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Advancements in forensic DNA analysis continue to have a tremendous impact on the 
criminal justice system. The positive side of this revolution is that it offers enhanced 
opportunities to convict the guilty and exonerate the innocent. For example, new DNA 
technologies permit the analysis of smaller and different kinds of biological samples 
than was possible just a few years ago.  
 
However, to realize the full potential of DNA in criminal cases, substantial challenges 
must be overcome. Perhaps those with the most valuable perspective on these 
challenges are crime victims whose cases involve in DNA evidence. On February 13, 
2003, the International Association of Chiefs of Police, in collaboration with the U.S. 
Department of Justice’s Office for Victims of Crime and Office on Violence Against 
Women, sponsored a gathering titled DNA, Victims and the Criminal Justice System: A 
Roundtable Discussion. At the roundtable, victims, victim advocates, crime lab 
specialists, and members of the law enforcement and legal professions identified some 
of those challenges and proposed steps to solve them. The roundtable was held as a 
‘pre-summit’ event to inform and help design the full summit (Volume I). 
 
The day began with the group discussing general concerns related to victims of crime, 
DNA evidence and the process of the criminal justice system. Later in the day, 
participants met in smaller breakout groups to examine five subject areas: (1) crime 
scene management; (2) backlogs; (3) technology; (4) communication; and (5) 
evaluation. This report attempts to capture the issues and concerns identified and the 
recommendations related to crime victims, DNA evidence, and the criminal justice 
system that emerged from the sharing of so many varied perspectives. 
 
Primary among the concerns of participants was the treatment and education of victims 
in DNA cases. The need for better communication with victims throughout the criminal 
justice process was also emphasized. Attendees recommended steps to address these 
issues and called for improved training for first responders, victim advocates, medical 
examiners, lab analysts, law enforcement, and legal professionals. 
 
Roundtable participants acknowledged that the resources necessary to take many of 
these steps are in short supply. They asserted that lab backlogs and too few qualified 
lab technicians are major problems. Inadequate funding and unequal access to 
databases containing DNA profiles across geographical regions often inhibit the search 
for justice and allow some DNA cases to languish for years. 
 

 
DNA Cases from the Victim’s Perspective
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Participants also recognized that technology could be a double-edged sword when it 
comes to DNA cases. While they placed high value on the many benefits technology 
has brought, such as improved victim notification and faster identification of 
perpetrators, roundtable participants expressed concern about new risks to victims’ 
privacy through broader access to computer databases. This evolving world of DNA 
analysis poses unique questions for policymakers, who can make informed decisions 
only after carefully studying the current DNA landscape. 
 
Highlights from the Roundtable discussion are addressed under the following topics: 
 

1. Fair and sensitive treatment 
2. The need for educational tools 
3. Notification throughout the process 
4. Responder and victim advocate training 
5. Backlogs and limited resources 
6. DNA databases as investigative tools 
7. DNA technology’s benefits and challenges 
8. Legislative and policy issues  

 
 
1. Fair and Sensitive Treatment 
 
Roundtable participants agreed that the sensitive treatment of victims in DNA cases is 
important across the entire criminal justice system, beginning with the arrival of first 
responders at the crime scene and continuing until long after suspects are convicted. 
They stressed that all types of victims – in addition to sexual assault victims – must be 
treated fairly and sensitively, especially as biological evidence begins to be collected 
from a wider range of crime scenes, as now occurs regularly in the United Kingdom. 
 
Issues about security and privacy of victim information in DNA cases were of great 
concern. Victims’ DNA profiles are typically entered into databases, causing many 
victims to worry about whether private information is accessible to perpetrators through 
local databases or the Internet. The concern was raised about whether technology is 
being used against victims who may have committed other crimes, possibly resulting in 
a decrease in reporting (note: additional technology-related issues are addressed in the 
technology section below). 
 
