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Oklahoma’s State Plan for Forensic Sciences Laboratories

Purpose

The State Plan for Forensic Science Laboratories was developed in order to improve the quality, timeliness, and credibility of forensic science services to the criminal justice system in Oklahoma. 

Overview

Currently, there are 19 forensic labs operating within the state. The Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation has seven labs involving multiple disciplines operating regionally throughout the state. These labs are located in Oklahoma City, Lawton, Enid, Tahlequah, McAlester, and Durant. In addition, the Oklahoma City Police Department and the Tulsa Police Department, the two major metropolitan jurisdictions in the state, have forensic labs with multiple disciplines. 

The Office of the Medical Examiner has the sole responsibility for investigating sudden, unexpected and suspicious deaths. This process involves scene investigation and medicolegal autopsy (including radiology, toxicology, histology, and microbiology) complementing the activities of law enforcement agencies, district attorneys, and public health officials. 

Four police departments operate Latent Print/Marijuana Identification labs. These labs are located in the Norman Police Department, Ardmore Police Department, Midwest City Police Department and the Oklahoma County Sheriff’s Department. Four law enforcement departments operate a Latent Print Lab in the communities of Lawton, Enid, Stillwater, and Chandler. The Oklahoma County District Attorneys Office has a Questioned Documents lab. 

Participating Agencies

A Task Force was established to assist in the development of the State Plan. The overall goal of the Task Force is to improve the quality, timeliness, and credibility of forensic science services for criminal justice purposes. The participants in the Task Force, included representatives from the following agencies and departments:

· Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation;

· Office of the Medical Examiner;

· Oklahoma City Police Department;

· Norman Police Department;

· Midwest City Police Department;

· Tulsa Police Department; and, 

· Oklahoma County Sheriff’s Department.

The participants from the above referenced agencies and local law enforcement jurisdictions represent forensic labs in the major metropolitan areas as well as medium sized jurisdictions within the state. 

Following the award of the formula and the discretionary grants, participation will be requested from the remaining forensic labs and two additional organizations. The final membership on the Task Force will include a District Attorney and a representative of the Oklahoma Association of Chiefs of Police from a jurisdiction with a population of less than 100,000. These two representatives will serve as “consumers” of the forensic lab services in Oklahoma and will provide an additional perspective in achieving the overall goal of the Task Force. The involvement of all forensic labs on the Task Force will foster communication and enhance statewide collaboration. The following entities will be invited to participate: 

· District Attorneys Council;

· Oklahoma Association of Chiefs of Police;

· Ardmore Police Department; 

· Enid Police Department;

· Stillwater Police Department;

· Oklahoma County District Attorneys Office;

· Chandler Police Department; and,

· Lawton Police Department.

The Task Force will operate under the purview of the Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board. In Oklahoma, this Board is charged with overseeing the Edward Byrne Memorial Formula Grant Program funded through the Bureau of Justice Assistance. The goal of this grant program is to improve the functioning of the criminal justice system, with special emphasis on drug-related crimes, violent crimes and serious offenders. Forensic labs are indelibly intertwined in these types of crimes so the Task Force will function well as a subcommittee of the Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board. Policies and procedures for the Task Force will be developed by January 2003. 

The Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board, comprised of 17 voting and non-voting members, is charged with developing the state strategy, determining priorities for funding, reviewing grant proposals and determining awards for the grant fund. The following is a list of the agencies and the representing members of the Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board. 

Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board

Membership Roster

Malcom Atwood, Board Chair 


Oklahoma Bureau of Narcotics 

Director 





Dangerous Drug Control

Terry Cline
Department of Mental Health and Commissioner 
Substance Abuse Services

Sheriff Russell Cottle
Oklahoma Sheriffs Association

Osage County 

Richard DeLaughter
Office of Juvenile Affairs

Director

Drew Edmondson




Office of the Attorney General

Attorney General

Sandy Garrett




State Department of Education

Superintendent
Richard Kirby
The Governors Representative

Legal Counsel

Department of Corrections


DeWade Langley
Oklahoma State Bureau of 

Director
Investigations 

John David Luton
District Attorney – District 15

Suzanne McClain Atwood
District Attorneys Council

Executive Coordinator

Chief Alex Oblein
Oklahoma Association of Chiefs of

Purcell Police Department 
Police

Bob Ricks
Department of Public Safety

Commissioner

Ron Ward
Department of Corrections

Director

Non-Voting Members

The Honorable Robert McCampbell 
U.S. Attorney for the Western District

The Honorable David O’Meilia
U.S. Attorney for the Northern District

The Honorable Sheldon Sperling
U.S. Attorney for the Eastern District

Agent Robert Surovec
Drug Enforcement Administration

Accreditation by the American Society of Crime Laboratory Directors – Lab Accreditation Board

With the exception of the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation who is already accredited by American Society of Crime Laboratory Directors – Lab Accreditation Board (ASCLD-LAB), every forensic lab in Oklahoma is now facing issues of accreditation due to the passage of Senate Bill 1591. Governor Frank Keating signed the bill into law on May 22, 2002. The bill defined forensic labs and set deadlines for accreditation of labs. 

