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Workers Portray FBI Crime Lab as a Shoddy Shöp
. Probe: Some current, former employee tell investigators of
shortcomings, including possible contamination of tests by tour
groups.

: Ily RICHARD A. SERRANO
rit.LS~IA~F ..IUIl,R

WASHiNGTON-As described bysome governiiwiil technical ana-
lysLs, the FBI's world-renowned iabfJfJ.-
tory here sometimes W.IS d chaolic scene:

Public tour groups fied through a hall-
way, kicking up dust, as delicate
experunenls were conducted nearhy.
Agent.s, fresh froii the FBI's gun range or
hoiih unit, pas::ed through-perhaps
unwillingly spreadiiig resH..ue ihc.t cùuld
Jcopanhzc tests. Lab technicians ::omc-
limes ignored or viulûtcd scieniific proto-
col:, some examiners were U1iqualified to
issue lest reports iJnd. In one case, an
analyst enhanced his scil~ntific knowledge
by "viewing viileos."

Throiighout the liistory of the FRI, the
lau on the third floor of the J. Bdg,.Ir
Iloover Building her~ has enjoyed a repu-
tallon for pr~cision and exiwrtise. It not
only was where federal agents sent their
evidence but was also the ¡.dace where law
enforcement agencies from around the
nation sought help in solving crimes.

The lab COili.lucts more than 600,000
examinations a year for local, state anù

federal law enforcement agencies.
Uut for more than a year now, the Jus.

tice Depzirtiiienls U1spector gl'nerJI has
been reviewing widespread alleg:dtions of
abuse and shortcoiiiings at thl' Lib. Now,
with a fin.i1 report from the iispectol
general expected to be released as l'i.rly as
MaH'h, the i-~BI has aln'ady dcknowl-
edged prolilems, tran.sferrl'd some ¡ali
persolilit' anti hpgiin planning for a new
facility at the FBI's training academy in
Qiianllco, Va. .

A draft ('opy of the lHspector general'sfiidings was given to the L"UI on J41n.
17, and the bureau is to respond by Feb.
20. The IIspt'ctor gt!ner¿¡l's office then
willissue a final report.

What that report will say is not clear.
What is dear from government docu-
ment:: obtained by The Times is that
many current and fonner employees of
the lab have told investigators about
numerous flaws that they saw 1I the way
cflilinal evidence was hani.led.
Sevcral lah employees described a

physical L.lcility and professional culture
that they thought knt it::df to prublems
They said tourists wcre escolkd through

a corridor of the trace-analysts section of-
the IJu, a procedure that pcriiulteJ out-
siders to tr'-ck in materiäls ihat rould
(;OiiLaliiuate ongoing te::ts, they said.

Abo using th;.t carpeted walkway were
I~mih 'crey.':: or agents who had Jti.t left
tlie FBI's èxplosives unit or gun range.
There were concerns that they too could
lea\'e cont;iinin;ints behind

Fredellck WhitdlUl'st, .a lab chemist
who hd8 been suspended and now is
expected to testify for the defense in the
Oklahoma City bombUig case, said bomb.
residue contamination was found iii the
lab in the summer of 1995.

The dlSlo\.ery came after anóllysts
began examining debris taken to the lab
from the Uklahoma City Lambing site
Whitdiiirst was asked whether that was
the only lOliläliiination problem inside
the criiic lah. "i know it wasii't," he said.

However, government sources said
Thursday that Whitehurst's claim is
irrelevant he(;ause the Oklahoma City
bouibing debris had already heen tested

Whitehmst also told the Inspector gen-
l'ral th:.t Il-house "swalibings" were
(,lIciucled earlier ihal year, before. the
uunihing, and that glassware, lieuches,
workstations and other areas in the lab
were fuund to Ue coiitaininaterl.

Lah workerd said they 41;;0 worrieil
about \'entilatiun ducts and other air
shafts that could cause cross-con-

tamin:.tion of some miiiiite pi.rlicles.
One ani.lyst, Hick Hahn, told iiivtstiga-

tors that there were 110 rules for wlwn
prutective clothing should be worn in the
lab, and that he worried that clOss-
contamination of materials could occur.
Often it was up to each exarniier to decide
what to do to prevent l'ontiliiinatiun.

Hahn also saii.l that he learned more by
teaching himself on the Job than from
hands-on training, and that he became
proficient on a certain type of explosives
examination by "viewing videos."