Participants noted that certain victims may be overlooked or treated insensitively by 
responders in DNA cases and specifically mentioned male victims of sexual assault, 
victims with disabilities, and victims who may also be engaged in criminal activity. For 
example, hearing-impaired victims may be provided with Text Type writer (TTY) 
systems – telephone-assisted services involving transmission by relay operators. 
However, such systems can create paper and electronic information trails, potentially 
jeopardizing confidential information.  
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A particularly important subset of victims in DNA cases consists of those in “no-suspect” 
cases, i.e., where a criminal suspect cannot be identified. Roundtable attendees raised 
the concern that because such cases are often given lower priority, the victims of these 
crimes may receive less support. Lack of adequate funding or other resources may 
have a significant negative impact on victims, such as in the case of Kellie Greene, a 
rape victim who waited three years to receive the results of her rape kit analysis. At the 
time of Greene’s assault in January 1994, Florida was not processing non-suspect 
cases because of funding issues. 1 
 
Roundtable participants highlighted the post-conviction phase of DNA cases as a time 
that law enforcement and other professionals should treat victims and their families with 
special care. Convicted defendants may appeal their sentences, seek parole, and/or file 
requests for additional DNA testing. These events are emotionally traumatic for victims 
and their families who believe that a conviction brings closure. The need for additional 
support and information from professionals during post-conviction events is critical. 
While notification may cause victims some emotional trauma initially, it is important that 
they remain aware of any action in the case, such a defendant’s request for post-
conviction testing. 
 
 
2. The Need for Educational Tools 
 
The expression “information is power” clearly applies to victims in DNA cases. In 
addition to informing the general public about the importance of preserving potential 
DNA evidence, participants asserted that victims need to be better educated about a 
range of DNA-related issues including the characteristics of DNA as well as its 
limitations, the importance of staying involved in cases especially after adjudication, and 
the way the criminal justice system functions in general (including the appeals process). 
Participants suggested that victims be informed at the appropriate time by a victim 
advocate, of the potential of the DNA database and its role in cases where the identity 
of the offender is not known, and in matching DNA evidence crime to crime scene. 
 
Roundtable participants recommended that a guidebook or brochure be developed to 
better inform victims. The guidebook should present an overview on DNA, related laws, 
and the rights of victims. In addition, the resource could clarify the roles of those with 
whom victims come in contact and address what victims need to know and typically 
want to know. For example, victims might not know that DNA evidence is viable for 
extremely long periods of time or that they may be contacted years after the crime 
occurs. It was suggested that the guidebook emphasize to victims the importance of 
staying in touch with authorities to keep up with any post-conviction developments. 
 
Additional research should be conducted on the availability and type of educational 
programs that currently exist to determine whether such programs are in place 
nationally, what they cover, and whether they are affecting victim involvement in the 
system. 
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The topic of victim education was raised in both the communication and evaluation 
breakout groups, where it was noted that law enforcement should assist with this task. 
Victim education should begin with a referral to a victim advocate. Participants urged 
that victims receive referrals of this type early in the process. Whether or not this occurs 
requires further research. 
 
 
3. Notification Throughout the Process 
 
How much victims know is, in part, influenced by how frequently they are informed of 
the status of their cases. Roundtable participants expressed concern that not all victims 
are updated from the pre-filing stage through to the defendant’s incarceration and 
parole. As previously mentioned, the lack of information available post-conviction can 
put a tremendous emotional strain on survivors and their families. The communication 
breakout group recommended that education, training, and protocols on victim 
interaction be required throughout the process. 
 
Attendees cited the Arizona Crime Victims’ Bill of Rights (Article 2, Section 2.1 of the 
Arizona Constitution) as an example of state legislation that, among other things, directs 
different agencies to notify victims of the status of their cases. The law assigns 
responsibility for victim notification to law enforcement at the pre-filing stage, the 
prosecutor’s office after filing of the case, the probation office after a defendant’s 
conviction, and the corrections department upon a defendant’s incarceration. 
 
Roundtable participants pointed to the Victim Information and Notification Everyday 
(VINE) system in Los Angeles County as an example of one post-conviction notification 
strategy. VINE warns victims of rape, stalking and domestic violence when their 
assailants are being released from prison. The VINE system calls the victim’s home 
every 30 minutes for 24 hours until the person answers the phone and enters in a code.  
 
Participants noted that the practice of victim notification could benefit from the 
development of a uniform standard across the country. Presently, post-conviction 
notification to victims is inconsistent from one jurisdiction to another. Participants called 
for research to determine what systems and record-keeping protocols might increase 
the volume of notification to victims. 
 
 
4. Responder and Victim Advocate Training 
 
Proper training can teach first responders – including law enforcement and medical 
personnel – to be more sensitive to different types of victims and to keep them 
informed. Members of the roundtable emphasized that first responders should make 
victim safety their first priority. This should encompass prioritizing victims’ medical 
needs, addressing their fears, and avoiding any and all biases. 
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The importance of first responders being extremely sensitive when interacting with 
victims and following a standard protocol for all cases was highlighted. Training 911 
dispatchers to respect all callers, no matter how they present themselves, is of 
paramount importance. Failure to train can result in a damaging dismissal of someone 
with a particular disability or who may have trouble communicating as an immediate 
result of the victimization.  
 
