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Summary and Recommendations:  Reducing Tennessee’s 
Evidence Backlog by Expanding Forensic Crime Lab Capacity 

Backlogs in testing criminal evidence have consequences not only for individual cases 
but also for public trust and safety.  In one well-publicized tragedy, Eliza Fletcher set out 
for a jog near the University of Memphis early one September morning in 2022 but never 
returned home.  Fletcher’s abduction and murder shook the Memphis community, and 
later, the state, when the public learned that her killer had been investigated for sexually 
assaulting another woman, Alicia Franklin, nearly a year earlier.  But he hadn’t been 
arrested because the sexual assault kit containing his DNA—which would have tied him 
to the earlier crime—had not yet been tested because of the volume of evidence requests 
the state’s crime labs receive.  This type of testing delay was not an isolated occurrence. 
In 2022, because testing demand exceeded lab capacity, the Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation’s (TBI) median turnaround time—the time it takes the forensic lab to test 
evidence, write a report, and send the results back to the requestor—for almost every 
category of evidence was longer than the national median. 

In response to concerns about the effects of evidence backlogs and turnaround times, 
Senate Bill 2877 by Senator Kyle and House Bill 2961 by Representative Hardaway in the 
113th General Assembly requested that the Tennessee Advisory Commission on 
Intergovernmental Relations study the feasibility of establishing a crime lab in Shelby 
County (see appendix A).  The bill passed in the Senate but not in the House, and 
commission member Representative Williams requested in May 2024 that the 
commission undertake a broader study to evaluate the feasibility and need for 
establishing additional crime labs throughout the state, including the existing labs’ 
capacity to process evidence efficiently and consideration of potential locations for any 
new crime labs to optimize resources.  The commission finds it would be beneficial to 
expand forensic crime lab capacity in each of Tennessee’s grand divisions to address 
evidence backlogs and future demands, embed specialized personnel where needed, and 
enhance efficiency through process improvements, rapid DNA implementation, and 
regional partnerships. 

Although the state has made improvements, rising statewide demand for 
forensic services outpace Tennessee’s current crime lab capacity. 

Crime lab capacity is in general a function of the number of staff available to conduct tests 
and the lab space available for those staff to work.  Increasing either factor contributes to 
greater capacity.  In recent years, the state has increased its testing capacity by hiring 
additional scientists.  TBI operates three forensic crime labs—one in Jackson, Knoxville, 
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and Nashville.  Over the last four years, the General Assembly has appropriated funding 
for 50 new forensic scientists between these labs.  As of January 2025, TBI has filled 49 of 
these positions.  The General Assembly also approved five additional positions in digital 
forensics.  In its 2024 annual report, TBI found improvement in turnaround times from 
hiring and training new employees. 

Although turnaround times for some testing categories have improved, other categories 
have not, and on top of that, demand for testing continues to increase: 

• For example, while turnaround times for sexual assault cases have decreased 
from 45 weeks in August 2022 to 14 weeks in December 2024, turnaround times 
for violent forensic biology evidence increased from 24 weeks in January 2022 to 
37 weeks in January 2025, and times for firearms analysis increased from 38 
weeks to 67 weeks in the same period. 

• Regarding increases in testing requests, demand for all forensic biology tests 
increased 7% statewide over the past three years, and the total number of 
requests for all testing categories at TBI’s Jackson and Knoxville crime labs 
increased by 17% and 4%, respectively, between 2023 and 2024. 

Tennessee’s comparatively high rates of crime and population growth mean that demand 
for testing is likely to continue to increase.  Tennessee’s violent crime rate in 2023 was 
well above the national rate, but even if crime rates were to decrease in the future, 
projections for the state’s population growth suggest the volume of cases and evidence 
that needs to be tested could continue to grow.  The Boyd Center for Business and 
Economic Research projects there will be approximately one million more Tennessee 
residents by 2044.  Ultimately, the Comptroller’s 2024 performance audit of TBI found 
that “management faces additional backlog challenges,” specifically within the Forensic 
Services Division’s Firearms and Toolmark Identification Unit and Forensic Biology Unit, 
despite recent hiring, indicating that additional investments in capacity remain essential 
to meet the state’s growing forensic needs. 

Lack of physical lab space is now the primary factor constraining the 
capacity of TBI’s labs. 

The Comptroller’s 2024 performance audit identified workspace expansion as the next 
significant challenge in TBI’s Forensic Services Division because adding more staff means 
needing more space to accommodate them.  And according to TBI’s quarterly report to 
the General Assembly in January 2025, while the Nashville lab may be able to 
accommodate one additional forensic biology scientist, the Jackson and Knoxville labs 
are currently at capacity. 
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In March 2024, TBI completed a real estate strategic plan that outlines future expansion 
goals, including expansion of the Jackson lab, renovation and expansion of the Nashville 
lab, plans for a new, larger lab in Knoxville to replace the current one, and the 
establishment of a smaller lab in Chattanooga.  According to TBI, the additional capacity 
will aid it in reducing turnaround times to its goal of 8 to 12 weeks for all testing.  
Although funding for the future projects in Nashville, Knoxville, and Chattanooga has 
not yet been secured, the expansion of the Jackson lab is planned to begin in 2025. 

Commission staff analysis supports the need for additional lab space in each grand 
division: 

• West:  The Jackson lab, completed in 2021, has already outgrown its current 
space, and from 2023 to 2024, the lab experienced the highest percentage 
increase in forensic evidence requests among the three TBI labs.  Because 
Shelby County submits the largest volume of firearms requests to the Jackson 
lab, it raises the possibility that a new lab in Memphis might be warranted.  
But building a new lab would likely cost between $52 million and $66 
million—not including the cost of hiring personnel, training, utilities, 
equipment, and other unexpected expenditures.  From conception to opening, 
the Jackson lab took approximately six years, and according to Metro-
Nashville—the only local government to operate its own crime lab in the 
state—constructing a new full-service lab can take 5 to 10 years.  Given these 
costs and timelines, to better serve Memphis and the whole of West 
Tennessee, another approach is for TBI to embed a dedicated firearms analyst 
to work solely on Memphis cases at the expanded Jackson lab.  States like 
Louisiana have used this approach successfully, and stakeholders in 
Memphis and at TBI are open to it. 

• Middle:  The TBI Nashville lab receives the most forensic evidence requests of 
any of the three labs, as it offers all forensic services.  It also has a heavier 
caseload in forensic chemistry and both drug and alcohol toxicology than 
most crime labs across the country.  Several counties, like Rutherford and 
Wilson, have high volumes of requests for toxicology and forensic chemistry 
tests, which are critical to managing drug-related evidence and DUI cases in 
Middle Tennessee’s growing population centers.  Turnaround times at this 
facility are among the highest statewide, particularly in forensic biology. 

• East:  The Knoxville lab has reached its physical limit, and TBI cannot add 
additional square footage on the existing property.  The lab doesn’t have an 
in-house firearms unit despite high demand from regional stakeholders, 
which contributes to longer turnaround times and added strain on the 
firearms unit of TBI’s other labs.  Additionally, southeast Tennessee has a 
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need for forensic chemistry and toxicology testing.  Hamilton and Knox 
counties are among the highest requestors for toxicology in the state, with 
Knox County having the most toxicology requests in 2024.  Adding new 
capacity in Chattanooga would relieve pressure on the Knoxville lab, 
improve regional access, and reduce the need to transfer evidence across the 
state. 

Although recent state investments have led to improvements in capacity and forensic 
evidence turnaround times, persistent backlogs continue to delay investigations and 
court proceedings across Tennessee, and the state’s projected population growth suggests 
that its current crime lab capacity will not be sufficient to meet future needs.  Ultimately, 
without confronting the constraint of limited lab space, the state’s efforts to further 
improve forensic evidence processing and public safety will be hindered.  For these 
reasons, the commission recommends that the state increase crime lab capacity in each 
grand division—in line with TBI’s 2024 real estate strategic plan—specifically by 
expanding the existing Jackson and Nashville labs, replacing the existing Knoxville 
lab with a larger lab with capacity for firearms testing, and adding a smaller, focused 
lab in Chattanooga for drug-related evidence and toxicology.  Additionally, the 
commission recommends that TBI and the city of Memphis enter into an agreement 
for a firearm analyst in the Jackson lab dedicated to Memphis cases and that 
expansions at the Nashville lab focus on the most overburdened disciplines—like 
forensic chemistry and toxicology. 

In addition to expanding lab space, the state can do several things to help 
reduce turnaround times at its existing laboratories. 

Several practices to reduce workloads and improve productivity can support crime labs 
while the state undertakes long-term expansions of its facilities.  These include using 
process improvement methodologies to increase lab efficiency, supporting the use of 
rapid DNA testing, and developing partnerships to share resources. 

Given the ongoing demand for high quality analysis and limited resources, crime lab staff 
often seek ways to operate more efficiently.  The United States Department of Justice’s 
National Institute of Justice recommends that forensic DNA labs use process 
improvement tools—like Lean Six Sigma (LSS) and process mapping—to improve their 
performance by streamlining operations and reducing waste.  Forensic laboratories in 
other states have used LSS and similar methodology and report improvements in 
backlogs and turnaround times.  Crime lab leadership in Tennessee say these process 
improvement tools can be beneficial, but they caution that forensic labs face unique 
challenges, like highly varying evidence types, and the tools and principles need to be 
applied and adapted carefully. 
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Rapid DNA technology can improve crime lab operations by reducing the overall 
workload.  This automated process creates DNA profiles from cheek swabs in one to two 
hours, enabling the quick identification of arrestees and searches in the national 
Combined DNA Index System (CODIS) database.  In 2017, the federal Rapid DNA Act 
authorized the upload of qualifying DNA profiles directly into CODIS, paving the way 
for broader use—a few states have adopted this technology, improving testing speed and 
reducing lab burdens.  In Tennessee, current law requires DNA samples to be collected 
from individuals convicted of violent felonies and processed by TBI.  Changing the law 
to allow for the use of rapid DNA testing at booking stations would allow for immediate 
suspect identification and faster CODIS searches.  This would require FBI authorization, 
new TBI policies, and investments in equipment and training. 

