FORENSIC DNA, THE SEARCH FOR THE TRUTH, AND INNOCENCE

The advent of forensic DNA has truly resulted in advances in the "search for the truth" that is the goal of our criminal justice system.  Suspects and perpetrators have been identified more quickly and with more certainty.  Decades-old murders and rapes, "cold cases", some thought to be unsolvable, have been solved by the advances in forensic DNA technology.  Creative utilization of forensic DNA has led to the identities of perpetrators of many different types of crimes. It is also used to exclude potential suspects, allowing police to focus their investigation on other suspects.  Somewhere between 1/4 and 1/3 of the suspects whose DNA is analyzed during an investigation are eliminated by the DNA analysis.

Another important contribution of forensic DNA towards the search for the truth is found in the work of the Innocence Project.  Founded in 1989 by criminal defense lawyers Peter Neufeld and Barry Scheck, the Innocence Project's use of forensic DNA has resulted in 233 persons exonerated and released from prison after being convicted of crimes, typically murder, rape, and robbery, they did not commit.   The average length of sentence served - 12.5 years!  This includes 17 people who were sentenced to death and sat for years on death row for crimes they did not commit.

Don't be mistaken.  I believe the criminal justice system in the United States is the best, most fair system in the world.  But, as DNA has taught us, it is an imperfect system that must always find ways to improve.  The Innocence Project has carefully examined these cases, scrutinizing these mistakes revealed by forensic DNA.  What we have learned is that there are several factors, sometimes standing alone, sometimes in combination with one another, that have led to these wrongful convictions:  mistaken eyewitness identification; false confessions; use of jailhouse snitches; bad science (hair analysis, bullet lead analysis, etc.); negligent, biased, and/or fraudulent crime labs; overzealous police or prosecutors; bad, ineffective defense lawyers; and judicial mistakes.  

Mistaken eyewitness identifications have been a factor in approximately 70% of the wrongful conviction cases.  Forensic DNA has proven these eyewitness identifications to be false.  This has taught everyone in the system that eyewitness testimony, once the "gold standard" of evidence in a criminal case, isn't as infallible as formerly believed.  
False confessions have been a factor in about 25% of the wrongful conviction cases.  Again, a confession was thought to be solid proof of "who dunnit" - who would confess to a murder or rape if they didn't do it?  But forensic DNA has proven these confessions were false, often obtained from vulnerable people by overzealous or lazy police officers.

I think most people share the underlying values that form the foundations of our criminal justice system: People accused of a crime should be presumed innocent.  The burden should be on the government to prove their accusations beyond a reasonable doubt.  Constitutional rights should apply equally to everyone.  Everyone deserves due process and a fair trial. 

Forensic DNA has taught us all something about the search for the truth and why that search hasn’t always been perfect.  Let us build on these lessons so we can reduce the risks of an innocent person being wrongfully convicted. 