Roundtable members urged that first responders be trained to follow proper procedures 
with respect to securing the crime scene and identifying, collecting, and storing DNA 
evidence. This can often make the difference between a successful or unsuccessful 
prosecution. It is critical that the following issues be considered: 
 
 where to look for DNA evidence 
 how best to protect such evidence before collection 
 what to collect and how 
 proper chain of custody 
 the impact of mold and sunlight on evidence 
 the packaging of evidence 
 personnel logs to identify everyone at the crime scene in case of evidence 

contamination 
 proper transportation and storage of evidence 

 
It was suggested that research be done on whether 911 dispatchers and first 
responders fully understand the importance of effectively capturing useful DNA 
evidence. 
 
Just as first responders must be properly trained on DNA procedures, advocates who 
assist victims should also be trained on the basics of DNA evidence. Best practice 
protocols should be developed in the areas of communication, education, and support 
for advocates and other members of the response team. Some participants suggested 
that each criminal justice agency with a role in the process could provide a separate 
victim advocate with knowledge of that specific aspect of the system. Others said, that 
at the very least, all law enforcement agencies should have victim specialists on staff. 
 
 
5. Backlogs and Limited Resources 
 
Increased training alone will not relieve a system that is overwhelmed. Participants 
identified backlogs of DNA samples as a major problem. Many law enforcement agency 
inventory rooms are full. Crime labs often have more samples than they are able to 
process with existing staff resources. It was noted that duplication of collections 
throughout the process exacerbates the problem. 
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Insufficient resources to process DNA samples often result in no-suspect cases being 
put on hold. Participants raised as a priority the need to build the nation’s lab capacity to 
a point where labs no longer need to discriminate between suspect and no-suspect 
cases. Although outsourcing to private vendors can be effective, it was noted that 
preparing evidence to be outsourced is both time consuming and expensive. 
 
The idea of federalizing the handling of convicted offender DNA cases was raised. All 
labs with adequate capacity could focus on current casework while convicted offender 
and other legally collected samples would all be outsourced to private vendors paid by 
the federal government. The group suggested that research is needed in the following 
areas: 
 
 determining national backlog trends  
 identifying issues for private and government labs 
 prioritizing obstacles  
 pinpointing the types of resources needed to reduce backlogs 

 
Concern was expressed about the lack of qualified technicians to staff labs. It was 
pointed out that private labs often pay better and are able to lure technicians away from 
the public sector. In addition, there are not enough people choosing this profession. In 
some locations, the problem has become severe. For example, in Miami-Dade County, 
Florida, volunteers are used to take DNA samples.  
 
The lack of fully qualified lab technicians may also contribute to breakdowns in 
communication between labs and law enforcement agencies or medical examiners. The 
problem of labs failing to notify law enforcement agencies when the labs are getting 
results from the evidence was raised. In addition, participants emphasized that 
feedback from labs to sexual assault nurse examiners (SANEs) can help first 
responders improve sampling techniques. 
 
The need for more sustainable funding sources to support DNA evidence management 
was repeated throughout the Roundtable. Specifically, the group called for research on 
current funding of DNA initiatives, backlog reduction programs, and training initiatives. 
The research should examine strategies to achieve sustainability when grant funds are 
exhausted and to identify all available resources within the community. 
 
The problem of limited resources and capacity can be especially acute in rural areas of 
the country, where there is a significant need for help in DNA cases. For example, 
outside of urban jurisdictions there is a lack of specialized cold-case units in law 
enforcement agencies. Additional research is needed to determine how rural areas are 
approaching DNA issues. 
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6. DNA Databases As Investigative Tools 
 
Roundtable participants described steps law enforcement can take to reduce backlogs 
while addressing victim needs more proactively in certain types of cases. Training police 
to use DNA databases as an investigative tool so biological samples are not shelved for 
years before being analyzed was emphasized. In no-suspect cases, law enforcement 
should routinely use databases early in the investigative process. This practice could 
save detectives investigative time in the long run. 
 
According to the backlog group, several police departments have found that if their 
investigators can find time to work on backlogged cases, case closure rates can be 
increased by up to 30 percent. In addition, it was recommended that cases solved 
through cold hits be incorporated into current statistics thus providing even greater 
motivation for law enforcement to work on backlogged cases.  
 