As set forth in the legislation, a forensic lab is defined as a lab operated by the state or any unit of local government of municipal, county, city, or any other local government that examines physical evidence in criminal matters and provides opinion testimony in a court of law in forensic disciplines accredited by ASCLD-LAB. The legislation requires that effective January 1, 2003, all forensic labs shall have a technical peer review system sufficient to meet or exceed the accreditation standards of ASCLD-LAB. A technical peer review system is a system whereby the casework of an employee in a forensic laboratory shall be reviewed for technical correctness by a qualified peer. 

Effective January 1, 2004, all forensic labs shall have a proficiency-testing program sufficient to meet or exceed the accreditation standards of the American Society of ASCLD-LAB. A proficiency-testing program is defined as a program whereby the competency of analysis and the quality of performance of a laboratory is evaluated by external testing.

The final component of the law requires, effective January 1, 2005, that all forensic labs shall be ASCLD-LAB accredited. According to statute, “On or after July 1, 2005, testimony, results, reports, or evidence of forensic analysis produced on behalf of the prosecution in a criminal trial in forensic disciplines accredited by ASCLD-LAB shall be done by an ASCLD-LAB accredited forensic laboratory.“ Forensic laboratories that exclusively and solely perform forensic toxicology analysis may meet this requirement by being either ASCLD-LAB accredited or accredited by the American Board of Forensic Toxicologists. 

On or after July 1, 2005, testimony, results, reports, or evidence of forensic analysis produced on behalf of the prosecution in a criminal trial in forensic disciplines accredited by ASCLD-LAB shall be done by an ASCLD-LAB accredited forensic laboratory. 

These requirements are not applicable to breath testing for alcohol, field testing, crime scene processing, crime scene evidence collection and crime screen reconstruction or laboratories that exclusively and solely perform forensic toxicology analysis. Such labs shall have a peer review system, a proficiency-testing program, and be accredited by either ASCLD-LAB or the American Board of Forensic Toxicology by the above referenced deadlines. A signed copy of Senate Bill 1591 can be found in Appendix E.

Problem Definition

In an effort to improve the quality of the forensic laboratory services that are provided to the criminal justice system, the Oklahoma legislature passed Senate Bill 1591. Governor Frank Keating signed the bill on May 22, 2002. For all labs operating and established, the law requires accreditation by the American Society of Crime Laboratory Directors – Lab Accreditation Board (ASCLD-LAB) by July 1, 2005.

While the legislation is viewed as a positive measure, which will create a statewide laboratory system with uniform criteria, standards, and operational practices, it has required several labs that were in the planning stages of seeking accreditation to modify established places and corresponding timelines in order to meet the time limits as set forth in the legislation. Labs that were not in the process of accreditation are in a rush to develop a plan, set deadlines, and determine ways to address the financial costs of meeting accreditation.

Prior to requesting an ASCLD-LAB inspection, there is a substantial amount of preparation that is required in order to address the key areas of operations, personnel, and facilities. The lab must establish operation manuals, review procedures, and ensure the standards for evidence handling, safety and control equipment, facility renovations, and other technical procedures.

Addressing the issue of accreditation creates a double bind because employees must dedicate a considerable amount of time on the effort and, therefore, are not available to conduct the day-to-day business of the lab. Consequently, case turn around time suffers. The eight smaller labs in the state have an average of two employees each. With this limited number of staff, even if one employee is focused on the accreditation process, a backlog is generally created. 

The financial costs of accreditation are also a concern. Oklahoma is experiencing an economic downturn, as are many other parts of the country. All state agencies and the local jurisdictions have recently experienced severe budget cuts. This financial downturn is occurring while labs have to include accreditation costs as a new expenditure. Many labs are concerned that the funding won’t be available to meet the accreditation expenses. In addition to the costs for accreditation, there will be on going reinspection costs and possible remediation expenses. Many of the labs in Oklahoma do not meet the standards for facilities as defined by ASCLD-LAB. In many situations, the lab has simply outgrown the allocated space. There isn’t sufficient room for the staff, the necessary equipment, storage of supplies, accessories, and tools, and the storage of records and reference materials. To meet ASCLD-LAB accreditation, many labs will have to address space as well as enhanced physical security and access monitoring concerns. 

Another problem that must be addressed is the lack of staff to meet the workload. As criminal investigation has become increasingly more complex due to the constantly improving technology and the higher demand for physical evidence by the legal system, cases take more time to complete. In order to compensate for the complexity factor, more personnel are required to complete a similar number of cases in the same time span. The Task Force discussed the need to examine caseload to staff ratios that may be available from national data or other states and compare that to Oklahoma’s information.

