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Criminalistics Laboratory

Paul Hermsen, 
Laboratory Administrator
2240 S. Ankeny Blvd.

Ankeny, IA  50023

515-725-1500

History

The Iowa Bureau of Criminal Investigation (BCI) Criminalistics Laboratory was created by statute in July 1969 (Code of Iowa – Chapter 691), however funding enabling the implementation of the Laboratory was not obtained until July 1970.  Two chemists and a Laboratory Administrator were added during the first part of 1971 to an existing cadre of three special agents to create the nucleus of the first BCI Criminalistics Laboratory.  The three special agents performed latent impression analysis, documentation examination, forensic photography, firearm and toolmark identification, and crime scene investigation.  The chemists began analysis of street drugs, crime scene evidence, trace evidence, serology, and blood alcohol.   By 1972 the lab staff increased to eight, and had added forensic serology, toxicology, urine alcohol, and soil analysis.

The BCI was consolidated with other plain-clothes police investigative services in 1977, and renamed the Division of Criminal Investigation (DCI).  It was at this time that the Laboratory could truly be called a “full-service laboratory,” working in all areas of forensic science.  Evidential breath testing expanded, along with forensic serology and trace evidence analysis. There was also the start of what was to become a 4,000+ firearms reference collection.

The Laboratory was first accredited in September 2000 by the American Society of Crime Laboratory Directors, Laboratory Accreditation Board (ASCLD/LAB) Legacy Program.  In November 2019 the Laboratory was accredited under the ANAB (ANSI National Accreditation Board) ISO/IEC 17025:2017 program, and has been continuously accredited since that time.
The laboratory is comprised of a Laboratory Administrator, Criminalist Supervisors, Criminalists, Forensic Science Technicians, Evidence Technicians, a LIMS Manager, and a Secretary.

Mission Statement

As a team of dedicated, scientific professionals our mission is to provide thorough, accurate, and confidential handling of materials resulting in information that assists the criminal justice community in reaching informed decisions.

Scope of Services

The Iowa DCI Criminalistics Laboratory is entrusted by statutes to provide technical assistance to the criminal justice system in the investigation of criminal matters.  This technical assistance involves the recognition, recovery, packaging, marking, sealing, and analysis of physical evidence, preparation of technical reports of the analyses, and court testimony.  Laboratory staff also participate in the training of law enforcement officers in advanced evidence handling procedures and the processing of some crime scenes.

Careers in Forensic Science

A career in forensic science is rewarding in many ways. Forensic scientists use their skills in the pursuit of justice. Scientific fact adds certainty to the judicial process. Scientific evidence helps prosecutors make correct charging decisions and shapes the prosecutor’s strategy. Scientific clues assist investigators in identifying criminal suspects.  All of this contributes to the quality of justice and safer communities.

Human Resources Enterprise

Hoover State Office Building

1305 East Walnut Street, Des Moines, Iowa  50319

https://das.iowa.gov/human-resources/state-employment
Further information about training can be found at:

www.ASCLD.org

www.AAFS.org
www.FBI.gov


www.theiai.org
AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER WORKING UNDER AN AFFIRMATIVE ACTION PLAN. 
Fire/Explosives

This section examines fire debris for the presence of accelerants. Explosives and explosive residues are examined for chemical make-up. Required educational background:   A bachelor’s degree in a natural or applied science with recommended coursework in general chemistry, organic chemistry and instrumental analysis.

Trace Evidence

This section performs physical and chemical examinations on a wide variety of submitted samples, including minute quantities of accelerants, explosives, fibers, glass, various synthetic materials, metals, paints, plastics and soils, as well as other unknown organic and inorganic materials.  The results of these analyses may either identify the material or its constituents (e.g., arson accelerants) or be compared with the results of similar analyses of known or reference materials in order to make an association.  Required educational background:  A bachelor’s degree in chemistry or a closely related field.

Breath Alcohol

This section performs various tests to certify the accuracy and precision of evidential breath test equipment.  Responsibilities also include testifying in court and training peace officers on matters of instrument operation, certification, reliability, theory of operation, and effects of alcohol on the human body. Required educational background: A college degree in a natural science.