David WiUi;llIs, a supervisory agent 11
the explosi":l:?_: unit, .,oi!l.tl~e' inspector
general that he did not t,tiIn,kthcre were
enough hooks or other' .pu\ilkatiops to
keep analYs~ \'~p to daie;öri,~orr,l.e scieric~s,
such as how ~p ¡-etect aùtljige froio cer-
tam types or)iombs. He ini"liç'ated that he
sunply ret'¡tl.~ on l\ls ,own general
knowledge. .~ "

And WhiL,eliyrst ,s.u.ggesled that when
technical Instr4ine,,t. produced conflict-
ing results, l~h.guide1ines at tilll!S were
iiiicle'-r on ho~ to proceed.

Under FHI policy, he si.id, a systein was
created in the lilli where expertise is often
ii(orinally "passed down from teach~r to
student" and front-line examiners were
dlSfouraged fro il c hallengiiig official
COllclusions.

This week, senior FßI officials an-
nounced the suspensions of four lab

employees, including two supervisors.
ßut Wddon Kennedy, FBI ih:il\ity direc-
tor, cautioned that the Job actions were
"not done II retaliaiion fur tILe actions of
any employee."

"The actions were ti.ken for~ood and
valid reasons," he saiil, "based on the
fiidings allOlit some of their work hy the
inspl'l'or gellNal and other informaHon.
Tlie.se action:; are fair and cunsistent with
long -standing lo'BI ¡iuhcy anti proce-
dures."

Two of those reiio\'ed were v.rhitehurst
and WilIl;.ms. .

Kennedy abo re\.ealed tli~it the bureaudecided three years ago iO improve
the lab-befol'íl the inspector gt'nerótls
investigation began. Along .with con-
structing a new facility, he sinù, lhe
bureau also will si'ck OlltsJde ,.I'('f('dita-
tion, which for the fii'st tiine wuuld allow
Ilon-governuient experts to occasionally
iii::pect the F'Bls facility.

K'ennedy abo saii. the ~'H1 "sharply
disagrees" with critics who contend tlii.t
soiiie criiiiinJl ¡Jru:ieciiLions Il¡iy hi.ve
bee II coliprolilisetllJt'C¡'-use of ¡irohleiiis.:t
the lab.

"The F'U1':; gOC.L" he said, i;; "to llalI-
ti.ll the laboratory Oil the CUlling edge of
law enforcement JS a vital tool in efforts
lo protect the Allerl(',H1 people from
crime."

FBI: Prosecutors, Defense Attorneys Told of Flaws in Lab Evidence
Cuntinued from Ai
and some old cases could be
reopened, they adi.ed.

"This is explosive," said Neal
Sonnelt, a Miami defense attorney
aiil former federal pro:iecutor.

"They have had i)Uch a wontler-
ft11 reputation IHlt if that i:: cälletl
Hllo (lue~tJ(n it could have i. devas.
tdtlOg effect II many c':tscs."

'.This is going to he a royal pain in
the ne('k fur Judges and prosecu-
tors," said Joseph Di(;enova, a
former US, attorney in tlie DJstrict
of Columbia. lie predicted that
Judges would grant many ddense
lIotlons for additionl:l data about
flllI ¡.Ill ti'StS.
In a briefing for reporters,

Gorelick acknowlcdgei. that "a
St'rioiis set of prohlems" hdd been
fount! during the inquiry hilt tihe
ilisisteiI thilt efforts have heen
underway to correct them, Jlar.t1y
with help from a pan~ljçf OUl:!~~e
st:ientists.
Soiie details of the in~pector

general's report emerged earlier
this week when the FBI trans-
ferred three laboratory official~
and suspended an(Jther for puor
management.

Although first reports suggesteù
that the lab was found to ha ve useù
sloppy pro(:eilurp:: In some i.aSt~S,
ilocuinents ohtaineil by The Times
SJid inve::tig.itols abo uncovered
fJ.r more seriou:: illlegdtions that lah
employees were pressured to altt~r
the conclusions of lheir analyses of
evidence and thJ.t supervisors
sometiiiies diangt'd the (inilings to
support (,l'liliiall'rOSL'('utlolls

Gorelick declined commentwhen å,::ked if the inspet:or
generJl has Cùucludetl that tllOtie
allegations: lIi.tle by several lah
workers, hai. heen lJl)\-l'(J.

