CSI: Providence

By Donna Montalbano and Nicole Navega

The success of the CSI TV series franchise made us wonder: how does crime scene investigation in Providence compare to its fictional counterpart? We decided to put them side by side under our microscope and see how they compare.

Where the Magic Happens

Between the glamorous and subliminally gritty backdrops of Las Vegas, Miami and New York, Producer Jerry Bruckheimer (Pirates of the Caribbean, Black Hawk Down) certainly makes it seem as if solving crimes is as simple as a wave of a Luma-Lite wand and poof !: Crime solved.  Perhaps this will be earth shattering to those CSI junkies who bolstered ratings enough to create yet another CSI location for our viewing pleasure, but guess what?  It’s completely far-fetched.  No glamor.  No magic.

First stop on our investigation was the State Crime Lab, located in the College of Pharmacy at the University of Rhode Island.  Escorted by East Greenwhich Patrolman and Accident Reconstruction Specialist, Don Mong, we arrived at what appeared to be your typical university building, but quickly found there is nothing typical about what goes on inside those ivied walls.  The tour began with an introduction to Professor and Crime Lab Director Dennis Hilliard who is not a police detective.  He has a Master of Science in Pharmacology and Toxicology with a Bachelor’s in Biochemistry.  His Master’s Thesis was entitled Radioimmunoassay of Testosterone and Estrogen in Bloodstains for the Purpose of Sex Identification.  One would imagine communicating with this man would be a challenge, however, Mr. Hilliard gave us the quick and dirty of Forensics 101.  The State Crime Lab is funded by the Attorney General’s office, however, Hilliard is employed by the University, thereby creating an unbiased umbrella in times when his expert testimony is required. 

You are welcomed into the lab at the main office or Evidence Receiving area.  Nothing gets by these folks who barcode and seal each piece of evidence as its recorded into a database and then stored in their Evidence Room which is locked with an entry code requirement.  Chain of custody protocol is enforced in order to maintain the integrity of the evidence to eliminate contamination.  

The rest of the lab is made up of four small rooms separated by functions of Fingerprint Analysis or Trace Analysis.  Each room is heavily armed with machinery that could only be discussed in acronyms such as NIBN, AFIS, GMASS or FTIR.  When asked to repeat and spell the actual names of these instruments, it was no surprise when Hilliard shot me a look as if to say, “Are you kidding me?”  GMASS, (technically GCMS) is a Gas Chromatograph Mass Spectrometer, always seen on CSI, and now that I know what it looks like, I can spot it every time.  This may be a helpful tip when trying to impress someone with your forensic knowledge.  This super-machine is a new breed of testers that can identify specific substances and the slightest amount of trace evidence.  This is the same type of machine now used at airports to detect explosives on your luggage.   

The Superglue Fuming Chamber, stands approximately 7 feet tall with clear cabinet doors large enough to fit a human being.  This chamber emits superglue fumes until the object is coated in order to reveal the latent fingerprints that would never be detected by dusting powder or the human eye.

The most interesting display was in a place where you’d least expect it: a closet.  The Alternative Light Source Room (ALS), sometimes known as Luma-Lites.  When the door was closed, with no light penetrating, you can don a set of orange tinted goggles for the big finale.  It’s a case of now you see it, now you don’t (the closest any of this comes to seeming like magic).  Hilliard has several pieces of mock evidence: a paper plate, a piece of fabric, tin foil.  At first glance, sans orange spectacles, it was exactly as it appeared, nothing more than a paper plate, fabric or foil.  Then, a la spectacles and Luma-Lite: voila! A fingerprint or blood stain appeared.  Hilliard certainly left the best for last.  Alternative Light Sources are ultraviolet rays that can be used with fluorescent dusting powders to detect body fluids, such as blood, semen, saliva, urine even bruising, bitemarks, fibers and hair. 

