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Report Finds F.B.! Lab Slipping
From Pinnacle of Crime Fighting

Lax Procedures and Handling of Evidence Cited

By DAVID JOHNSTON and ANDREW C. REVKIN

WASHINGTON, Jan. 28 - For dec- based on the absence of even trace
ades the Federal Bureau of Investi- amounts of explosive materials,
gation's reputation as a crime-fight- went unheeed for months.
ing agency has rested heavily on its gAfter a truck bombing in Oklaho-

high-tech forensic laboratory, which ma City in 1995, lab experts com-
could solve bafflng crimes from a plained that field agents had haphaz.
speck of bloo, a sliver of paint or the ardly examined the crime scene, the
thinnest fiament of human hair. clothing of Timothy J. McVeigh, who

But an investigation by the Justice was later charged with the explosion,

Department's inspector general has and the vehicle driven by him. The

put the F.B.I. laboratory, and the evidence was handled sloppily, with

way the agency has used it, under the some of it mistagged or spiled from
glare of public scrutiny. The find- evidence bags, when it was sent to

ings, which were turned over to the lab for examination.
F.B.I. offcials last week, are threat- 4JDuring the investigation of the
ening to shatter the image of an 1993 bombing of the World Trade
agency on the cutting edge of scien- Center, some investigators in the

tific sleuthing.
On Monday, F.B.I. officials an-

nounced a shake-up at the lab, trans-
ferring four senior employees, in-

cluding the heads of the chemistry
and explosives units, the first in dis-
ciplinary personnel actions in what
offcials say wil be a thorough over-

haul of the lab's operations.
The report has not yet been made

public, but current and former F.B.i.
lab offcials who have been inter-
viewed by the inspector general's
offce have said that dozens of cases
have ben affected by problems as-
sociated with the lab's work.

Among the problems cited by the
offcials were sloppy handling of evi-
dence and lax procedures within the
lab. In addition, they complained of
the work of agents who use the lab to
make their cases, including unreli-
able processing of the material sent

to the lab for analysis and misuse of
the lab's findings by F.B.I. agents

and their supervsors.
This range of problems has been

evident in several well-known cases:
4JAfter Federal agents searched

the residence of Richard A. Jewell, a
private security guard who was an
early suspect in a bombing at the
Atlanta Olympics last summer,
F.B.I. scientists and other specialists
warned that "you've got the wrong
guy," an F.B.I. laboratory official
said. But their cautionary remarks,

Continued on Page B8, Column I
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.inïeiieWe by Justice Oepart-
I"tinvestigator löng into .
the EBrs handling of several
high-pr-ofiie case:

~ Cit 8Òing.
. BagS òfevdece were ..
.mish8Ódled. rriSlabledan'.
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mixed up oo.thÊiir way to be...
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:.'0', ..,Atl 0I~
. Technicaie,xpert~ç()ncluded
tht they hadthe,Wrongi,
person after searctiinghis
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ahad anywy_
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New York: Tody, mostly sunny,
brisk. High 30. Tonight, increasing
clouds. cold. Low 19. Tomrrow,
chily, light snow. High 28. Yestery,
high 49, low 33. Details OI pige C8.
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Cútifinued Frum P(l~e AJ

chemistiy see lion of the f.B.1. lall
became cUfl(erntd thLiI tests being
conducted for tr¡¡ct~ of LIn explosive
blend of urea and nil ro,geri fertlli1.er
wen..' not precise enough

1 he World Tradp Centl:r bmnb ,"us
madi' III urea-iiiiraii:, ~ compound
thai (¡¡II t¡t' ((JIfusp.d with non-explu-
sive nliXlUfl'S of ihe same ingredi.
i'rlls III an inrormi:l Internal check of
ILlt, IHon-dun's, some senior F.B I
I (ill wOlkers mixed human urine wiih
ferillli.f: and added samples of (hat
llon-e.iqJlr,slve mixture to the fluw uf
rnairria! bt'IIIK tested by the ihemis-
Ii y unit A m~niJgtr in the chl.rnistry
lab idi'ntiri~t1 the urint'-fi'rllll1:r
/lixture iJ~ an lxph¡sivc

E:rrurs at tilt lab aii' already pru
viding drfl'nw 1.I..Yt'r\ wiih aminu-
nJlioli 1011"'1. ILL -.(11)(' iii ihest' t:asl'S

and appear 10 ihreaten lhe F B.I
wllh challenges 10 expen forensrc
ii:slIniony in cases based on ihe moil'
(haii 600,000 t'vldence examiiiatioiis
conducied each year hy ihe Jab. The
problem cuuld expand beyund Fed.
eral cases to affel: cvitleii:c II thuu-
5ands of state and lunil cast:S exam-
ined by Ihe FBI eadi yuu

roday. F HI. uffll";'tl~ bi'gaii trying
tu limit thl' t1aniagt' 10 llll.' lab's repu-
tatiun, IS::Ullig it f(~port un dfoflS to
iinprUVt~ Ihe JaIJ -I he agency IS 1m.
"r¡JVIII¡: 11t.llllig and building do new
li.tJ ilt ¡IS .1 ainiiig at:a(l~my in (Juan-
tiiU, Va., 10 replacl the lab now

huu!\td at F.BI headQucJitel ~ II
Wa.shingion And the i:~t'n("y 1'. for
Ihe first time seekiig ai( fedliillJoll
..lth the I.aboratory Acul'dii(liiOIl