The lack of standardization from one department or jurisdiction to another may also 
inhibit the closing of cases. Protocols and standards are needed for law enforcement 
agencies and crime labs to better and more consistently manage DNA samples, for 
example, a determination of how much evidence should be saved and for what length of 
time. 
 
 
7. DNA Technology’s Benefits and Challenges 
 
Today’s technological advances in DNA present critical opportunities to further the 
search for the truth in solving crimes. Biological samples from which DNA could not be 
extracted ten years ago may today yield critical evidence today. These new 
technologies should be applied to reopened and unsolved cases. These advances 
require additional training and equipment. Law enforcement should be educated on how 
new DNA technologies can be used to investigate a range of crimes, including sexual 
assault by strangers, marital rape, proof of violations of protective orders, and property 
crimes. 
 
New technologies offer ways to streamline DNA cases. Participants suggested a 
standardized rape kit be developed for use around the country. First responders could 
be equipped with handheld personal digital assistants (PDAs) containing collection 
protocols for easy reference. Additionally, if more computer systems were linked 
regionally, law enforcement across different jurisdictions would know when a suspect is 
arrested, thus enabling faster DNA checks.  
 
These potential benefits also bring challenges. Will society accept the practice of taking 
DNA samples from all arrestees? As noted earlier in this report, new technologies offer 
the opportunity to quickly notify victims about the status of their cases. However, victims 
are concerned that their personal information may be accessible to perpetrators or the 
general public through the Internet or agency databases. This will depend on the 
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inclusion design and security of such databases. At the same time, it is important to 
recognize that not all victims have equal access to technology. 
 
 
8. Legislative and Policy Issues 
 
Many of the issues discussed during the Roundtable raise difficult policy questions for 
legislators and interpretation challenges for the courts. For example, the national DNA 
database does not currently include profiles for all arrestees and adjudicated juveniles. 
While obtaining DNA samples from these two groups of people would undoubtedly 
increase the chances of solving more crimes, the practice raises serious concerns 
about privacy. 
 
Of concern is the fact that practices regarding who must provide DNA samples, when 
such samples are collected, and for what purpose they are collected differ across the 
country. The Roundtable participants called for research to identify the best database 
collection standards and models for use in a national initiative. Research should explore 
questions such as whether the definition of the term “convicted offender” should be 
standardized and the long term implications of correctional institutions testing everyone 
in their systems. 
 
Participants discussed the complex reality of statutes of limitations that determine the 
time constraints for permissible filing of charges for different types of crimes. The 
suggestion was made that legislation may need to be considered to extend the statute 
of limitations for sexual assault. For example, given both the rape kit backlog and the 
reality that DNA evidence can remain viable long after such statutes expire. Further, 
DNA profile evidence is such a powerful identifier that the need for a statute of 
limitations is substantially diminished. 
 
It was clear from the discussion that the list of challenging issues for legislatures and 
courts to address is growing. Should labs or other parties be liable for backlogged 
samples when an offender commits new crimes? What legislative limitations are there, 
or should there be, on offenders’ requests for post-conviction testing and retesting? 
Before these and other questions can be answered, policymakers need to have a better 
understanding of the current landscape of DNA cases. 
 
General education about the benefits and potential of DNA technologies may motivate 
legislators to call for streamlined processing, procedures, and protocols. It will be 
especially important for legislators to understand issues such as storage capacity limits 
and the shortage of good lab technicians in order to develop informed guidelines. 
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Summary of Recommendations from the Victim’s Perspective 
 
 
National Standards 
 
Ensure the fair and sensitive treatment of all victims in DNA cases across the entire 
criminal justice system. 
 
Develop national standards for post-conviction notification of victims. 
  
Create a standardized rape kit for use around the country.  
 
Develop protocols and standards for law enforcement agencies and crime labs to better 
and more consistently manage DNA samples.  
 
 
Victim Needs 
 
Refer victims to community advocates early in the process. Law enforcement should 
assist with referrals. 
 
Inform victims of the status of their cases especially in post-conviction cases (as desired 
by the victim). 
 
Design DNA databases with consideration for the security and protection of personal 
information of victims and employ careful regulation of access to the databases. 
 
Examine issues of security and privacy for victim information in DNA cases, especially 
when DNA profiles of victims are entered into databases. 
 
Regulate access to DNA databases. 
 
Investigate whether technology is being used against victims who may have committed 
other crimes. 
 
Ensure that victims of crimes where there is DNA evidence but “no suspect” receive the 
same level of support as other victims and that these cases do not receive lower 
priority. 
 