Across the road from the College of Pharmacy sits a modest house with a not so modest history.  Criminalist and Firearms Examiner, Robert Hathaway heads this Ballistics Lab, so famous that it was featured on Dateline NBC.  The work of Hathaway and his ballistic brothers was so highly regarded that the family of Martin Luther King, Jr., personally chose this lab for the re-examination of the gun said to be used by James Earl Ray in the King assassination.  Hathaway spoke with pride of the plaques, autographed books and photographs of he and Coretta while he recounted personal details of this very important project.

The third and final stop on the tour is was The Bureau of Criminal Investigation for the City of Providence.  This forensic unit is located in the Public Safety Complex on Washington Street. The labs are spacious and state of the art, and include a garage for processing vehicles.

BCI Providence is an autonomous group of fourteen headed for the last five years by Sergeant Napoleon Brito. In addition to running BCI, he heads the police dive team in the city.  Recently, Sergeant Brito collaborated with Brown University professor Dr. Richard Gould, to develop a program for archeology students focusing on the art and science of crime scene investigation. Sergeant Brito believes archeology and crime scene investigation asks the same essential question: What happened in this place?  In Rhode Island, crime scene investigation is performed by police officers. But only Providence has its own crime scene investigation unit.  This lab handles fingerprint ID outside of Providence, forensic entomology (bug evidence) tool marks, hair and fiber and ballistics evidence.

The Truth is out There: Forensics 101

According to Director Hilliard, Criminalistics or Forensic Science is the field of science that applies the principles of biology, chemistry and physics or the forging of many scientific disciplines into one relevant concerted effort under the rules of evidence to establish circumstantially the innocence or guilt of the accused.

Here are the basic kinds of criminal evidence:

Fingerprints: Identification and comparisons of fingerprint patterns or poroscopy, commonly referred to as whirls, loops or arches.

Toxicology: Identification of chemical compounds to determine origin or possible source.

Serology: The identification of biological fluids such as blood, seminal fluids and saliva as well as the identification of the origin of species (i.e. human, canine, deer, bovine etc).

Firearms (ballistics): Confirm the functionality of a suspect weapon or to provide a list of possible weapon types or caliber if the weapon is not recovered. 

Tool Mark Identification: Comparisons of various microscopic impressions on various materials including projectiles, cartridges, wood, metal and other objects to confirm the commonality of the impression source and the suspected weapon.  Also includes footwear impression analysis.

Trace Comparisons: Comparisons of hair, fiber, paint, gun shot residue, gasoline and petroleum residue to determine common origin or possible source. 

Arson Debris Analysis: The presence and identification of petroleum based accelerants.

Bloodstain Analysis: Examination of shapes, locations and distribution patterns in order to provide an interpretation of the events that gave rise to their origin based on the premise that all bloodstain and bloodstain patterns are characteristic of the forces that created them.

Autopsy: Post-mortem examination and dissection of the body, blood and other specimens to determine the cause and nature of death. Autopsies are crucial forensic tools in the investigation of unnatural deaths and they are performed by the Rhode Island Medical Examiner’s office. In 2004, there were 497 deaths from non-natural causes. 83 suicides, 36 homicides, 73 drug related, 9 undetermined, and 298 accidental deaths by motor vehicle, falls, drowning, etc. The state ME had to “dispose” of every one of those cases. 

A Word About Vehicular Accidents.  TV and movies paint murder scenes with buckets of blood, but any police officer will tell you that traffic accidents are by far the goriest and most capriciously devastating to life and limb. Heads in the underbrush, bodies in trees: this is the real stuff of nightmares. Donald Mong, East Greenwich police officer and accident reconstruction instructor at the Police Academy stresses that “No wreck scene is too big and no evidence clue is too small.” (Officer Mong should know: he consulted on the infamous Egypt Air crash.) When processing an accident scene, the police officer has to first photograph the entire scene: show where the vehicles came to rest and in what position….paying special attention to debris or tire marks and gouges on the roadway, and the point of view of every driver and witness from every angle. They have to take pictures of the inside and outside of the vehicle, paint scrapes, tire impressions, blood splatter and position of the victims. Officer Mong says: “If we can find out what happened after the collision, we can determine what happened before the collision.” No Hollywood here, just grim reality. So buckle up, people!
T.V.  vs. Reality

The real Criminalists here rarely watch the CSI shows, but when they do, it is for comic relief from hard reality. But law enforcement is also concerned about how such shows distort the practical limits of forensic science, and how they may affect public perception and even jury verdicts. On TV criminalists, for instance, regularly lift fingerprints from the bare skin and eyeballs of victims. Shows like CSI substitute science fiction for science fact and we believe… 

Even with our naked eyes, we could immediately see that the names were different.

