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ISU to house center studying forensic sciences

Iowa State University has been selected to house a new Forensic Science Center of Excellence where researchers
will work to create a “solid foundation” for forensic sciences, and improve the way forensic evidence is used in the
criminal justice system.

The center will be established with a five-year, $20 million grant from the National Institute of Standards and
Technology. ISU was selected from a competitive proposal process.

Alicia Carriquiry, a statistician and distinguished professor in Liberal Arts and Sciences at ISU, will lead the center’s
studies.

The center will be a partnership with researchers from Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, the University of
California Irvine and the University of Virginia.

“The focus of the center will be to develop a probabilistic foundation for forensic sciences … trying to put a solid
foundation behind forensic sciences,” Carriquiry said Tuesday.

The center will study pattern evidence, including things like fingerprints, bite marks, blood splatter or shoe marks,
and digital forensics, such as computer, video or audio analyses.

“We hope to work with forensic practitioners, the people who work in crime labs and so on, to help them develop
protocols and standards for their methods and understand how to interpret the data they collect in their labs,”
Carriquiry said.

She said the center’s work will help shore up the foundation of how forensic evidence is used in the criminal justice
system, citing two examples of recent news reports about the accuracy of hair analysis and bite mark analysis that
have “plagued the forensics community.”

“Recently, in the last two months, there’s been horrible stories in the press about forensic sciences gone wrong and
convictions that have been overturned because of faulty evidence analysis,” she said. “So that’s what we’re trying to
address.”

The idea for the center came from a 2009 report by the National Academy of Sciences that found that the forensic
sciences “really were in a bad spot,” Carriquiry said.

“And that, in general, there was a lot of hand waving in forensic science and not enough science,” she said.

The report recommended creating a national center for forensic sciences research to help address those problems.

The center is pending approval by the Iowa Board of Regents, but if established, will be only the third NIST Center
of Excellence in the country, and the only one focused on forensic sciences.

The center will also work on training and education for lawyers and judges to help them understand the forensic
science that is used during criminal trials.

“At present, only DNA forensics has a strong, science-based statistical foundation for accuracy, reliability and data
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interpretation that supports its use as evidence in criminal court cases,” a press release from NIST said in
announcing the new center at ISU. “The work at the center will compliment NIST’s own multidisciplinary research
program in forensic science, as well as collaborative work with the Department of Justice.”

Carriquiry believes ISU is “an ideal place” for the center because of the university’s history of interdisciplinary
collaboration.

She doesn’t know exactly when the center will start operating, but anticipates it will be no later than this fall.
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