
Las Vegas police announce arrest in 1980 cold case. 

The recent headline would have been huge news a couple of years ago. Today it’s common. Cold cases, 

once thought unsolvable, are being solved almost weekly because of tremendous advances in forensic 

science. 

On shelves in police departments and sheriff’s offices all across the country, there are cold case 

murders, many of which could be solved if someone just pulled them down, dusted them off, and went 

to work on them. 

In my positions running the HITS program at the Washington State Attorney General and the American 

Investigative Society of Cold Cases, I’ve reviewed scores of cold cases from around the nation. 

Reviewing the cases, I often ask what forensic tests have been conducted on the evidence. Invariably 

they tell me they did DNA testing on various items. 

“When did you do those tests?” me and my colleagues ask. 

“In 2005,” or some other year long past is a typical answer. “Then you need to have it tested again,” 

we’d say. Detectives are often stunned by that answer. 

Forensic science has advanced more in the last four years than in the previous twenty-five combined. 

The possibilities are great with touch-DNA, new DNA collection methods, Genetic Genealogy, Familial 

DNA, and other methods.  

When I first became a detective, the forensic use of DNA was in its infancy. To match DNA to a known 

person, the detective needed a biological sample about the size of a quarter. Once you had that, it could 

only be compared to a known suspect. There was no CODIS or other databank to store offender profiles. 

Today a complete DNA profile can be gleaned from microscopic amounts of genetic material. DNA can 

be collected from items that were previously difficult to process.  

Among the advancements in DNA collection is the M-Vac wet-vacuum DNA collection system. A recent 

FBI study showed that the M-Vac collects twelve times the DNA that traditional cutting and swabbing 

do.  

When searching for touch DNA on clothing using cutting or swabbing, the crime lab scientist has to 

guess where the suspect may have touched. This hit-and-miss method frequently misses DNA on the 

object. A larger area can be tested with the M-Vac, leading to a much greater chance of finding the 

material. 

History has shown that even if evidence has been previously swabbed, the M-Vac can still retrieve 

evidence. It can also collect evidence of surfaces challenging for swabbings, such as rocks, duct tape 

(front and back), and other porous surfaces. 

Often a profile is developed and entered into CODIS, and no hits are found. The investigating detective 

should not eliminate potential suspects because a database tells them that person has had a DNA 

sample taken. I’ve encountered cases where DNA samples were taken, and databases indicated so. But 

looking more closely, I found that the DNA was never processed and never entered into the system. Call 



a CODIS representative directly and have them confirm whether or not the person you are interested in 

is actually in the system. 

Familial DNA is another excellent tool for identifying close relatives of the contributor. Many notorious 

murders, including the Grim Sleeper cases in California, were solved using this technique. 

Finally, Genetic Genealogy can be used to track relatives of the killers. Genealogy requires SNP DNA, not 

STR, which is used in criminal databases, so “new” DNA must be developed, perhaps using the 

techniques I’ve listed. The difficulty some agencies have with genealogy is cost, but there are ways to 

get around this. 

The agency can apply for a grant through the FBI, though that comes with onerous and unnecessary 

requirements, in my opinion, and should only be used as a last resort. Agencies can work with family 

members and the community to fund the testing cost. It is not a tremendous amount. 

There has never been a better time to be a cold-case detective. Pull out that old case file. Be ambitious, 

think outside the box, and get answers for many long-suffering families who want to know what 

happened to their loved ones. 

 

 