Developing partnerships to share resources, particularly to process digital evidence, can 
help reduce turnaround times.  While some larger agencies have developed their own 
digital forensic capabilities, most local law enforcement agencies in Tennessee depend on 
TBI.  But TBI’s average digital forensic turnaround time is 109 weeks for computers and 
88 weeks for mobile devices.  To address long turnaround times, in 2024, the Jefferson 
County Sheriff’s Office launched the East Tennessee Regional Forensic Facility and 
Training Program to help law enforcement agencies quickly conduct digital forensics 
analysis, help investigations, and remove some of the workload from TBI.  According to 
stakeholders, by providing training and technical assistance, access to specialized 
equipment, and shared workspace, the program has been successful and has already 
helped solve several cases.  The relatively low-cost, scalable model could be replicated in 
other parts of the state to reduce forensic backlogs and improve investigative outcomes. 

Because increasing productivity would help reduce backlogs, expedite accurate forensic 
results, and improve public safety while TBI expands its labs, the commission 
recommends that 

• TBI continue to look for areas to improve efficiency using external process 
improvement methods, as recommended by the National Institute of Justice; 

• the General Assembly amend DNA testing laws to allow rapid DNA 
implementation at law enforcement booking stations; and 

• the state support resource-sharing partnerships for training local law 
enforcement agencies across the state through funding and technical 
assistance. 
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Analysis:  Assessing Forensic Crime Labs in Tennessee 

Every piece of forensic evidence helps tell a story, yet too many stories are left unresolved 
in part because of delays in forensic evidence testing.  Evidence backlogs affect 
investigations, prosecutions, and justice for victims, communities, and those wrongfully 
accused.  The ripple effects of these delays extend beyond individual cases, influencing 
public trust and safety.  Early one September morning in 2022, Eliza Fletcher set out for 
a jog near the University of Memphis.  She never returned home.  Fletcher’s abduction 
and murder shook the Memphis community, and later, the state, when the public learned 
that her killer had been investigated by the Memphis Police Department for sexually 
assaulting another woman, Alicia Franklin, nearly a year earlier.  But he hadn’t been 
arrested because the sexual assault kit containing his DNA, which would have tied him 
to the earlier crime, had not yet been tested by the Tennessee Bureau of Investigation’s 
(TBI) crime lab because of the volume of evidence requests the state’s crime labs receive.1 

This type of testing delay was not an isolated occurrence.  In 2022, because testing 
demand exceeded lab capacity, TBI’s median turnaround time—the time it takes the 
forensic lab to test evidence, write a report, and send the results back to the requestor—
for almost every category of evidence was longer than the national median.2 

In response to concerns about the effects of evidence backlogs and turnaround times, 
during the 113th General Assembly, Senate Bill 2877 by Senator Kyle and House Bill 2961 
by Representative Hardaway would have directed the Tennessee Advisory Commission 
on Intergovernmental Relations to study the feasibility of establishing a crime lab in 
Shelby County (see appendix A).  The bill passed in the Senate but not in the House, and 
commission member Representative Ryan Williams requested at the May 2024 meeting 
that the commission undertake a broader study to evaluate the feasibility and need for 
establishing additional crime labs throughout the state, including the existing labs’ 
capacity to process crime evidence efficiently and consideration of potential locations for 
any new crime labs to optimize resources.  Memphis and Shelby County are conducting 
their own feasibility studies for a new crime lab—in 2024, Memphis completed its study, 

 
1 Perrusquia and Roberts 2022a. 

2 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025, and from Susan Sims, administrative 
assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025; Speaker 2025; and 
email from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 
May 21, 2025. 
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and the Shelby County study is currently underway.3  See appendix B for an executive 
summary of the Memphis report. 

Crime labs play a crucial role in the investigation and resolution of crimes. 

Reliance on science in the investigation and adjudication of crimes, and subsequently on 
forensic crime labs throughout the country, continues to increase as more sophisticated 
and efficient analyses and equipment become available.4  Forensic crime labs play a vital 
role in supporting criminal justice agencies at the federal, state, and local levels by 
analyzing evidence.5  When paired with “crime labs,” the term “forensics” means the 
application of scientific techniques to criminal investigations through the analysis of 
evidence.6  Forensic analysis in the US has historically been seen more as a law 
enforcement function than a scientific one.7  Today, there are over 400 publicly funded 
crime labs across the country, and most remain under the administrative control of law 
enforcement agencies rather than functioning as independent scientific entities.8  Crime 
labs are diverse and can include publicly funded laboratories, forensic units with police 
departments, medical examiners and coroner offices, private labs, individual 
practitioners, academics, and consultants.9 

Crime labs conduct a wide range of forensic analyses, from identifying controlled 
substances and biological material to linking suspects through latent prints or firearms 
analysis.  Common crime lab requests include latent prints, firearms and toolmark 
analysis, forensic biology and entering DNA profiles into state and national databases, 
forensic chemistry, and toxicology analysis.  Crime labs can house any combination of 
forensic disciplines and examine a variety of evidence types.  Some crime labs also offer 
digital evidence analysis, or digital forensics, which involves the extraction and analysis 

 
3 Interview with James McCutcheon, associate professor, Department of Criminology and Criminal 
Justice, University of Memphis, August 27, 2024; and emails from James McCutcheon, associate professor, 
Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice, University of Memphis, December 6, 2024; and Bill 
Gibbons, president, Memphis Shelby Crime Commission, December 18, 2024. 

4 Peterson et al. 2013; National Institute of Justice 2018; and National Institute of Justice “Forensic 
Laboratory Operations.” 

5 Bureau of Justice Statistics “Forensic Sciences.” 

6 Ibid. 

7 Garrett 2020; and Garrett 2022. 

8 Garrett 2020. 

9 Zarwell, Grassel, and Pilkington 2024. 
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of evidence from electronic devices like computers, cell phones, and surveillance 
systems.10  But only 22.9% of publicly funded crime labs in the US conduct digital 
evidence analysis.11 

Crime labs do not conduct autopsies in death investigations—that is the role of medical 
examiners.  While crime labs focus on analyzing evidence from crime scenes, medical 
examiners determine the cause and manner of death.  Historically, medical examiners 
have sent toxicology samples to crime labs, even for natural death cases that did not 
involve a crime.  Today, medical examiners and crime labs, which serve different 
populations, work independently from one another.12  Every county in Tennessee is 
required to have a medical examiner.13 

Tennessee has four crime labs in addition to digital forensics capabilities. 

The Tennessee Bureau of Investigation (TBI) receives and processes evidence for state 
and local entities through two divisions—the Forensic Services Division and the 
Cybercrime and Digital Evidence Unit within the Technology and Innovation Division.  
Forensic science examines tangible crime scene evidence—like fingerprints or blood and 
bodily fluids, while digital forensics investigates data stored on computers, cell phones, 
and other digital devices.  TBI provides services to all law enforcement agencies 
throughout the state, along with the district attorney general, the chief medical examiner, 
county medical examiners, and various state departments.14  The Metro Nashville Police 
Department (MNPD) is the only local law enforcement agency in Tennessee that operates 
its own forensic crime lab; MNPD’s lab solely provides forensic services to Nashville-
Davidson County.15 

 
10 Brooks 2023; and Muhlhausen 2019. 

11 Brooks 2023. 

12 Testimony at commission meeting by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, and Stephen Crump, executive director, Tennessee District Attorneys 
General Conference, December 19, 2024. 

13 Tennessee Code Annotated, Section 38-7-104. 

14 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024b. 

15 Johnson 2024; and interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business 
manager, and Vanessa Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville 
Police Department, July 15, 2024. 
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The Tennessee Bureau of Investigation’s Forensic Service Division operates the 
state crime labs. 

The central lab, located in Nashville, serves all 95 counties, while the two regional labs in 
Jackson and Knoxville serve the counties in West and East Tennessee respectively.16  
These labs provide forensic analysis of the biological, chemical, and physical evidence 
from crime scenes.17  Table 1 outlines the forensic services offered at each location.  All 
forensic scientists at TBI are commissioned officers, also holding the title of special 
agents.18  Applicants for the special agent forensic scientist roles must pass both a special 
agent assessment and a physical evaluation,19 and minimum qualifications for these roles 
include a bachelor’s degree in chemistry, natural or physical science, forensic science, or 
related fields with at least 24 semester hours in chemistry.  Applicants for forensic biology 
roles must also have additional coursework in molecular biology, biochemistry, genetics, 
and statistics.20 

In addition to testing evidence, TBI’s special agent forensic scientists assist local law 
enforcement agencies that lack the resources to process crimes scenes and are involved 
in the investigation of violent crime scenes, including homicides and incidents involving 
law enforcement use of force.21  The Forensic Service Division’s Violent Crime Response 
Teams22 aid in cases involving death, police-involved shootings, and other major criminal 
acts.23  Crime lab analysts travel to crime scenes to assist with documentation and 
evidence location and collection.  TBI has three specially designed crime scene vehicles—

 
16 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024b. 

17 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024b; Tennessee Code Annotated, Sections 38-7-109 and 38-6-103; 
and testimony at commission meeting by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, and Jeff Peach, commission member, December 19, 2024. 

18 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024b. 

19 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Employment.” 

20 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “TBI Special Agent Forensic Scientist.” 

21 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Becoming a Special Agent/Forensic Scientist.”; and Tennessee 
Bureau of Investigation 2024b. 

22 TBI’s Violent Crime Response Teams are made up of Special Agent/Forensic Scientists with expertise in 
Firearms and Toolmark Analysis, Latent Prints, Microanalysis/Trace evidence, Serology/DNA, and 
Documentation.  See Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Forensic Services Division.” 

