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Heller Advocates for DNA Processing Funding
(Washington, DC)- Today, U.S. Congressman Dean Heller (R-NV) testified before the Appropriations Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, and Science on the importance of full funding for the U.S. Department of Justice’s DNA analysis and capacity enhancement program.  Heller’s testimony as prepared is below.
Statement of Congressman Dean Heller

Appropriations Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, and Science

April 14, 2010

Chairman Mollohan, Ranking Member Wolf, members of the Subcommittee, 

Thank you for holding this hearing and providing the opportunity to highlight an issue very close to the heart of many of my constituents.  I come before the Subcommittee to encourage full funding for the U.S. Department of Justice’s DNA analysis and capacity enhancement program at the authorized level of $151 million.  

A tragic death that took place in my district in 2008 raised my constituents’ awareness of the need for greater investment in reducing DNA backlogs.  As many of my colleagues may remember from national news reports, nineteen-year-old Brianna Denison was abducted, strangled to death, and left in a vacant field in southeast Reno.  Based on DNA evidence, law enforcement determined that Brianna’s murder was the work of a serial offender linked to other attacks in the Reno area.

Like a majority of states, Nevada has experienced a significant backlog in DNA processing.  At the time of Brianna’s murder, more than 3,000 samples were waiting to be processed in Nevada alone. 

Local law enforcement in need of funds petitioned the Reno community for donations that would enable them to expedite processing of samples collected as part of Brianna’s case and tackle the statewide backlog.  Nevadans contributed nearly $300,000 to eliminate the backlog of DNA samples in our state.  Thanks in part to Nevadans’ efforts, Brianna’s suspected killer is behind bars.  This significant outpouring of support demonstrates the American people’s commitment to fighting crime through DNA technology.  
Nevada is not alone in facing a DNA backlog.  The most recent data from the National Institute of Justice suggests a national backlog of 70,693 DNA samples as of January 1, 2008.  By contrast, a study by the Bureau of Justice Statistics pointed to a nationwide backlog of 24,030 on January 1, 2005.

Law enforcement is collecting more DNA samples than ever, but many jurisdictions simply don’t have the resources to process them.  In an age where DNA technology has the potential to solve previously unsolvable crimes and quickly put violent offenders behind bars, there is no excuse for failing to equip law enforcement agencies with the tools and personnel they need to quickly process DNA.  

The human face of this problem was highlighted by a New York Times late last year.  To quote the November 14, 2009 editorial “Respect for Rape Victims,” 

In 18 percent of open, unsolved rape cases, forensic evidence had not been submitted to a crime lab.  This is a huge insult to rape victims, who submit to a lengthy and intrusive process to have the DNA evidence harvested from their bodies.  It is also an inexcusable loss for law enforcement and justice.  Testing of a rape kit can identify an assailant, corroborate the victim’s account of an assault, exonerate innocent defendants and help prevent a habitual offender from striking again.  New York City’s practice of testing every rape kit has paid off in a 70 percent arrest rate for rape that is three times the national average.

The editorial goes on to say, “some national problems are highly complex and defy workable, bipartisan solutions. Ending the rape kit backlog is not one of them.”  

I wholeheartedly agree, and have actively worked on a bipartisan basis to reduce the DNA backlog.  For the last three years I have had the honor of working with Congresswoman Maloney of New York on a variety of DNA initiatives, including our current legislation, the Justice for Survivors of Sexual Assault Act (H.R. 4114).

I joined Congresswoman Maloney in once again spearheading this bipartisan effort to encourage full funding of the U.S. Department of Justice’s DNA analysis and capacity enhancement program in fiscal year 2011 at the authorized level of $151 million.  Twenty-nine Members of Congress signed this letter, which we sent to this Subcommittee last month.  

Few investments could be more important to effective law enforcement in the 21st century.  The national DNA database has made matches or otherwise aided in more than 51,000 cases since its inception.  Funding to reduce the backlog tells law enforcement that Congress supports their crime-fighting efforts with the best technology available, and shows the American people our commitment to taking violent criminals off our streets.  Once again, I strongly encourage my colleagues to support full funding for the DNA analysis and capacity enhancement program for the upcoming fiscal year. 
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