Raise awareness among law enforcement and other involved professionals that the 
post-conviction phase of DNA cases is a time when victims and their families may need 
additional support due to requests for appeals, parole, and additional DNA testing. 
 
Develop materials to educate victims about a range of DNA related issues including: the 
overview on DNA, related laws, characteristics of DNA, its limitations, the way the 
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criminal justice system functions in general (including the appeals process), the rights of 
victims, and the importance of staying involved in cases especially after adjudication. 
The materials developed should clarify the roles of those with whom victims come in 
contact and address what victims need and typically want to know. 
 
 
Research 
 
Conduct research on: 
  

Whether 911 dispatchers and first responders fully understand the importance of 
the capture of useful DNA evidence and then provide training on this topic 

 The availability and type of educational programs that currently exist, whether 
such programs are in place nationally, what they cover, and whether they are 
affecting victim involvement in the system 

 Whether victims receive referrals to community advocates early in the process 
 How rural areas are approaching DNA issues/cases should be conducted 
 How computer systems can be linked regionally to enable law enforcement 

agencies across different jurisdictions to learn when a suspect is arrested, thus 
enabling faster DNA checks  

 Current funding of DNA initiatives, backlog reduction programs, and training 
initiatives. Examine strategies being used to achieve sustainability when grant 
funds are exhausted  

 Identifying and/or designing post-conviction notification systems that will warn 
victims when their assailants are being released from prison, focusing on which 
systems and record-keeping protocols might increase both the participation of 
victims in such a system and the volume of notifications to victims 

 Promising database collection standards and models for use in a national 
initiative 

 The implications of standardizing the definition of the term “convicted offender”, 
testing everyone in corrections systems and collecting samples from all persons 
at the time of arrest  

 Whether liability exists for labs or other parties because of backlogged samples 
when offenders commit new crimes 

 The problem of understaffing in crime labs and proactive strategies to address 
the issue 

 
 
Training 
 
Promote education and develop training and protocols on helpful interactions with 
victims throughout the criminal justice process for all related professionals. 
 
Teach first responders, including 911 dispatch operators, to be sensitive to different 
types of victims and to make victim safety their first priority. Training should encompass 
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prioritizing victims’ medical needs, addressing their fears, and avoiding any and all 
personal biases. 
 
Educate law enforcement on how new DNA technologies can be used to investigate a 
range of crimes, including sexual assault by unknown assailants, marital rape, proof of 
violations of protective orders, and property crimes. 
 
Train police on the use of DNA databases as investigative tools so biological samples 
are promptly analyzed.  
 
Equip first responders with technology, such as handheld PDAs, that could contain 
reference information on collection protocols. 
  
Train and supervise emergency dispatchers to ensure all callers are shown respect. 
 
Educate all first responders regarding factors that may influence the various ways in 
which crime victims may present themselves and/or report a crime.  
 
Instruct first responders, including medical personnel, to follow proper procedures with 
respect to protecting evidence at the crime scene and identifying, collecting, and storing 
DNA evidence.  
 
Educate legislators at federal, state and local levels about the benefits and potential of 
DNA technologies to aid their understand of the need for resources, streamlined 
processing procedures and standard protocols for the management of DNA evidence. 
 
 
DNA Laboratories 
 
Notify law enforcement agencies promptly when the labs get results of DNA evidence 
testing.  
 
Provide first responders, including SANE (sexual assault nurse examiners) with regular 
feedback from labs to improve DNA sampling techniques. 
 
 
Law Enforcement  
 
Use DNA technologies to routinely investigate a range of crimes, including sexual 
assault by unknown assailants, marital rape, proof of violations of protective orders, and 
property crimes. 
 
Employ databases early in the investigative process in no-suspect cases.  
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Apply new DNA technologies to backlogged cases and to reopened and unsolved case 
in order to increase case closure rates.  
 
Incorporate cold hits into current statistics in order to provide greater motivation to law 
enforcement to work on backlogged cases.  
 
 
Legislation 
 
Create legislation at the state level to clarify duties with respect to victim notification and 
assignment of proper responsibility for victim notification. 
 
Study the potential of legislation to extend the statute of limitations for sexual assault 
crimes. 
 
Examine whether limitations should be placed on offenders’ requests for post-conviction 
testing and retesting. 
 
 
                                                           
1 Kathryn M. Turman, “Understanding DNA Evidence: A Guide for Victim Service Providers,” OVC Bulletin, U.S. 
Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office for Victims of Crime, April 2001, pp. 5-6. 
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