Rep. Dean Heller Statement on the Debbie Smith Reauthorization Act
July 14, 2008
I rise to urge my colleagues to vote for the Debbie Smith Reauthorization Act (H.R. 5057), a bill that I cosponsored and strongly support.  I appreciate the efforts of my colleague from New York, Mrs. Maloney, in bringing this legislation and previous bills regarding DNA evidence to the House floor.
A tragic death that took place in my District early this year highlights the need for Congress to support the Debbie Smith DNA Backlog Grant Program at the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ).  As many of my colleagues know 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 several 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 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.  
This significant outpouring of support demonstrates the American people’s commitment to fighting crime through DNA technology.  Congress should take this opportunity to mirror the priorities of those we represent.  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 Debbie Smith Reauthorization Act provides a vital means of reducing the DNA evidence backlog in labs across the country.  I joined 26 of my colleagues, including the author of this legislation, in sending a letter to appropriators earlier this year urging appropriators to provide full funding for the Debbie Smith DNA Backlog Grant Program. 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.  While the DNA of Brianna’s killer was unfortunately not detected as Nevada’s samples were processed in recent months, it is quite possible that the DNA of Brianna’s killer is backlogged in another state.  Also worth noting is the fact that Nevada law enforcement was able to link 30 unsolved cases to known offenders as a result of eliminating our state’s DNA backlog.  Assuming a similar success rate nationwide, hundreds – if not thousands – of criminals could be put behind bars if law enforcement could process all DNA samples on hand.  Thousands of victims and families whose cases are currently unsolved could find closure. 
Ensuring that all crime-related DNA samples are entered in the nationwide database makes every community in every district safer.  Supporting the Debbie Smith DNA Backlog Grant Program 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.  I strongly encourage my colleagues to support the Debbie Smith Reauthorization Act as well as efforts to provide full funding for this vital program.
