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the role of the lab and the conclusions of FBI examiners. Thus, the actual obfuscation and overstate 

leveling of the charges became the subject of an investigation by the : sible style that some expe 
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pointed out in a letter to Professor Starrs’s quarterly newsletter, Scientific sented to court as evid 

Sleuthing Review, their paper cited “errors or insufficiencies on the part information content... . 

of the original examiner... management deficiency, ... [and] a lack of signed to confuse,” concl 

knowledge.” The IG report, sixteen years later, cited “failures by manage- science unit at Strathcly 

ment” and “significant instances of testimonial errors, substandard analyt- FBI lab’s forensic reports 
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sions are quite normal in FBI lab reports. What the reports do contain is are forgotten. All foo 0° 
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obfuscation and overstated conclusions written in an often incomprehen- 

sible style that some experts have termed “forensonics.” Undefined terms 

such as “match” or “identical to” are common; chronicled scientific pro- 

cedures and protocols to justify them are not. 

The motive seems to be to say as little as possible as unintelligibly 

as possible with what passes for scientific jargon and process. Numerous 

conversations with former FB] lab personnel and attorneys have left no 

doubt why. Since lab reports are “discoverable” and have to he handed to 

the defense, the FBI lab believes that as little as possible should be given 

away. The approach to research is no different. The publication of findings 

or methodologies might be used to undermine the prosecution of cases, 

so the rule that has evolved is to avoid dissemination. In short, the FBI's 

interpretation of the adversarial approach on which the U.S. judicial 

system is based works to serve neither science nor truth. 

As such, the FBI lab’s reports have shocked those outside the U.S. 

forensic science community. “If these are the ones [reports] to be pre- 

sented to court as evidence then I am appalled by the structure and 

information content. ... [T]he structure of the reports seems to be de- 

signed to confuse,” concluded Professor Brian Caddy, head of the forensic 

science unit at Strathclyde University in Scotland on being shown the 

FBI lab’s forensic reports in the Oklahoma City bombing case.”! 

Much the same goes for protocols or established procedures. Tradi- 

tionally, many FBI forensic scientists have not used protocols—the reci- 

pes for analyses and the touchstones of scientific. procedure—despite the 

fact that all scientists accept that not using them produces only experi- 

mental, not proven, outcomes. Indeed, in some crime labs, established 

protocols do not even exist. “Basically what we've got is a kind of oral 

tradition, like medieval English, the Venerable Bede, instead of a regular 

scientific protocol manual,” claimed Stephen Jones, Timothy McVeigh’s 

first defense lawyer in the Oklahoma City bombing case, who has looked 

into FBI lab procedures in some depth. “The advantage of the oral tradi- 

tion, of course, is that no one knows what it is.”7* 

Such shortcomings are often accentuated in court. Here pressure 

from prosecutors is direct. All too often the important caveats that punc- 

tuate forensic science, phrases such as “including but not excluding,” 

“possible but not certain,” “compatible with har not incompatible with,” 

are forgotten. ATP too often “could” becomes “did,” an opinion becomes 
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