Finally, the Task Force identified the need for labs to develop a plan to replace outdated equipment. Based on rate of usage, equipment has an estimated life span. Each lab should develop a planned program for replacement and updating of equipment. With the constantly evolving developments in the medical and forensic science fields, the equipment is changing as well. It is critical for labs to consider securing instrumentation, computer equipment and software that will allow faster analyses. 

Goals and Objectives for 2003

The problems that have been defined have not been explored in depth. Therefore, specific goals have not been established for each problem defined. However, for the 2003 award year, Oklahoma will address the following goals.

Goal One

To improve the quality, timeliness, and credibility of forensic science services for the criminal justice system.


Objective One

By February 1, 2003, conduct a comprehensive assessment of each discipline within the 19 forensic labs in Oklahoma to determine the current case turnaround time and the barriers associated with improving timeliness.
Activities

a. In collaboration with the Task Force, the staff of the District Attorneys Council will develop a survey identifying the case turnaround time for the past three years for each discipline within the lab.

b. The survey will be distributed to all labs currently operating within the state. 
c. The information will be compiled and a report developed.
d. The report will be disseminated to the Task Force, the Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board, in addition to other agencies in the criminal justice system. 
Objective Two

By April 1, 2003, establish a uniform and consistent data set for each discipline accredited by ASCLD-LAB. 
Activities

a. The NFSIA Task Force will review each discipline and establish specific sets of statistical information that will be collected and reported by each of the forensic labs in order to receive funding.

b. The data sets will be presented to the Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board for review and input.

c. The data sets will be incorporated into the State Plan for Forensic Labs.

Goal Two
To assess the comprehensive costs of ASCLD-LAB accreditation for the 11 forensic labs in Oklahoma.


Objective One

By July 1, 2003, assemble a detailed timeline and an inclusive budget for the 11 forensic labs seeking ASCLD-LAB accreditation. The statewide budget will address Laboratory and Computer Equipment, Personnel and Facilities, in addition to the ongoing costs of Supplies and Education/Training. 
Activities

a. In collaboration with the Task Force, the staff of the District Attorneys Council will conduct an assessment of each lab regarding the costs of ASCLD-LAB accreditation. 

b. Once the information is obtained from each forensic lab, a comprehensive development plan will be established.

c. The plan will be submitted to the NFSIA Task Force and the Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board for review. 

d. The plan will be utilized to develop future goals and objectives. 

Goal Three

To create a statewide laboratory system with uniform criteria, standards, and operational practices.


Objective One

To secure ASCLD-LAB accreditation no later than July 1, 2005, for 11 forensic labs operating in the state. 

Activities:

a. Prior to seeking accreditation, each lab will conduct a self-evaluation for ASCLD-LAB accreditation by utilizing the Laboratory Accreditation Board Manual by May 2003.

b. When the lab is sufficiently prepared, the lab will contact the District Attorneys Council and submit a request for funding for the inspection costs. 

c. The lab will make formal application to ASCLD-LAB for an on-site inspection by a team of trained inspectors by submitting application and the required supporting documentation.

d. ASCLD-LAB will conduct the audit and provide a report to the lab.

e. The lab will have up to one year to remedy the deficiencies before the final decision of the ASCLD-LAB Board.

Goal Four

To provide training and/or continuing education opportunities for all disciplines of forensic examiners utilizing NFSIA funding. 


Objective One

By September 30, 2002, make application for the National Institute of Justice’s NFSIA Discretionary Grant for education and training of forensic science examiners.

Activities

a. Identify the basic continuing educational training needs and costs for all forensic science laboratory disciplines through the Task Force.

b. In collaboration with the Task Force, construct and submit the grant application.

c. Follow the objectives as set forth in the approved discretionary grant, if awarded.

Future Goals

The Task force will continue to meet on a prescribed basis as determined in the policies and procedures that will be established. The Task Force will continue to assess the data and information and to establish goals and objectives as problems are identified and improvements are made. Future goals include:

· Continue to improve the quality, timeliness, and credibility of forensic science services for the criminal justice system.

· Continue to assess the need for funding of equipment, critical supplies, upgrading equipment, instrumentation and/or software.

· Provide funding for accreditation costs that may be required for correcting and remediating any areas of concern as identified by ASCLD-LAB.

· Provide training and/or continuing education opportunities for all disciplines of forensic examiners utilizing any available NFSIA funding.

· Reduce case backlogs.

· Explore personnel needs based on a standardized caseload data to enhance overall efficiency and productivity.

· Develop a plan to replace outdated equipment.

Mechanism for Equitable Distribution of Funds

In utilizing the NFSIA formula and discretionary grant funds, the members of the Task Force have decided upon a consensus decision-making method instead of a competitive process. The collection of accurate information on case loads, budgets and costs for accreditation will drive the distribution of funds. The information will be collected, reviewed and discussed at the Task Force meetings. Future priorities for funding will be based on efforts that have the greatest impact for the state. In addition, the Drug and Violent Crime Grant Board will have input regarding the funding priorities. 
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