i

mes

k€

Copyright 51 1987 The New York Times

“Ali the News
That's Fit to Prin

- &he New 1o

No. 30,687

P

"OL.CXLVI.

NEW YORK, WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 1997

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

Lax Procedures and Handling of Evidence Cited

By DAVID JOHNSTON and ANDREW €. REVKIN

WASHINGTON, Jan. 28 — For dec-
ades the Federal Bureau of lnvesti-
gation's reputation as a crime-fight-
ing agency has rested heavily on its
high-tech forensic laboratory, which
coild soive baffling crimmes from a
speck of blood, a sliver of paint or the
thinnest filament of human haiy.

But an investigation by the Justice
Department’s inspector general has
put the F.B.I laboratory, and the
way the agency has used i, under the
giare of public scrutiny. The find-
ings, which were turned over 1o
F.B.I officials last weel, are threat-
ening to shatter the image of an
agency on the cutting edge of scien-
tific sleuthing.

On Monday, F.B.L efficials an-
nounced a shake-up at the 1ab, trans-
ferring four senior employees, in-
eluding the heads of the chemistry
and explosives units, the first in dis-
cipiinasy personnel actions in what
officials say wilf be a thorough over-
haui of the lab’s operations,

The report has not vet been made
public, but current and former F.B.1
iab officials who have been inter-
viewed by the inspector general's
office have said that dozens of cases
have been affected by probiems as-
sociated with the lab’s work.

Among the problems cited by the
officials were sieppy handling of evi-
dence and lax procedures within the
lab. In addition, they complained of
the work of agents who use the fabto
make their cases, including unreli-
abie processing of the material sent
to the lab for anatysis and misuse of
the iab’s findings by F.B.1. agents
and their supervisors,

This range of problems has been
evident in several weli-Known cases.

gAfter Federal agents searched
the residence of Richard A. Jeweli, a
private security guard who was an
early suspect in a bombing at the
Atlanta Olympics last summer,
F.B.1. scientists and other specialists
warned that “yow've got the wrong
guy,” an F.B. laboratory official
said. Bul their cautionary remarks,

based on the absence of even trace
amounts of explosive materials,
went unheeded for months.

gAfter a truck bombing in Oklaho-
ma City in 1995, lab experts com-
plained that field agents had haphaz-
ardly examined the crime scene, the
clothing of Timothy J. McVeigh, who
was later charged with the expiosion,
and the vehicle drivea by him. The
evidence was handled sloppily, with
some of it mistagged or spilied from
evidence bags, when it was sent o
the iab for examination.

4During the investigation of the
1993 bombing of the World Trade
Center, some investigators s the
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TFhe vther three tificaals who were
transferred were David Wilthams, a
SupEEVISOEY apend 0 the explasives
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