The FBI is still "tht! hest I..w
enforcement agency in the world,"
~he. said, even though flaws were
doqimented "in a Iimiled nìlOtLJel
of u'nits" in the lab. ,. .,.,.1

Other sources said that one of

these unils deal.s with analysis of
explosive::, and that the Oklahoma
City bombing prosecution and coo-
\'ldioliS II the World Trade lenter
bombing II New York could suffer
if fi~tlerai coiits rule that important
piece~ of evideiice have been
t¿¡lIted hy poor lab work.
The FBI lahoratory cOIHlucts

more than íiOO,OO (;xaniinalioiis a
year for fetleri.l, state, local and
internalioii.:l law enforcement
agencies.

Asked if she could give astiur.
ances that no prosecutions were
licing coiiproiiii;;ed, Gorel1ck
replii'il: "Uiitll we have the final
report anti until the courts have a
chance to eXdfliine eadi and every
allegation dS it ;:qiplws to each anii
every ca::e, we won't be- able to
Ildke hlaiiket st.:tellll'ritti."

She declined to ideiitify any spe-
ufic case whl're a potential prou-
lem.eX1~ts.

.... lOtrH'r ¡('gal sources stressed,
however, that for i.ny pending
¡.rosecution or past t'onvirtioii to be

tieriously affected, attorneys would
have to demonstrate that FBI li.b-
oratory (jnalysis played a critical
mle ami that aiiy flaws were sub-
stantia! ones

Nonetheless, the allegallons
have damaged tne creliilulity of the
lab and seem likely to hand defense
attoriieys fresh ammunHion for
C1oss-ex.niination of FUI offcials,
legal experts said.

Throughout its nearly century-
long history, the FßI crime lab has
had it sterling reputation and its
f()cnsic repürts usually have gone
unchallenged. For that reason,
allegations of sloppy work or
evidence-tainpr:ring by l..b work-
ers havc come as a shock to most
triallawyers and Judges.

Son nett cited two ways in which
questions about Uie FBI lah could
have fLlllout: loìrst, deferi.se attor-
neys are likely to move for iiew
tnals or hearings to att;ick evi-
denC'c presented hy prosecH.lf~'

Second, Jurors could come to
doubt the rdiability of ~~i1ence

presented by the government.
"Defèiise lawyers will have the

ammunition to question the integ.
rity of the scientific evidence and
Wt' have seen (rom the O.J. Simp-
~on criiiiinal trial how that (;au
have an effect," he såid.
Washington attorney E

Lawrence ßarcella Jr. made the
Sdme point. "How a jUlY views a
cro;;s-examinatioii of a lahoratory
guy is g01ng to be far different froii
what it was a year or so ago." HZ1-
ce1la ::aid.

Barcella, also a forller federLllprosecutor, added that lIaiiy
Judges ha\',~ had "alnl03t aii auto
tnd.tic acceptance of Fßllab results
Now you've coinpletd_Y' re\'ersf:d
that."
Paul Rothstel!, a (;eorgL1own

lJniverslly law pr(Jfes;;ol, noted
that state prosecutions that relit'il
on F'ßllaL te~t~iig roqIU,he 1ffticted
as well as.ma~¥~..tleral çasl'¡:.
Hotlistein còlill~J the JlIS-

tic~~kJ(lartmel~~ an~ fur ;itting

promptly to tell prosHutors and
defen.se 41ttorneys dboiit IJotential
problems. lie pointed out that such
lIotification would he 1'l't)liirciI by
fL'tler~l law urul~l a Supreiiie Court
den~ioii thi.t impuses an obligation
on the govl'rniiient to tell defense
lawYt~rs ahout ¡mythiiig the prose~
clition has discovered that could
help del.r a defendant.

A similar prohlem HI \Vt..~t Vir-
giria occurre(t four years ago when
aiithoritlt'~ discovered that F'red
Zam, a state police scientist, had
made up or nii.nipul~ttt:lÌ evidence
to hl'p Wil coiivictioii:: ín at least
36 cast's

The tit:ile SUlJIl'ii1e Coiirt iiili.
IIdtdv ruled thåt Zåin had ht'en
respoii~ililt~ for "a long hi:,tory of
falsifying evidence in criniindl
!H'O.st.'cutloIiS."

t-fany ddendants conviclf~d in
Iliirdí'r awl ¡-aJleçast~s wht'rt' blood
e\lilf'llèi' 11'.\11 b~L'n 'rl'dn~)lll'-tetl liy
ZJili l've'n.ttl~IJlY'W\''rf' fft't'd or were

'gï.illtL'iliicw trials.
..,