23 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2019. 
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one at each of the crime labs—equipped with advanced forensic equipment and materials 
to support local law enforcement through on-site response or technical assistance.24 

TBI’s crime lab system is accredited in testing, calibration, and crime scene response to 
guidelines set by the American National Standards Institute’s National Accreditation 
Board (ANAB).25  Third-party professional forensic science accreditation organizations, 
like ANAB, evaluate a crime lab’s technical competency, policy, and procedures to ensure 
the lab can produce valid forensic findings and accurate interpretations.26  These 
organizations also monitor accredited labs on an ongoing basis to ensure continued 
compliance with industry best practices.27  TBI first received its accreditation in forensic 
testing services in 1994.28  TBI must also follow the FBI’s quality standards for DNA 
evidence testing to access and use the Combined DNA Index System (CODIS) database, 
which is managed by the FBI.29 

Prior to 2003, TBI operated five forensic crime labs—one each in Nashville, Knoxville, 
Chattanooga, Jackson, and Memphis.30  The Jackson lab served West Tennessee, while the 
Memphis laboratory focused on Shelby County and the surrounding area.  State budget 
cuts led to the closure of the Chattanooga and original Jackson labs in 2003, leaving the 
Memphis lab as the only forensic service provider in West Tennessee; however, it was 
not equipped to meet regional needs.31  In 2021, a new facility opened in Jackson, and the 
Memphis facility was closed.  To reduce the burden of the closure on Shelby County law 

 
24 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024b; interview with Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, July 31, 2024. 

25 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Accreditation.” 

26 Brooks 2023. 

27 Ibid. 

28 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Accreditation.” 

29 Federal Bureau of Investigation 2020. 

30 Presentation to Memphis Shelby County Crime Commission Board by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, 
Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 24, 2024; and testimony at 
commission meeting by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, December 19, 2024. 

31 Presentation to Memphis Shelby County Crime Commission Board by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, 
Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 24, 2024; interview with Mike Lyttle, 
assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, July 31, 2024; and 
testimony at commission meeting by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee 
Bureau of Investigation, December 19, 2024. 
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enforcement agencies, TBI receives evidence at the Memphis TBI field office and 
transports it to the Jackson lab.32  Though this option is available to all Shelby County law 
enforcement agencies, it is limited by appointment on Monday mornings during a two-
hour period,33 which stakeholders say isn’t always enough time for agencies to drop off 
evidence that needs testing.34  In these instances, agencies have to transport the evidence 
themselves, which likely requires them to get travel approval from their agency and go 
through the chain of command—processes that can be time consuming and ultimately 
reduces their available time to spend on other tasks.35 

 
32 Presentation to Memphis Shelby County Crime Commission Board by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, 
Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 24, 2024; and testimony at 
commission meeting by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, December 19, 2024. 

33 Email from Donna Nelson, Jackson crime laboratory regional administrator, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, January 23, 2025. 

34 Interview with Lindsey Flores, criminalist, Memphis Police Department, October 14, 2024. 

35 Ibid. 
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Table 1.  TBI Forensic Science Services Provided by Crime Lab Location 

Services 
Provided Description Jackson Nashville Knoxville 

Breath 
Alcohol 

Administers and maintains Tennessee’s 
breath alcohol testing program, certifies and 
calibrates evidentiary breath alcohol 
instruments throughout the state, and trains 
law enforcement personnel as operators on 
the instruments. 

   

Forensic 
Biology 

Identifies and characterizes blood and other 
body fluids to determine whether they are 
related to a crime, and DNA testing and 
profiling. 

   

Forensic 
Chemistry 

Analyzes any substance seized in violation of 
laws regulating the sale, manufacture, 
distribution, and use of abusive type drugs.    

Toxicology 

Analyzes blood and other body fluids for 
alcohol, drug, or poisons, in conjunction with 
persons arrested for traffic charges (DUI) and 
a wide variety of other crimes. 

   

Evidence 
Receiving 

Receives, inventories, distributes, and stores 
all evidence submitted to the laboratory.    

Combined 
DNA Index 

System 
(CODIS) 

Develops investigative leads by comparing 
evidentiary DNA profiles against the 
database of convicted offenders and 
arrestees.* 

  
 

Firearms and 
Toolmark 

Identification 

Determines whether a bullet, cartridge case, 
or other ammunition component was fired 
from a particular weapon and connects 
evidence to crimes through ballistic data. 

  
 

Latent Prints 

Provides analysis of physical evidence for 
invisible fingerprints and/or palm prints and 
comparison of latent prints developed with 
the known impressions of suspects. 

 
 

 

Microanalysis 
Examines and compares trace evidence such 
as paint marks, glass, paper, fire debris, and 
shoe and tire impressions. 

 
 

 

*TBI’s Nashville lab manages all statewide CODIS activities.  TBI’s Jackson lab performs in-house testing 
of samples received for the CODIS database. 

Source:  Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Forensic Services Division”; and interview with Donna 
Nelson, Jackson crime laboratory regional administrator, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, November 
1, 2024. 

TBI’s Cybercrime and Digital Evidence Unit processes the state’s digital evidence—
a common type of evidence in crimes. 

It is common for almost every crime to have some form of digital evidence.36  The 
Cybercrime and Digital Evidence Unit, part of TBI’s Technology and Innovation Division, 

 
36 Muhlhausen 2019. 
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collects, preserves, analyzes, and interprets digital evidence in support of criminal 
investigations statewide.37  Its Digital Forensics Squad plays a central role in conducting 
digital forensic analysis including the recovery, extraction, enhancement, and 
authentication of data from a wide range of sources, including mobile devices, 
computers, vehicle systems, and surveillance equipment.38  The unit also serves as an 
educational and training resource for TBI, local agencies, and the community.39  Most 
local law enforcement agencies in the state depend on TBI for assistance with digital 
forensics, though some larger agencies have developed their own digital forensic testing 
capabilities.40  Approximately 30% of the unit’s digital forensic evidence is submitted by 
TBI for its investigations, and the remaining 70% is submitted by other law enforcement 
agencies.41 

The Cybercrime and Digital Evidence Unit operates from TBI offices in Nashville, 
Jackson, Chattanooga, and Knoxville.42  Similar to forensic scientists, digital forensic 
examiner positions require a four-year degree with a preference for experience and 
training in the subject area.  These positions are also commissioned as special agents.  
After completing the 16-week special agent training, digital forensic examiners must 
undergo an additional 18 to 24-months of training to become fully certified to 
independently work on different device types.43 

 
37 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

38 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and McCutcheon et al 2024. 

39 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

40 Interview with Chet Mason, special agent in charge, Dawn Mackey, assistant special agent in charge of 
digital forensics in East and Upper East Tennessee, Melanie Garner, assistant special agent in charge of 
digital forensics in Middle and West Tennessee, Rachel Russell, deputy counsel of operations, Cybercrime 
and Digital Evidence Unit, Richard Littlehale, assistant director, Technology and Innovation Division, 
and Patrick Powell, policy director, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, February 20, 2025 ; and Tennessee 
Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

41 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

42 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

43 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 
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The Metro Nashville Police Department operates the only local government-
owned crime lab in the state to process its own evidence. 

After approximately six years of planning and development, the Metro Nashville Police 
Department (MNPD) crime lab opened in 2014, exclusively serving Davidson County.44  
Though the initial plans for the lab only included DNA and firearms testing, it was 
determined that a full-service lab would better suit the growing needs of the community 
and allow the lab to have control over prioritizing cases and handling backlog.45  Prior to 
the lab being built, Davidson County made up about a quarter of the caseload at TBI’s 
Nashville lab.46  Having its own lab allows MNPD to prioritize its own cases without 
competing with other law enforcement agencies for TBI’s resources.47  When there is an 
increase in specific types of cases, like sexual assault kits, MNPD will outsource testing 
to TBI or private labs to manage the workload and expedite results.48 

The lab offers services in five main areas:  forensic biology and DNA, forensic chemistry 
(drug identification and toxicology), latent prints, and firearms and tool mark analysis.49  
The MNPD crime lab also has one of the few accredited Tenprint Units in the nation, 
responsible for researching fingerprints and related data, examining fingerprints to make 
identifications, and storing and retrieving criminal history data.50  The lab is staffed by 61 
people, including scientists, technicians, and administrative personnel.51 

 
44 Interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024. 

45 Ibid. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Perrusquia and Roberts 2022a. 

48 Interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024; and Johnson 2024. 

49 Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County “Metro Nashville Police Crime 
Laboratory.” 

50 Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County “Metro Nashville Police Crime 
Laboratory”; and Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County “Tenprint Unit of the 
Police Crime Lab.” 

51 Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County “Metro Nashville Police Crime 
Laboratory.” 
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Funding for the MNPD lab came through incrementally.  The first increment was secured 
in 2011 and used to hire the management team that would set up the lab.52  Then, in 2013, 
funding was secured to hire experienced, high-level scientists to help establish 
procedures and practices, followed by additional less-experienced scientists.  Crime lab 
leadership say this phased hiring approach worked well and recommend it.53  The lab 
received its full accreditation from the ANAB and began taking cases in 2015.54  The 
funding for the lab comes from Davidson County, with a budget approved by the metro 
council.55  The lab has an operating budget of approximately $8 million per year, which 
includes staff salaries and benefits.56 

There are benefits and drawbacks to crime labs that are operated by a local government 
versus the state, and MNPD’s lab is no exception.  The ability to work with one police 
department, district attorney (DA), and court system allows for streamlined 
communication about evidence submission and acceptance criteria and allows 
investigators to establish relationships with the DA’s office.57  While it can be a challenge 
for a local lab to provide the same types of testing services as a state lab because of the 
low number of requests for some types of analysis, local labs like MNPD are also able to 
more easily prioritize cases when needed.58 

 
52 Interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024. 

53 Ibid. 

54 Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County “Metro Nashville Police Crime 
Laboratory.” 

55 Interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024. 

56 Perrusquia and Roberts 2022b. 

57 Interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024. 

58 Testimony at commission meeting by Amanda Sweet, director, Forensic Services Division, 
Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, December 19, 2024. 
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Forensic crime labs across the nation face challenges with evidence 
backlogs, turnaround times, and staffing. 