Toxicology

This section conducts chemical and instrumental examinations that extract, identify, and quantitate street drugs, prescription drugs, over-the-counter medications, and alcohols from biological samples such as blood, urine, and recovered tissue samples.  Required educational background: A bachelor’s degree in biochemistry or a closely related field.
Drug Chemistry
This section performs chemical, microscopic, and instrumental examinations on a variety of unknown substances in order to extract and identify any controlled substances that are present. These include solids, liquids, pharmaceutical products and plant materials.  Required educational background:  A bachelor’s degree in chemistry or a closely related field.

DNA 

This section examines biological materials such as blood, semen, and saliva. DNA profiles of these biological stains are developed using Short Tandem Repeat (STR) technology. The profiles are compared to the DNA profiles from standard samples from individuals who may have contributed the biological stains. Generally, biological stains are shown to be unique to one individual. DNA profiles may be entered into either the Forensic Casework database or the Convicted Offender database. The Forensic Casework database contains DNA profiles from crime scene evidence.  The Convicted Offender database contains DNA profiles of individuals convicted of sex offenses and other violent crimes. These two databases make up the state component of the Combined DNA Index System (CODIS). CODIS enables federal, state, and local crime laboratories to exchange and compare DNA profiles electronically, thereby linking crimes to each other and to convicted offenders. Required educational background:  A bachelor’s degree in biology, genetics, molecular genetics, biochemistry, chemistry, or a closely related field and completion of the required core courses of genetics, molecular biology, biochemistry, and statistics.

Fingerprint and Impression Identification

This section performs chemical and physical examinations on items of evidence in order to locate and visualize fingerprints, palm prints, footwear impressions, tire tracks or other imprints.  Developed prints, imprints, or impressions are then visually compared with those prepared from known or standard sources in order to determine the identity or source of the unknown print.  Unknown fingerprints may be searched against standard fingerprints contained in the Automated Fingerprint Identification System (AFIS) maintained by the Crime History Bureau and by the FBI.  Recommended educational background:  A bachelor’s degree with science courses. 

Evidence Room

This section is responsible for receiving items of evidence from law enforcement agencies and routing those items within the laboratory as needed to complete analytical requests. Also responsible for maintaining up to date and accurate chain of custody information. The Evidence Room processes approximately 30,000 items of evidence annually, accounting for approximately 14,000 cases. Recommended education background: A degree with science courses. 
Questioned Document Examination

This section performs comparative, observational, chemical, and instrumental analyses on samples of handwriting, typing, printing, stamping; on instruments used for typing, printing, stamping or duplicating; and on inks and paper to determine the authenticity of handwriting or documents, or to identify the source of the handwriting or printing.  This section also restores and deciphers obliterated or indented writing or printing, as well as charred or otherwise damaged documents.  Recommended educational background:  A bachelor’s degree with science courses.
Firearms and Tool Mark Examination

This section conducts physical and comparative microscopic examinations on firearms, fired bullets, and cartridge cases to determine whether the ammunition was fired by a specific firearm. Recovered cartridge cases and bullets not associated with any known firearm may be searched against images contained in the National Integrated Ballistic Information Network (NIBIN) database.  Cartridge cases and bullets from several different incidents may be linked to a common source. This section also conducts comparative, observational, and microscopic examinations on tool marks or similarly produced impressions in order to identify the tool or item responsible for making the impression. Restorative and/or reconstructive physical and chemical techniques may be applied to obliterated serial numbers and other identifying marks on a variety of objects.  Recommended educational background:  A bachelor’s degree with science courses.

Photography

This section provides all digital imaging and photographic services required by the Crime Laboratory. All types of forensic physical evidence are photographed utilizing many types of lighting equipment, including infrared, ultraviolet and other alternative sources. Also responsible for photographic training of lab personnel and outside agencies.  Recommended educational background: Experience equal to four years of any combination of accredited training in still photography, digital imaging and recordings, image processing and printing. 
