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CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN FIREARMS IDENTIFICATION
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In recent years firearms identification has come under increased scrutiny from various sources including academics, courts, newspaper articles, magazine articles, and federally funded studies.  It is important to be aware of these areas of concern being addressed because these criticisms and critiques are being brought up in court proceedings across the country.  It behooves any practicing firearm and tool mark examiner to be intimately aware of these issues and be prepared to discuss what impact they have or do not have on their daily work. 

This workshop is designed to give the attendee an overview of the most contemporary issues facing the firearm and tool mark examiner community.  Not all issues will be discussed, only the ones that are most frequently seen being brought up in court proceedings and in the literature.  The workshop will be constructed in a lecture and question / answer format.  The attendees will receive instruction and materials on four (4) different contemporary issues.  During each of the four separate lectures class participation and discussion periods will be integral to the success and knowledge gained from the workshop.  

The workshop will cover the following topics:

Current Critiques and Criticisms:


This section of the workshop will discuss the criticisms being leveled on the firearm and tool mark examiner community.  These critiques and criticisms largely come from academics in the areas of bias, statistics, metallurgy, and foundational issues.  Courts, in the form of admissibility hearings, have also weighed in on foundational and validity issues of firearm and tool mark examination.   The NAS and NRC reports are the most current criticisms in a long list that has appeared and is causing much consternation within the field of firearms and forensic science in general.  An outline of critiques from each of these sources will be covered as well as any relevant responses that have been developed from the firearm examiner community and the forensic science community as a whole.

Subclass Characteristics:


Subclass characteristics have been recognized as a potential issue in firearm and toolmark identification since the late 1940’s. The concern is that if subclass characteristics exist and are interpreted as individual characteristics, a false identification could result from a comparison. This section of the workshop will discuss various manufacturing procedures, their potential for leaving subclass characteristics and how to interpret their potential for interfering in the proper interpretation of observed correspondence. The extensive literature on this topic will be reviewed allowing the attendee to be able to place the issue of subclass characteristics into its proper context.
Statistics:

This section of the workshop will discuss statistics and the role they play in firearm and tool mark examination.  The fact that a probability model is not used or that statistical analysis is not performed as the basis for an identification provides much fodder for the critics.  Although on a daily basis statistics are not utilized frequently, there has been much research and articles written that address how statistics can aid the examiner as well as the potential of statistics in its application to casework.  An outline of where the firearm and tool mark community stands on statistical issues will be addressed as well as potential future applications in addressing certain concerns from the critics.  

Objective/Subjective Conclusions and Bias:

This section of the workshop will show how objectivity, subjectivity and bias are involved in firearm and toolmark identification. It will demonstrate that there is a large amount of objectivity in the comparative process. Furthermore, despite the subjectivity and potential bias, there are ways in which both can be minimized so as to help the examiner in providing the most accurate conclusions possible. These manners in which subjectivity and potential bias can be minimized will be discussed.  The objections to the use of firearm and toolmark comparative work as a reliable scientific discipline are not well supported by either practice or the available literature. Indeed, the literature and good practice demonstrate that the discipline is based in scientific foundations and that the results of trained examiners can be considered reliable despite existing subjectivity and potential bias.  

It is hoped at the end of the workshop the attendee will have a firm understanding of the most contemporary issues facing them today.  It is also hoped that this workshop will be merely the tip of the iceberg, as each attendee participates in constant research and education to take notice of current events and stay abreast of any and all issues that have the potential to impact them in case work and in the court. Maximum of 40 participants.