As forensic science advances, the demand for forensic services grows, but this growth 
frequently outpaces a crime lab's available resources and ability to meet demand, leading 
to long turnaround times and growing backlogs.59  Backlogs and turnaround times are 
metrics that crime labs commonly used to measure performance; however, the definitions 
vary across jurisdictions.60  The US Department of Justice National Institute for Justice 
(NIJ) defines a backlogged case as one that has yet to have a final report issued, while 
Project FORESIGHT61 defines ”backlogged” as a case that is submitted to a crime lab and 
remains untested for more than 30 days.62  But because there is no set industry standard 
definition of a backlogged case, some states use different criteria.63 

These varying definitions can make comparing backlog data challenging and limit the 
ability to capture the true scope of the problem nationally.64  From 2011 to 2017, Project 
FORESIGHT data showed the average backlog grew nearly 250% across almost all 
forensic disciplines, growing faster than case submissions.65  By the end of 2020, publicly 
funded crime labs in the US had an estimated 710,900 backlogged requests across all types 
of forensic evidence.66  From 2014 to 2020, backlogs nationwide increased significantly in 
key areas:  firearms and toolmarks analysis rose by 97%, DNA databasing by 87%, 
controlled substances analysis by 22%, forensic biology casework by 17%, and toxicology 
analysis by 16%.67  At the same time, backlogs declined in other areas like digital 
evidence, latent prints, and trace evidence.68 

 
59 Garrett 2020. 

60 James and Sacco 2022. 

61 Project FORESIGHT is a business-guided self-evaluation and benchmarking program for forensic 
science laboratories.  See Speaker 2025. 

62 Houck 2020; and La Vigne 2022. 

63 Houck 2020; and USAFacts 2023. 

64 USAFacts 2023; and James and Sacco 2022. 

65 Muhlhausen 2019. 

66 Brooks 2023. 

67 Ibid. 

68 Ibid. 
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Turnaround time, on the other hand, is generally defined as the time between the 
submission of a request for forensic analysis and the issuance of a final report with results, 
and is also often used to assess a crime lab’s efficiency.69  But turnaround time metrics 
can also vary between jurisdictions—some labs track turnaround time from the date of 
the first submitted item, others from the last, and some from the initial request for 
analysis through report delivery.70  According to Project FORESIGHT’s 2023-2024 Report, 
median turnaround times at the national level were 20 weeks for DNA casework, 11 
weeks for firearms and ballistics, 4 weeks for blood alcohol, and 10 weeks for controlled 
substances.71  One factor that can affect evidence backlogs and turnaround times is the 
amount of evidence submitted to be tested.72  Over the past decade, the volume of 
submission has also increased nationally, with average annual growth in case 
submissions per capita of 10% for DNA casework, 5% for firearms and ballistics, 13% for 
blood alcohol, and 4% for controlled substances.73  Compounding this rising demand is a 
national funding gap.  A 2019 report to Congress estimated that forensic laboratories 
nationwide require an additional $640 million annually to reach an optimal balance of 
incoming submissions and personnel.74 

Backlogs and turnaround times have risen in Tennessee, straining crime lab 
capacity and slowing justice. 

Tennessee’s crime labs reflect the national trends and are experiencing similar challenges, 
with growing demand for forensic services, persistent backlogs in key disciplines, and 
turnaround times in some areas that remain well above national benchmarks.  TBI defines 
backlogs as any evidence received by the labs that has not yet been tested, and measures 
turnaround time as the time from when the evidence is received to the time the report is 
generated.75  TBI has experienced rising demand for forensic services, particularly in 
areas like DNA and firearms analysis, leading to increased workloads.76  Between 2023 

 
69 Muhlhausen 2019. 

70 Speaker 2024b; and Muhlhausen 2019. 

71 Commission staff analysis of Speaker 2025, Table 41. 

72 Muhlhausen 2019. 

73 Speaker 2024b. 

74 Muhlhausen 2019. 

75 Email from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, May 21, 2025. 

76 Testimony at commission meeting by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, December 19, 2024; McCutcheon et al 2024; and Muhlhausen 2019. 
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and 2024, TBI’s Jackson lab saw a 17% increase in forensic requests, while the Knoxville 
lab experienced a 4% increase.77  In 2024, TBI’s average turnaround time was 25 weeks 
across all testing.78  The state’s goal is to have an eight to twelve week turnaround time 
for all evidence.79  See table 2 for more detail on turnaround times for each forensic 
discipline over the last three years.  Turnaround for digital evidence was longer with an 
average of 52 weeks for mobile device and computer cases during fiscal year 2023-24.80 

 
77 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, March 20, 2025. 

78 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025, and from Susan Sims, administrative 
assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025. 

79 Tennessee Office of the Governor 2022; email from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 10, 2025. 

80 Commission staff analysis of data received from Chet Mason, special agent in charge, Cybercrime and 
Digital Evidence Unit, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, February 28, 2025. 
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Table 2.  Tennessee Bureau of Investigation Average Turnaround Times (in weeks) 
Compared to Project FORESIGHT National Data 

2022 through 2024 

Forensic Discipline 2022 2023 2024 

Project FORESIGHT, 
Fiscal Year 2023-24 

25th 
Percentile Median 75th 

Percentile 

Drugs - Controlled 
Substances 25.5 26.1 18.2 7.4 10.4 13.1 

Firearms 53.3 56.2 66.0 4.1 13.9 18.6 
Firearms Database - NIBIN 
entry 53.4 57.7 44.9 0.3 1.4 3.4 

Forensic Biology - DNA 36.6 25.5 21.5 16.0 20.1 23.4 

Latent Fingerprints 9.3 14.6 11.3 7.7 10.4 12.4 

Toxicology - Blood Alcohol 7.6 6.3 4.1 2.4 4.1 5.6 

Toxicology - Drugs 27.4 18.1 13.0 6.0 9.9 12.0 

Note:  The turnaround times shown above are estimated based on average monthly data.  When 
comparing to Project FORESIGHT, it is important to note that crime labs do not always categorize data 
uniformly.  The table demonstrates how TBI compares to other crime labs in a few common categories. 

Source:  Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025, and from Susan Sims, 
administrative assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025; 
and Speaker 2025. 

Even with its own dedicated facility, the MNPD lab continues to experience evidence 
backlogs, particularly in DNA testing, and faces additional delays when equipment 
requires maintenance or staff turnover occurs.81  In 2024, MNPD’s forensic crime lab 
reported an average turnaround time of 8.6 weeks for controlled substance testing, 2.1 
weeks for drug toxicology, 22.7 weeks for firearms analysis, and 106.1 weeks for forensic 
biology testing, including outsourced requests.82  See table 3 for more detail on 
turnaround times for each forensic discipline at MNPD over the last three years. 

 
81 Testimony at commission meeting by Amanda Sweet, director, Forensic Services Division, 
Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, December 19, 2024. 

82 Commission staff analysis of data received from Vanessa Martinucci, crime lab director, Metro 
Nashville Police Department, February 4, 2025. 
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Table 3.  Metro Nashville Police Department Crime Lab Average Turnaround Times (in 
weeks) compared to Project FORESIGHT National Data 

2022 through 2024 

Forensic Discipline 2022 2023 2024 

Project FORESIGHT,  
Fiscal Year 2023-24 

25th 
Percentile Median 75th 

Percentile 

Drugs - Controlled 
Substances 3.9 12.9 8.6 7.4 10.4 13.1 

Firearms 17.6 18.7 22.7 4.1 13.9 18.6 
Firearms Database - NIBIN 
entry 0.3 0.1 0.3 0.3 1.4 3.4 

Forensic Biology - DNA 95.3 152.7 106.1 16.0 20.1 23.4 

Latent Fingerprints 18.6 15.3 8.1 7.7 10.4 12.4 

Toxicology - Blood Alcohol 4.3 0.9 0.3 2.4 4.1 5.6 

Toxicology - Drugs 4.3 3.1 2.1 6.0 9.9 12.0 

Note:  When comparing to Project FORESIGHT, it is important to note that crime labs do not always 
categorize data uniformly.  The table demonstrates how MNPD compares to other crime labs in a few 
common categories. 

Source:  Commission staff analysis of data received from Vanessa Martinucci, crime lab director, Metro 
Nashville Police Department, February 4, 2025; and Speaker 2025. 

Although they are not the only factor that affects the speed at which cases are resolved, 
delays in forensic evidence processing can contribute to broader challenges within 
Tennessee’s criminal justice system.  When forensic evidence turnaround times are long, 
law enforcement may lack the critical, objective information needed to guide 
investigations, confirm or dismiss suspects, or pursue timely leads.83  These delays may 
allow perpetrators to remain at large longer, increasing the risk of additional offenses—
as in the case of Eliza Fletcher.84  For victims, extended turnaround times can be harmful, 
contributing to frustration, re-traumatization, and disengagement from the justice 
process.85  At the same time, delays also hinder efforts to exonerate the wrongfully 

 
83 Wickenheiser 2021; and Muhlhausen 2019. 

84 Wickenheiser 2021; and Perrusquia and Roberts 2022b. 

85 Testimony at commission meeting by Jennifer Escue, chief executive officer, Tennessee Coalition to End 
Domestic & Sexual Violence, December 19, 2024; and interviews with Sandy Bromley, director, Division 
of Community Services, Nathali Roberts, rape crisis advocacy manager, Crime Victims & Rape Crisis 
Center, and Amanda Taylor, director of nursing, Crime Victims & Rape Crisis Center, Shelby County 
Government, September 30, 2024; and Jennifer Escue, chief executive officer, Tennessee Coalition to End 
Domestic & Sexual Violence, November 25, 2024. 
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accused, prolonging pretrial detention or incarceration.86  In one Tennessee court case, 
prolonged court timelines were partially attributed to delays in getting evidence tested, 
though not all of the testing delay was attributable to backlogs at TBI facilities.  In this 
case, TBI did not receive the evidence until nearly a year after the defendant’s arrest and 
did not issue its report until eight months after that.  Additional delays were linked to 
the heavy caseloads in the DA’s office.87  In the state comptroller’s investigative report on 
the Shelby County Criminal Justice System, stakeholders cited that extended wait times 
for forensic testing can play a role in prolonging the resolution of cases.88 

Crime labs face ongoing staffing challenges that constrain their ability to reduce 
backlogs and meet rising forensic demand. 

The demanding nature of forensic science work, which involves handling sensitive cases, 
combined with the pressure to produce accurate and timely results, can lead to burnout 
and high turnover rates.89  Consequently, crime labs often struggle to recruit and retain 
qualified professionals, resulting in key positions remaining vacant for extended 
periods.90  In 2020, the Department of Justice Census of Publicly Funded Forensic Crime 
Laboratories reported that crime labs nationwide had over 1,500 job vacancies.91  Further, 
salaries offered by publicly run crime labs often lag behind private sector employers, 
exacerbating the overall shortage of trained forensic scientists.92 

Nationally, education and training gaps have long been recognized as a contributing 
factor to retention issues.93  University programs play a key role in reducing turnover by 
providing students with realistic previews of forensic work and its challenges.94  But the 
goals of academic programs and the operational needs of forensic crime laboratories often 

 
86 James 2022; and interview with Jason Gichner, deputy director and senior legal counsel, Tennessee 
Innocence Project, September 25, 2024. 