Hoitrd uf Hie American SlJl"I'tv of
Crime Lawri.tory Diri:nor~

But FBI rJifiri;lb wlui h;1\f' d(
knowIl'r1gf'u ihi' "i'rlou..IH°.s.. rif illl:

findings si.id 11i~1 no past, present or
lulure pro~ccutiuns would be corn-

promis(:d and thai 110 uiie wuullJ hr
prevcnti:d frum geUing a fair ll't-l

In a stalt:IIlt'lll ull Moiidav, I: H 1
UUllïills said tht' InspCl"lur g~nt.l dl'~
inquiry h~d ruiu"t"d 011 only :1 or thl!
lali's 2.1 uniis 1 lit: F H I has al..o
hiied Dr Randall Muiili Iii liL'ild It!)
scientific aii;.ily~is SI:I_IIOII. and sev-
eral t"l1iployet~s si.id Di Mui eli was
responsihl(' fUJ li'n'lil iniprove-

nlt-nts
Siill, ,lltSi'¡i1i E_ DiGenova, a lor-

mer Urill(otJ Slales Anorney here,
.said thi.I the ISSUt'S raised In tht'
rtïXJIt would alluw defendants to
(oniest lab flndinRs against tht'm

illnJ would pcrmii pl!(Jple convicted uf
crimes lu iry to fl.'Opcn lheir Cl:M.:S,
"",,'d on ihe POSSlblhiy of flawed

forensic evidence. "It's guinK to tæ a
rriy~1 pilm in the Jlt.'k for Federöl
Juugc:~ iliid prusecuiors dllU a god-

~t'iid fiir dl'ense allorneys looking
fur ~I inl.an:- Ilf getting their clients
off," he s~Jd

rtie lwo-ye~r-Qld inspet:tur gener-
dlo~ inquiry began in 1995 after com-
pl~ints by Frederic WhltehurSl, a

chtmi~i ILL the explusives unit and a
whl~tle-blower whu~t frequent crili-
usm ur tht' lab m~dt' him unpopular
wiih the agency's upper echelon. Bui
many or his criticism~ have bCen

corriihoraied hy uther orricials in in.
terviews with ihe InspeclOr general,
Govnnmeni officials who have read
the inlf'rview reports said.

Nt'vertheless, Mr. Whitehurst was
one of the fuur officials removed
(((1m his job in the wake of the in-
spector general's review, The agen-
cy has nol said why Mr. Whitehurst
was suspended, bul his lawyer. Sie.
ven Kuhn, said the action was a re-
prisal for Mr, Whltehursi's yt.rs of
cOlTrlalnts F EU uffll.iais denied

thilt Ihe (Ktiun was retaliatory.
The other three ufficials who were

transferred were David Williams, a
supervisory agent in the explosives
unii; Roger Martz. chief of ihe chem.
isiry unit, and James T. 1 hurman,
chief of the explosives unlL.

The three were criticil.ed for their
perrormance In the Oklahuma Cily
case Offlials said thai Mr. Williams
had been responsihle for Cuileciing
evidence at Ihe scene thai Mr. Thur.
man had supplied informatlon for a
search and for arrest warrants
against Mr. McVeigh and ihai Mr.
MarlZ had conducted some lests in
the lah un some of Ihe evidence

Scientists at ihe lab said they were
urren siifled in a lab run by non-
technical held agents who had lilUe
knowledge of science and who regu-
larly aliered repurts 10 help prusecu.
lors. But law enforcement L'ficials
said there was IIUlt evidence lhut

anyone had been wrongly convicli.d
based un improper lab work

In lung inve5tig~uons, like the Un-
o.bom Cê:se, bomb technicians and
uiher speeiaiisis oflen gul txgged
duwn into a uerensiv~ mode, one
FBI. technical expert said. "You gei
aii in~dvertent handing of like-mind-
ed individuills supporting each oth-
er's false conclusions," he said.

At the heart of ihe prublem iii ihe
lab is Ihe FBI. practice of promoi.
ing employees with no advanced SCi-

enlific training to supervi~ory posí-
tions in di:partments handling very
complicated ~clcnlifK inquiries, said
the expert, who spoke only on Ihe
condition of anonymity.

For many years, Ihe iop jobs in Ihe
explosive!) Ullll, for example, have
been held by peuple without relevant
advanced irainlng. the expert. said.
The lab h"s become top heav) with
nun--xpens, he said