Television: CSI. Crime Scene Investigation.

Providence: BCI. Bureau of Criminal Investigation.

CSI TV:  A group of young, hot, twenty-somethings and telegenic techies roll up to crime scenes in Hummers , Tommy Bahama shirts and Prada boots. The women, wearing leather pants and low cut blouses, kneel over the corpses and talk about the hot dates they had the night before.  While the classically handsome men with sculpted jaw lines and buff bodies engage in latent sexual innuendo with their colleagues.

BCI RI: a group of fourteen dedicated sworn police officers. Don’t call them techies, although they are highly trained crime scene specialists. They arrive on the scene with the regular squad detectives, to process the scene and collect evidence. 

CSI TV: the hot techies go around interrogating witnesses and solving crimes and putting everybody’s lives back in order. 

BCI RI: BCI detectives don’t interrogate witnesses. The squad detectives do that.. 

CSI TV: One hour processing. 

BCI RI: Forensic evidence processing takes time: Days, weeks, and months for results to come back. DNA profiles take at least a week. And sorry, there is no machine that you can feed data into and then it instantly spits out the perpetrator’s name and current address.

CSI TV: Everything needed to collect, process and identify evidence is contained in one convenient place.

BCI RI: All over the map. Some jurisdictions use state facilities. Providence processes some forensic evidence and uses state facilities for others. If a crime or an accident takes place outside of Providence, evidence is collected by the police officers in that jurisdiction and sent to one of two places for processing: the State Crime Lab, or the Health Department. 

If a crime is committed in the city of Providence, evidence may be sent to the State Crime Lab, the Health Department, or processed at its own crime lab at BCI. Let’s say a guy is discovered, dead of a gunshot wound, in the back of a van with parked on a street in Providence. His body goes to the Medical Examiner’s office. His blood gets sent to the Health Department. His clothing plus the bullet pried out of his skull goes to the State Crime Lab in North Kingstown. The fingerprints lifted from the steering wheel go to BCI, and so does the van. 

CSI TV: the fingerprints of everybody on the planet are in the lab database, and it only takes a minute to get a match. 

BCI RI: fingerprints are scanned into AFIS, the acronym for the Automated Fingerprint Identification System, and in order of priority, AFIS responds with ten likely matches. The final match must be visually confirmed by one or more people. The database used ONLY contains prints of criminals. This does not include the juvenile delinquent next door or the guy who flew in from Tehran yesterday. If you got a problem with that, take it up with the American Civil Liberties Union. 

A Day in the Life

CSI TV: Cocky yet charming young criminalist and his luscious beauty queen colleague investigate the murder of a porn star and flirt shamelessly with each other while attempting to determine her age from her erupted molars. They are able to find a few moments in their busy day to corner a vicious serial killer in his trophy-strewn cavern deep beneath New York’s 42nd street subway station.
BCI RI:  The population of Providence is nearly 174,000 souls, and for you singles out there, women slightly outnumber men. In 2004, there were 17 murders, 94 rapes, 412 robberies and 559 aggravated assaults committed here, and 10,400 property crimes. All this evidence: bodies, fingerprints, blood, fiber, hair, tool and tire marks, firearms and all the other detritus of murder and mayhem is expertly collected by the BCI team. Much of it is examined and analyzed at the BCI headquarters, by the same skilled hands which collected the clues in the first place. Napoleon Brito and his squad will tell you that there’s nothing glamorous about crime scene investigation. It is a tough, painstaking calling and they do it, and do it well. Be glad they’re on the Job. 
We’ll leave you with these final words: Sometimes fact can show fiction a thing or two. 
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