87 State of Tennessee v. Alfred Lee Boykin, III, Tenn. Crim. App, (2021). 

88 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2025. 

89 McCutcheon et al. 2024; and Stout 2023. 

90 Testimony at commission meeting by Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, December 19, 2024; McCutcheon et al. 2024; McAndrew, Speaker, and 
Houck 2023; and La Vigne 2022. 

91 Brooks 2023. 

92 McCutcheon et al 2024; and Perrusquia and Roberts 2022b. 

93 Muhlhausen 2019. 

94 Becker and Dale 2021. 
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do not align.95  While forensic science university programs focus on developing well-
rounded scientists with broad critical thinking skills, forensic laboratories require new 
hires who are capable of performing specific technical tasks required for casework.96  As 
a result, laboratories are often unable to employ recent graduates without significant 
additional training.  This gap in job readiness is not unique to forensic science and mirrors 
other fields like medicine and law, where internships and supervised training is 
standard.97  In Tennessee, Middle Tennessee State University’s forensic science bachelor’s 
program, which became fully accredited by the American Academy of Forensic Sciences’ 
Forensic Science Education Program Accreditation Commission in 2022, is one of 53 
accredited programs nationwide and the only one available in the state.98 

The nationwide staffing challenges are mirrored in Tennessee, where growing forensic 
demand, limited lab space, and trends in staff turnover continue to strain the state’s crime 
lab system.  Forensic scientists require lengthy training, posing a challenge in quickly 
reducing backlogs and turnaround times.  Newly hired scientists, particularly in 
specialized areas like firearms analysis—which requires 24 months of training—cannot 
immediately contribute to reducing the workload.99  Even after qualified candidates are 
hired, it can take months or even years before they are fully prepared to take on 
casework.100  This delay is because forensic scientists are subject to rigorous training and 
competency testing to ensure they can apply their skillset to get reliable results for use in 
court.101  TBI’s forensic scientists can spend one to two years in training after being 
hired.102  During these training periods, existing personnel may spend up to half their 
time training new hires, reducing the time they can dedicate to managing ongoing 
caseloads.103 

TBI’s entry level forensic crime lab and digital forensics positions have experienced high 
rates of turnover.  Forensic technician turnover was 14% in 2023 and 12% in 2024, while 

 
95 Muhlhausen 2019. 

96 Ibid. 

97 Ibid. 

98 American Academy of Forensic Sciences “AAFS FEPAC-Accredited Programs.” 

99 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

100 Muhlhausen 2019. 

101 Muhlhausen 2019. 

102 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

103 Ibid. 
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turnover among level one forensic scientists rose from 8% to 13% during the same 
period.104  Since 2020, the Cybercrime and Digital Evidence Unit has had between one 
and four vacancies—representing up 36% of their workforce at times.105  The unit’s 
leadership and the comptroller’s 2024 performance audit of TBI agree that staffing 
shortages are a key factor in the digital forensic backlog.106 

Crime labs operated by local governments tend to have smaller staff sizes, highlighting 
the need to maintain appropriate staffing levels.107  While MNPD has competitive salaries 
compared to TBI, the crime lab has also experienced challenges in turnover, with 15 
separations since 2021.108  Funding the salaries of staff members and maintaining an 
operating budget can place strain on local governments as operating costs increase.  For 
example, like larger labs, smaller labs need to budget for a variety of expenses, including 
state-of the art instrumentation, service contracts, and the ability for staff to participate 
in training opportunities, among others.109 

In addition to conducting forensic evidence testing and responding to requests for crime 
scene assistance, scientists must be able to testify in court about the results of their 
evidence analysis.110  This results in less time spent on testing evidence.  One report found 
that nationally the personnel time spent on testimony over the course of one year equated 
to the employment of five full-time employees.111  During Fiscal Year 2023-24, the TBI’s 
Violent Crime Response Teams were called to locate, document, and collect evidence a 

 
104 Commission staff analysis of data received from Ernie Ricketts, director of human resources, 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 29, 2025. 

105 Commission staff analysis of data received from Chet Mason, special agent in charge, Cybercrime & 
Digital Evidence Unit, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, March 20, 2025. 

106 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

107 Testimony at commission meeting by Amanda Sweet, director, Forensic Services Division, 
Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, December 19, 2024. 

108 Interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024, and August 23, 2024; and email from Vanessa Martinucci, crime lab director, Metropolitan 
Nashville Police Department, February 4, 2025. 

109 Testimony at commission meeting by Amanda Sweet, director, Forensic Services Division, 
Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, December 19, 2024. 

110 Muhlhausen 2019; and Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

111 Muhlhausen 2019. 
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total of 26 times across the state, representing 1,533.3 on-scene man-hours.112  TBI’s 
forensic scientists also spent 1,881 hours responding to requests for court testimony 
during the same period.113  Forensic scientists can also spend time traveling to a 
courthouse only to find out when they arrive that the case isn’t being heard and they 
won’t be testifying—they could have spent that time testing evidence in the lab.114 

The state and the crime labs in the state have taken steps to address 
challenges in their evidence backlogs and improve turnaround times. 

Crime lab capacity is fundamentally a function of the number of trained staff available to 
conduct forensic tests and the physical lab space available for those staff to work 
efficiently.115  Increasing either of these factors can increase capacity.116  In recent years, 
the state has made several efforts to increase its forensic capacity.  TBI expanded its 
workforce, from 167 forensic science personnel in 2023 to 217 in 2024 across the Nashville, 
Jackson, and Knoxville labs.117  Over the last four years, TBI requested 56 new positions—
50 within the Forensic Services Division and six within the Cybercrime and Digital 
Evidence Unit.118  The General Assembly approved one digital forensic examiner position 
in 2022, fully funded all 50 forensic science positions for fiscal years 2022-23 and 2023-24, 
and approved four more digital forensic examiner positions in fiscal year 2024-25.119  As 
of January 2025, 49 of the 50 positions in the Forensic Service Division are filled, and 13 
of those were still in training.120  Recognizing longstanding issues with low salaries have 

 
112Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024b. 

113 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025. 

114 Muhlhausen 2019. 

115 Houck 2020; and Muhlhausen 2019. 

116 Muhlhausen 2019. 

117 Commission staff analysis of data received from Ernie Ricketts, director of human resources, 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 29, 2025. 

118 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025. 

119 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025; and email from 
Chet Mason, special agent in charge, Cybercrime and Digital Evidence Unit, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, May 28, 2025. 

120 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025. 
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challenged recruitment and retention, TBI has also implemented pay scale improvements 
to remain competitive with other employers.121 

The TBI’s fiscal year 2023-24 Annual Report highlighted improvement in evidence 
backlogs and turnaround times from hiring and training new employees—pending 
requests for laboratory testing dropped by 47.5% from July 2023 to July 2024 in critical 
forensic disciplines, and the average statewide turnaround time improved from 26.9 
weeks to 18.4 weeks; as staff complete training, turnaround times are expected to 
continue improving.122 

But the increase in staffing has placed a strain on existing lab infrastructure.  While the 
Nashville and Knoxville labs reconfigured office space to accommodate new employees, 
these renovations did not expand square footage or fully equip new workstations.123  
TBI’s Jackson lab also went through a similar space reconfiguration to support the 
additional staff and now is expanding with construction expected to begin in mid-2025.124  
TBI has emphasized that expanding their facilities is critical to fully realizing the benefits 
of expanded staffing.125 

To further accelerate evidence processing, TBI has secured targeted funding and adopted 
new strategies.  In fiscal year 2023-24, TBI received approximately $2.15 million from the 
state’s Office of Criminal Justice Programs—a division of the state’s Department of 
Finance and Administration that functions as a strategic planning agency that secures, 
distributes, and manages federal and state grant funds—to aid in the outsourcing of 

 
121 Interview with Ernie Ricketts, human resources director, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, and 
Toney Del Priore, director, Organizational Performance and Data Management, Department of Human 
Resources, January 24, 2025. 

122 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024b; and email from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation April 10, 2025. 

123 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025; Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and interviews 
with Jenifer Hall, Nashville crime laboratory regional supervisor, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 
October 28, 2024; and Adam Gray, regional administrator, Knoxville Regional Crime Laboratory, 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, November 15, 2024. 

124 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a; Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and interview 
with Donna Nelson, Jackson crime laboratory regional administrator, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 
November 1, 2024. 

125 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a; Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025; and interview with 
Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 24, 
2025. 
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backlogged sexual assault kits (SAKs) to accredited private laboratories.126  This funding 
enabled the processing of 3,178 additional SAKs, resulting in 64 uploads to the Combined 
DNA Index System (CODIS) and contributing to the resolution of 18 sexual assault 
investigations.127 

The state has also implemented measures for greater transparency and accountability 
regarding SAK backlogs.  In 2022, as required by law, the TBI implemented SAMSTrack, 
a statewide SAK tracking system that allows for sexual assault survivors to anonymously 
track the location and status of their kit from the point of collection through forensic 
testing.128  Since then, the TBI has prioritized SAKs reducing turnaround times.  The 
statewide average in-house—which excludes outsourced testing—turnaround time for 
all sex offense requests reached a peak at 45.4 weeks in August 2022.129  In December 2024, 
the reported turnaround time was an average of 13.8 weeks.130  See figure 1.  As required 
by Public Chapter 249, Acts of 2023, TBI provides quarterly updates to the General 
Assembly on the status of SAK testing which has helped to further increase 
transparency.131 

 
126 Commission staff analysis of data received from Jeremiah Morton, assistant director, Office of 
Criminal Justice Programs, Department of Finance and Administration, September 5, 2024; and Tennessee 
Office of Criminal Justice Programs “Annual Report FY 2023.” 

127 Tennessee Office of Criminal Justice Programs “Annual Report FY 2023.” 

128 Public Chapter 362, Acts of 2021; and Tennessee Code Annotated, Sections 38-6-128 and 39-13-519. 

129 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024b. 

130 Commission staff analysis of data received from Susan Sims, administrative assistant, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 7, 2025. 

