to identify 
prints suitable for comparison. 
 “A pilot study we conducted 
at HFSC found that with this new 
software, DNA had more success 
getting usable information off the 
devices than latent prints did,” said 
Courtney Head, HFSC’s forensic 
biology/DNA manager. “As a result, 
we no longer look for latent prints 
on skimmers, only DNA.” 
 HFSC selected 12 cases 
for the pilot study. The DNA and 
latent print sections both examined 
them to try to yield information. 
The latent print section found no 
prints suitable for comparison while 
the forensic biology section found 
suitable DNA on 5 of the 12 cases. Of 
those, two had hits in the Combined 
DNA Index System or CODIS _ the 
DNA database overseen by the FBI. 
One of the DNA profiles “hit” to a 
convicted offender and the second 
to a separate case in Maryland. Two 
of the cases hit to each other _ two 

incidents at Houston gas stations 27 
miles apart. 
 As a result of the pilot study, 
HFSC changed its policy and now 
all skimmer devices are processed 
by the DNA section instead of latent 
prints. The latent print section is 
consulted when an unusual or out-
of-the-ordinary device is submitted 
to the lab. 
 “This is the kind of credible 
scientific data we want to give 
investigators and the justice system 
to help improve public safety,” said 
Dr. Peter Stout, HFSC’s CEO and 
president. 
 “Skimming” devices are 
small contraptions often installed 
in gas pumps. When a customer 
inserts a credit card into the reader, 
the skimmer copies the information 
_ including the PIN if it is a debit 
card. That information can then be 
wirelessly transferred to be used by 
the thief. 
 Often, the information is 
used at the same gas station to 
purchase diesel fuel which is in 
turn sold to other consumers. Some 
identity thieves can make up to $20 
million a year on this scheme though 
the criminal penalty _ probation _ is 
low. 
 “This is yet another example 

of how having 
the latest 
technology and 
the resources to 
purchase them 
can assist the 
criminal justice 
system,” Dr. 
Stout said. 

 Steve Pomeranz, a wealth 
manager who hosts a weekly 
radio show and podcast, estimates 
skimmer crimes cost consumers $8 
billion a year. 
 “This is the type of crime that 
can hit anyone at anytime without 
their knowledge. By providing 
credible scientific results, we are 

trying to help keep up in the arms 
race of these devices, ” Dr. Stout 
said. 
 Experts suggest consumers 
avoid using debit cards when filling 
up their cars and note the best way 
to avoid identity theft is to use cash. 
 Technologies installed in 
some newer gas pumps help prevent 
this type of high-tech theft as do 
credit cards with chips. 
 However, law enforcement 
experts note the skimmer technology 
keeps up rapidly with security 
upgrades made to credit cards and 
credit card readers. 

A seized truck that 
had been used to 
transport illegally 
purchased diesel 
fuel. 

Skimmers HFSC DNA 
testing helps find identity thieves

Houston made up 28 percent of all “white plastic” or credit card 
fraud in the United States in 2018. Much of this type of identity 
theft occurs when credit card information is stolen through 
“skimmer” devices installed in gas pumps. Better technology is 
allowing HFSC to more successfully generate DNA profiles from 
these devices, helping the justice system in its attempt to fight the 
phenomenon.  
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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

triage@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)