131 Public Chapter 249, Acts of 2023; and Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Sexual Assault Kits.” 
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Figure 1.  TBI Average In-House Turnaround Time for Sex Offense Requests, by Crime Lab 
Location, 2022 through 2024 

 
Note:  In-House turnaround times do not include outsourced sex offense requests. 

Source:  Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025, and from Susan Sims, 
administrative assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025. 

MNPD’s crime lab has also tried to improve backlogs and turnaround times, utilizing 
federal funds to help offset the cost.  These grants include $231,000 from the DNA 
Capacity Enhancement for Backlog Reduction funding during the 2020-2022 funding 
cycle, and a $250,000 Coverdell Forensic Science Improvement Grant awarded in 2024 to 
improve drug testing.132  Since opening, the MNPD’s crime lab has tripled in size with 
plans to expand more as funding is available.133  The crime lab has also taken proactive 
steps to strengthen staffing and retention, like creating forensic technician positions that 
can rotate between units to assist with uneven workloads, prioritizing training for new 
hires, and keeping salaries competitive.  

 
132 Perrusquia and Roberts 2022b. 

133 Interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024. 
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Even with improvements, rising statewide demand for forensic services and 
the rate of violent crimes outpace Tennessee’s current crime lab capacity. 

Although recent state investments have led to improvements in capacity and forensic 
evidence turnaround times, the state’s crime lab system continues to face mounting 
pressure from rising forensic demand and high rates of violent crime, while persistent 
backlogs continue to delay investigations and court proceedings across Tennessee.  Some 
turnaround times remain lengthy and vary widely by region, and with the state’s 
projected population growth, current crime lab capacity will likely fall short of future 
needs.134  The state’s population and violent crime trends point to a growing need for 
expanded public safety and forensic infrastructure.  Nationwide, crime labs are 
experiencing similar challenges as the demand for forensic services and the rate of violent 
crimes appears to outpace current capacity.135 

Forensic demand is not evenly distributed across the state.  Instead, it is heavily 
concentrated in certain counties, some of which are also experiencing rapid population 
growth and persistent violent crime.  TBI uses the term “request” to refer to an individual 
unit of testing, whereas a “case” refers to a forensic investigation in one or more forensic 
discipline related to a crime and may contain several requests.136  In 2024, Rutherford 
County had the highest total forensic evidence requests in the state, followed in order by 
Hamilton, Wilson, Knox, and Shelby counties.137  See map 1.  Forensic biology requests at 
TBI increased 7% statewide over the past three years; and the total number of all forensic 
requests at TBI’s Jackson and Knoxville crime laboratories increased by 17% and 4%, 
respectively, between 2023 and 2024.138  Map 2 shows the change in the number of 
requests received by TBI from each county from 2020 to 2024.  In 2024, 25.6% of West 
Tennessee cases came from Shelby County while the remaining 74.4% came from other 

 
134 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025, and from Susan Sims, administrative 
assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025; Tennessee 
Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a. 

135 La Vigne 2022; Innocence Project 2017; Muhlhausen 2019; and McCutcheon et al 2024. 

136 Email from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, March 26, 2025. 

137 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 3, 2025. 

138 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, March 20, 2025. 
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counties in West Tennessee.139  Sixty-four percent of cases submitted in 2024 to the 
Jackson lab location were closer to the new lab location, while 36% of cases would have 
been closer to the old Memphis lab location.140  From 2020 to 2024, Rutherford County 
consistently had the highest number of forensic requests for blood alcohol testing, as well 
as the highest number for requests for drug toxicology—until 2024, when Knox County 
had the highest requests in drug toxicology.141  Montgomery County had the highest 
number of latent print requests, while Shelby County has the most requests for CODIS 
database entries, forensic biology, and microanalysis.  Wilson County has the highest 
forensic chemistry requests starting in 2021, surpassing Sullivan County.  For firearms 
analysis, Montgomery County has the most requests in 2020 and 2021, but Shelby County 
has had the highest since 2022. 

Map 1.  Forensic Evidence Requests Received by TBI per County, 2024 

 
Source:  Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 3, 2025. 

 
139 Email from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, April 3, 2025. 

140 Email from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, April 3, 2025. 

141 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 3, 2025. 
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Map 2.  Percent Change in Forensic Evidence Requests Received by TBI per County, 
2020 through 2024 

 
Source:  Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 3, 2025. 

Despite recent staffing improvements, some areas have seen worsening turnaround 
times, like violent forensic biology evidence,142 which increased by 53.8%—from 24.2 
weeks in January 2022 to 37.3 weeks in January 2025—and firearms analysis, which 
increased by 74.5%—from 38.4 weeks in January 2022 to 66.9 weeks in January 2025.143  
See figures 2 and 3.  The Comptroller’s 2024 performance audit of TBI found that 
“management faces additional backlog challenges within the Forensic Services Division’s 
Firearms and Toolmark Identification Unit and Forensic Biology Unit”144 despite recent 
hiring, indicating that additional investments in capacity remain essential to meet the 
state’s growing forensic needs.  Although turnaround times for firearms analysis 
increased, TBI reported that the Firearms and Toolmark Identification Unit’s request 
backlog decreased between April 2022 and April 2024 as the unit focused on clearing the 
oldest cases in the backlog, therefore turnaround times alone do not reflect clearing older 
cases.145 

 
142 Violent forensic biology requests include homicides and assaults, and non-violent forensic biology 
requests may include burglaries and other property crimes.  While sexual assaults are considered violent 
crimes, TBI tracks them in their own category of forensic testing requests called sex offense. 

143 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025, and from Susan Sims, administrative 
assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025. 

144 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 

145 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 
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Figure 2.  TBI Average Monthly Turnaround Times, Firearms Analysis, 2022 through 2024 

  
Source:  Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025; and from Susan Sims, 
administrative assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025. 

Figure 3.  TBI Statewide Average Turnaround Times for Forensic Biology Requests 
Calendar Year Quarters, 2022 through 2024 

 
Source:  Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic 
Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025; and from Susan Sims, 
administrative assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025. 
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While the state’s overall crime rate has experienced a long-term decline (see figure 4), 
Tennessee saw an increase in the rates of murder (up 7.5%), robbery (up 3.7%), and 
property crime (up 1.3%).146  The state’s violent crime rate reached 628.2 per 100,000 
people—well above the national rate of 374.4.147  According to TBI’s Crime Insights, the 
state’s overall crime clearance rate was 35.8%, meaning just over a third of reported 
crimes were solved.148  Shelby County reported the highest number of total crimes 
(141,909) and the lowest clearance rate (16.8%), and the Memphis Police Department 
reported the highest crime rate of any local law enforcement agency, at 202.3 crimes per 
1,000 people.149  Several East Tennessee law enforcement agencies—including the Rocky 
Top Police Department, Baileyton Police Department, and Pigeon Forge Police 
Department—also reported high crime rates, around 185 per 1,000.150  As shown in map 
3, crime rates varied widely by county in 2023, with high rates concentrated in part of 
West and Middle Tennessee.  Table 4 further illustrates that Tennessee’s most populous 
urban counties—Shelby and Davidson—had the greatest number of crimes but some of 
the lowest clearance rates.  In contrast, East Tennessee had the highest regional clearance 
rate at 46.3%, pointing to regional disparities in both crime burden and law enforcement’s 
ability to resolve cases.151 

 
146 Commission staff analysis of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based 
Reporting System”, Crime Rates by Jurisdiction Table, accessed February 4, 2025; and Federal Bureau of 
Investigation 2024. 

147 Federal Bureau of Investigation 2024. 

148 Commission staff analysis of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based 
Reporting System,” All Crime Clearance Rates Table, accessed March 20, 2025. 

149 Commission staff analysis of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based 
Reporting System,” Crime Rates by Jurisdiction, February 4, 2025; and Commission staff analysis of 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based Reporting System,” All Crime 
Clearance Rates, March 20, 2025. 

150 Commission staff analysis of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based 
Reporting System,” Crime Rates by Jurisdiction, February 4, 2025. 

151 Commission staff analysis of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based 
Reporting System,” All Crime Clearance Rates, March 20, 2025. 
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Figure 4.  Historical Crime Rate per 1,000 by Grand Division in Tennessee, 
2001 through 2024 

 
Source:  Commission staff analysis of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based 
Reporting System”, Crime Rates by Jurisdiction, February 4, 2025. 

Map 3.  Crime Rate (per 1,000 People) in Tennessee by County, 2023 

 
Source:  Commission staff analysis of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based 
Reporting System”, Crime Rates by Jurisdiction, February 4, 2025. 
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Table 4.  Number of Crimes and Crime Clearance Rates by County for All Offense Types, 
2023 

Top Five 
Counties 

Total 
Number 

of Crimes 

Crime 
Clearance 

Rate 

Shelby 141,909 16.8 
Davidson 87,116 29.3 
Hamilton 30,951 27.8 
Knox 27,039 42.6 
Rutherford 23,221 30.4 

Grand Divisions 
West 199,964 25.7 
Middle 170,700 38.9 
East 142,839 46.3 
Tennessee 513,503 35.8 

Source:  Commission staff analysis of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based 
Reporting System”, All Crime Clearance Rates, March 20, 2025. 

Even if crime rates were to decrease in the future, projections for the state’s population 
growth suggest the volume of cases and evidence that needs to be tested could continue 
to grow.  From 2022 to 2023, Tennessee’s population grew by 77,513 residents, more than 
double the national rate, placing the state sixth in population growth for all states.152  In 
2024, the estimated population was 7.1 million—gaining an additional 79,446 residents 
(See map 4).153  The Boyd Center for Business and Economic Research projects the state’s 
population will reach 8.1 million by 2044 and grow to over nine million by 2070.154  
Middle Tennessee—especially Davidson, Rutherford, Wilson, and Williamson 
Counties—is projected to experience significant population growth during this time, 
which will likely increase forensic testing demand.  See map 5. 

 
152 Kessler et al. 2024. 

153 Tennessee State Data Center “U.S. States:  Decennial Census, 2024 Population Estimates and Change.” 

154 Kessler et al. 2024; and University of Tennessee Boyd Center for Business and Economic Research 
2024. 
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Map 4.  Estimated Population by County, 2024 

 
Source:  University of Tennessee Boyd Center for Business and Economic Research 2024. 

Map 5.  Projected Population Change by County, 2024 through 2044 

 
Source:  University of Tennessee Boyd Center for Business and Economic Research 2024. 

While Memphis and Shelby County have historically experienced higher crime rates and 
lower crime clearance rates than other parts of the state, these outcomes are influenced 
by a broader set of challenges within the local criminal justice system.  In February 2024, 
Lieutenant Governor Randy McNally requested an investigation into Shelby County's 
criminal justice system because of concerns about case delays, repeat offenses by career 
criminals, charge discrepancies, and inadequate sentencing that fail to deter crime.155  The 
Comptroller’s report identified that significant turnover among attorneys and judges and 
persistent staffing shortages in the public defender's office contribute to case delays and 
reduce court efficiency.156  A change in defense counsel was the most common reason 

 
155 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2025. 

156 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2025. 
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observed cases were delayed in both General Sessions and Criminal Court, while wait 
time for forensic evidence testing was the reason cited for delays in approximately 17% 
of observed Criminal Court cases.157  Shelby County also remains burdened by the history 
of untested SAKs.  In 2013, Memphis identified 12,375 SAKs in its possession, and 
subsequent inventory mandated by state legislation in 2014 found 9,062 untested SAKs 
statewide, with 6,942 of those from Memphis alone.158  In response, the General Assembly 
established requirements for the collection, accessioning, and submission of SAKs.159  
While stakeholders agree that the establishment of local crime lab capacity could improve 
processing efficiency—particularly for high-volume categories like sex offenses and 
firearms analysis—some emphasize that lab expansion alone cannot resolve the full scope 
of systemic delays without parallel reforms across courts, law enforcement, and 
prosecutorial practice.160 

Without addressing the constraint of limited lab space, the state’s efforts to 
further improve forensic evidence processing and public safety will be 
hindered. 

While TBI has made progress in reducing turnaround times by hiring new staff, 
challenges remain, and new issues have emerged concerning physical space.  The 
Comptroller’s 2024 performance audit identified workspace expansion as the next 
significant challenge in the Forensic Services Division because adding more staff means 
needing more space to accommodate them.161 

 
157 Commission staff calculation of Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2025. 

158 Tennessee Code Annotated, Section 38-6-123; and Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Sexual Assault 
Kits.” 

159 Tennessee Code Annotated, Section 39-13-519; and Tennessee Bureau of Investigation “Sexual Assault 
Kits.” 

160 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2025; McCutcheon et al. 2024; and interviews with Steve 
Mulroy, district attorney, Paul Haggerman, deputy district attorney, Cameron Dunaway, senior crime 
analyst, and Vishant Shah, chief data officer, Shelby County District Attorney Office, August 5, 2024; Lee 
Covey, commander, Criminal Investigations Division, Germantown Police Department, January 9, 2025; 
Floyd Bonner, Jr., sheriff, and Greg Word, chief inspector, Shelby County Sheriff’s Office, January 17, 
2025; and Chris Stokes, chief of police, Bryan Childress, lieutenant and training officer, Criminal 
Investigation Division, and Jody Ovelman, evidence technician, Millington Police Department, January 
22, 2025; Mike Dunavant, deputy executive director, Stephen Crump, executive director, Brittany Lavalle, 
deputy executive director of operations, Kati Coats, legislative counsel, Tennessee District Attorneys 
General Conference, October 11, 2024. 

161 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024. 
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To address this issue, TBI has been working on expanding its facilities.  The Nashville 
and Knoxville labs recently completed renovations, reconfiguring existing space to 
provide more workspace for new hires.162  But these renovations did not increase the 
overall square footage of the facilities.  According to the TBI’s seventh quarterly report to 
the General Assembly in January 2025, the Nashville lab may be able to accommodate 
one additional forensic biology scientist, while the Jackson and Knoxville labs are 
currently at capacity.163  TBI is currently working with state agencies to develop long-
term plans related to facility space needs.164  In March 2024, it completed a real estate 
strategic plan that outlines future expansion goals for roughly the next 15 to 20 years, 
including the renovation and expansion of the Jackson and Nashville labs, plans for a 
new, larger lab in Knoxville to replace the current one, and the establishment of a smaller 
lab in Chattanooga.165  Funding for expanding the Jackson lab has been approved, but 
funding for the projects in Nashville, Knoxville, and Chattanooga has not yet been 
secured. 

Crime labs are expensive and can take years to build. 

The funding and construction of new crime labs can take years and requires significant 
financial investment.  Beyond the high cost of construction, operational expenses 
including salaries, maintenance, equipment, and accreditation costs, also create 
significant long-term financial commitments for the entity running the lab.  For example, 
the Memphis Crime Lab Feasibility report estimated that a new full-service crime lab 
(approximately 30,000 to 60,000 square feet) would cost between $52 million and $66 
million for the initial cost and first budget year—not including the cost of searching for 
personnel, training, utilities, and other unexpected expenditures.166  And the MNPD’s 
crime lab (35,000 square feet) cost $30 million to build, plus another $4 million for 

 
162 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and interviews with Jenifer Hall, Nashville crime 
laboratory regional supervisor, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, October 28, 2024; and Adam Gray, 
regional administrator, Knoxville Regional Crime Laboratory, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 
November 15, 2024. 

163 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025. 

164 Interview with Phillip Murphy, director, Real Estate Strategy and Finance, Tennessee Department of 
General Services, April 7, 2025; and Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a. 

165 Interview with Phillip Murphy, director, Real Estate Strategy and Finance, Tennessee Department of 
General Services, April 7, 2025. 

166 McCutcheon et al. 2024. 

DRAFT



TACIR draft  38 

instrumentation, equipment, and renovations.167  Further, according to MNPD, 
constructing a new full-service lab typically takes five to ten years, and from conception 
to opening, the TBI Jackson lab took approximately six years.168  Virginia’s planned new 
state crime lab, which will be approximately 288,000 square feet, has a total budget of 
$235.7 million.169  There is no federal funding available for building a crime lab, but there 
are federal grants for lab instruments.170 

There are options to expand physical lab space other than building a new full-
service lab. 

TBI needs more physical crime lab space to further improve forensic evidence processing.  
Expanding existing labs and investing in smaller, specialized labs are options that could 
be more cost and time effective than building an additional full-service lab.  Commission 
staff analyzed challenges with forensic demand and turnaround times, population 
growth, and crime rates in each grand division, and its findings align with TBI’s real 
estate strategic plan. 

In West Tennessee, the Jackson lab, completed in 2021, has already outgrown its current 
space, and from 2023 to 2024, the lab experienced the highest percentage increase in 
testing requests among the three TBI labs.171  From January 2022 to December 2024, the 
turnaround time for firearms analysis increased 114.3% at the Jackson lab.172  The lab is 
currently in the process of renovating and expanding its forensic biology space by 3,577 

 
167 Testimony at commission meeting by Amanda Sweet, director, Forensic Services Division, Metro 
Nashville Police Department, December 19, 2024. 

168 Interviews with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024; and Donna Nelson, regional administrator, Jackson Crime Laboratory, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, November 1, 2024. 

169 Email from Linda Jackson, director, Virginia Department of Forensic Science, January 9, 2025. 

170 Interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa 
Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, 
July 15, 2024. 

171 Interview with Donna Nelson, regional administrator, Jackson Crime Laboratory, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, November 1, 2024; and commission staff analysis on data received from Mike Lyttle, 
assistant director, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, March 20, 2025. 

172 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025, and from Susan Sims, administrative 
assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025. 
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square feet to accommodate three new employees and equipment.173  Funding has been 
approved, and the estimated cost is $10 million; management anticipates that 
construction will begin in mid-2025 and be completed in 2026.174 

In Middle Tennessee, the Nashville lab offers all forensic services and receives the most 
forensic evidence requests.175  It has a heavier caseload in forensic chemistry and both 
drug and alcohol toxicology than most crime labs across the country, according to Project 
FORESIGHT’s 2024 benchmark data.176  Several counties, like Rutherford and Wilson, 
have high volumes of requests for toxicology and forensic chemistry testing, which are 
critical to managing drug-related evidence and DUI cases in Middle Tennessee’s growing 
population centers.177  Turnaround times at this facility are among the highest statewide 
in forensic biology and from January 2022 to December 2024, the turnaround time for 
firearms analysis increased 39.5%.178  In 2023 and 2024, TBI renovated the Nashville lab 
to create additional desk space for ten new employees in the Forensic Biology, Forensic 
Chemistry, and Firearms and Toolmark Identification Units.179  But this renovation did 
not increase the overall square footage, and the workstations were not fully equipped.180  
The TBI real estate strategic plan includes expansion plans for the Nashville lab in the 

 
173 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a. 

174 Interview with Phillip Murphy, director, Real Estate Strategy and Finance, Tennessee Department of 
General Services, April 7, 2025. 

175 Commission staff analysis on data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, March 20, 2025. 

176 Commission staff analysis on data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, March 20, 2025; commission staff analysis of Tennessee 
Bureau of Investigation “Tennessee Information Based Reporting System”, Crime Rates by Jurisdiction, 
March 21, 2025; and Speaker 2025. 

177 Commission staff analysis on data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 3, 2025; and University of Tennessee Boyd Center for 
Business and Economic Research 2024. 

178 Commission staff analysis of data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, January 3, 2025, and from Susan Sims, administrative 
assistant, Forensic Services Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 2024 and 2025. 

179 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025; Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and interview 
with Jenifer Hall, Nashville crime laboratory regional supervisor, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 
October 28, 2024. 

180 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025; Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and interview 
with Jenifer Hall, regional supervisor, Nashville Crime Laboratory, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, 
October 28, 2024. 
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future after the other planned expansions and another assessment of needs are 
complete.181 

In East Tennessee, the Knoxville lab has reached its physical limit and cannot add 
additional square footage to its current facility, despite reconfiguring its office spaces in 
2023 and 2024 to accommodate 11 additional employees.182  Knoxville’s Forensic 
Chemistry Unit has the most forensic chemistry requests per capita in the state, and the 
lab doesn’t have an in-house firearms unit despite high demand from regional 
stakeholders, contributing to longer turnaround times and adding strain on the firearms 
unit of TBI’s other labs.183  To address these needs, the TBI real estate strategic plan 
includes plans to build a new 76,000 square foot laboratory in Knoxville to replace the 
current one, which will add a firearms unit to serve the East Tennessee region.184  The 
new lab is estimated to cost $100 million; the funding has not been approved, and the 
project does not have a timeline.  Lab leadership say having their own firearms unit 
would help with turnaround times.185 

In addition, the real estate strategic plan proposes building lab space in Chattanooga at 
the planned new regional headquarters to address the area’s need for forensic chemistry 
and toxicology testing, with future capabilities to house forensic biology testing.186  
Hamilton and Knox counties are among the highest requestors for toxicology in the state, 
with Knox County having the most toxicology requests in 2024.187  The added capacity in 
Chattanooga would relieve pressure on the Knoxville lab, improve regional access, and 
reduce the need to transfer evidence across the state.  The cost is to be determined, and 

 
181 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a. 

182 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2025; Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and interview 
with Adam Gray, regional administrator, Knoxville Regional Crime Laboratory, Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation, November 15, 2024. 

183 Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 2024; and interview with Adam Gray, regional administrator, 
Knoxville Regional Crime Laboratory, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, November 15, 2024. 

184 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a. 

185 Interview with Adam Gray, regional administrator, Knoxville Regional Crime Laboratory, Tennessee 
Bureau of Investigation, November 15, 2024. 

186 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a. 

187 Commission staff analysis on data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 3, 2025. 
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the estimated completion date is 2026 at the earliest.188  Appendix C is a summary of TBI’s 
proposed expansion of its forensic services division lab space. 

Another approach is an agreement between agencies to embed an analyst in a lab 
to focus on cases from a specific agency or jurisdiction. 

Another approach is for TBI to enter into a formal agreement or memorandum of 
understanding (MOU) with the City of Memphis to embed an analyst at the Jackson lab 
to prioritize the city’s cases, in lieu of building a new lab in Memphis.  Because Shelby 
County submits the largest volume of firearms requests, to better serve the city and 
county, an analyst could be dedicated to Memphis or Shelby County firearms cases 
specifically.189  This approach is recommended by the City of Memphis Crime Lab 
Feasibility Study because it allows for more timely evidence processing while using 
existing infrastructure.190  Stakeholders in Memphis and at TBI are open to this approach, 
and the details of the agreement would need to be worked out, including the type and 
number of analysts and the funding source.191 

There are examples from other states of similar agreements between crime labs and 
agencies.  In 2023, the city of New Orleans and the Louisiana state crime lab entered into 
an agreement in which the crime lab hires and trains four DNA analysts to focus on New 
Orleans cases, and the city will reimburse the crime lab.192  The partnership aims to 
process the city’s sexual assault and DNA testing kit backlog.  In Illinois, the Illinois State 
Police Forensic Services Command prioritizes Chicago because of its high crime rate.  The 
state dedicates teams to handle cases from the city, reallocate resources, and hire 
additional staff to address their backlogs.193  California, Florida, Maryland, Michigan, 

 
188 Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a. 

189 Commission staff analysis on data received from Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services 
Division, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 3, 2025; and McCutcheon et al. 2024. 

190 McCutcheon et al. 2024; Crouse et al. 2020; and interview with Amanda Sweet, director, Heather 
Watson, crime lab business manager, and Vanessa Martinucci, crime lab director, Forensic Services 
Division, Metropolitan Nashville Police Department, July 15, 2024. 

191 Emails from James McCutcheon, associate professor, Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice, 
University of Memphis, May 1, 2025; and Mike Lyttle, assistant director, Forensic Services Division, 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, April 23, 2025. 

192 The City of New Orleans and State of Louisiana, Department of Public Safety and Corrections 2023; 
and City of New Orleans 2023. 

193 McCutcheon et al. 2024. 
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New York, Texas, and Virginia have similar arrangements for their major metropolitan 
areas.194 

In addition to expanding capacity, other efforts could help reduce evidence 
testing delays in the interim, as well as in the long term. 

Regardless of whether or when crime lab capacity is increased by creating more space or 
hiring more people, there are ways to improve processes to help reduce turnaround times 
and backlogs.  These are ongoing efforts that can have long-term benefits.  Some of the 
practices are suggested by the US Department of Justice, and there are examples of 
success from Tennessee and other states.  They include using external process 
improvement methods; allowing rapid DNA implementation at law enforcement 
booking stations; and supporting partnerships, resource sharing, and training. 

Labs in other states have successfully used process improvement tools to reduce 
waste and streamline performance. 

Crime labs face a continuous demand for analyses and high-quality results while 
operating with limited resources.  As a result, they often look for ways to operate more 
efficiently.195  There is usually room for improvement but knowing where to focus and 
how to improve can be challenging and takes time and effort.  Some forensic crime labs 
are using process improvement exercises and methodologies—like Lean Six Sigma and 
process mapping—to find areas to improve and develop a plan to implement the changes 
to realize long-term benefits. 

One example of a methodology is Lean Six Sigma, a certification program that is used by 
businesses to improve processes and efficiency to do more with less.  The program helps 
identify bottlenecks or choke points in processes and then determine how to address 
them using data rather than intuition.196  It can be applied to different disciplines and 
areas of work, like technical and clerical processes.197  The US Department of Justice’s 
National Institute of Justice (NIJ) recommends that labs conduct an internal review and 
examination of its processes to find ways to streamline operations and says that many 
have used Lean Six Sigma (LSS), a “business methodology that uses team effort to 
improve performance by systematically reducing waste and reducing variation in 

 
194 McCutcheon et al. 2024; and Muhlhausen 2019. 
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processing.”198  In its 2019 Report to Congress on the needs of forensic laboratories, the 
NIJ discusses several practices to improve efficiency and address workload, one of which 
is to implement LSS “methodologies to reduce waste, better utilize resources, and work 
more efficiently,” leading to reduced turnaround times and backlogs.199 

Some studies have found LSS can be effective in crime labs.  In 2011, one study examined 
the Louisiana State Police Crime Laboratory’s effort to use LSS to find ways to reduce 
backlogs and turnaround times for DNA requests.200  The lab used an NIJ efficiency 
improvement grant to hire consultants to conduct two LSS projects along with 
purchasing additional equipment and tools.  The combined efforts resulted in a 134% 
completion rate for DNA requests in 2010.  Further, operations, processes, and work 
culture improved, leading to increased efficiency and efficacy, and because of the success 
of the program, the state administered additional LSS projects in other agencies.  Other 
studies also found that forensics labs that committed to the LSS process increased their 
capacity and reduced turnaround times.201 

In addition to the Louisiana state lab, representatives from several other state and local 
government labs have used LSS and highly recommend it, including Arkansas, Florida, 
North Carolina, Texas, and Wisconsin.202  Lab representatives discussed similar results—
increasing efficiency and reducing case backlogs and turnaround times—and agreed it 
was helpful and valuable.  Because they can continue to use the practices over time, the 
value is ongoing.  For example, the North Carolina Department of Justice State Crime 
Laboratory eliminated a backlog of 20,000 DNA samples for offenders in less than 12 
months and reduced the turnaround time to two weeks.  Every few years, the lab 
reapplies the evaluation and reviews their processes to find additional places for 
improvement.203 
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While LSS can be effective, it takes commitment and resources to implement.  
Representatives of labs that have had successful results acknowledge that it requires 
dedication, and during the evaluation and review process takes people away from their 
critical work analyzing evidence.204  This could be especially difficult for labs that are 
already challenged by staffing shortages and delays.  To be successful, the leadership of 
the organization needs to demonstrate commitment to the process and to making 
changes, and there needs to be buy-in within the organization.205  There is also a cost—
typically organizations hire a consulting firm to facilitate the program and complete the 
certification.206  Leadership at the Wake County lab in North Carolina view LSS practices 
as common sense and determined they could improve efficiency without investing in the 
program.207  Instead, that lab’s leadership focuses on fostering a culture of continuous 
improvement—they characterize their efforts to improve efficiency as continual 
situational assessment, awareness, and commitment to improvement despite ever-
present obstacles.  One example of their success is a reduction of their firearms case 
backlog since 2005 from 4,500 to 100 cases. 

In Tennessee, representatives of the TBI and MNPD crime labs say they have considered 
LSS but have not committed to it up to this point.  The TBI forensic services director 
acknowledges its benefits for commercial labs, but because of the variation in evidence, 
cases, and processes in forensics labs, does not see it as effective for TBI labs.  He said 
they continually try processes and make adjustments to improve them over time.208  
MNPD crime lab leadership said that its forensics biology (DNA) unit participated in the 
LSS program while the lab was preparing to open, but it would be more effective to 
streamline and improve operations after a lab opens and people and processes are 
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already in place—it is difficult to streamline processes that are still being developed.209  
The MNPD lab has not further pursued LSS, but it constantly works on streamlining 
processes using other tools like their management system and data software. 

Implementing rapid DNA technology could help reduce caseloads at existing labs 
and improve investigative processes statewide. 

Rapid DNA is the fully automated process of developing a DNA profile from a cheek 
swab in as little as one to two hours, without the need of a traditional laboratory or human 
interpretation. 210  Originally designed for use in booking stations, rapid DNA technology 
enables law enforcement to promptly identify arrestees and search the national 
Combined DNA Index System (CODIS) database.  This technology reduces DNA sample 
processing times, helps prevent errors like missed sample collection, and can generate 
immediate investigative leads.211  The federal Rapid DNA Act of 2017 authorized the 
upload of qualifying arrestee or offender DNA profiles directly into CODIS, paving the 
way for broader use across states.  Research has highlighted the benefits from expanding 
DNA databases, noting societal savings of up to $20,000 per offender DNA submission.  
Rapid DNA devices successfully produce CODIS-eligible DNA profiles approximately 
90% of the time. 

Several states have already implemented rapid DNA technology.  Louisiana became the 
first state to receive FBI authority to operate rapid DNA at booking stations. 212  Similarly, 
Florida received $2.75 million from the state legislature for an initial pilot program, 
deploying rapid DNA machines across 11 county jails. 213  Arizona, California, Nevada, 
South Carolina, and Texas have also adopted rapid DNA technology within law 
enforcement booking procedures, citing faster suspect identification and reduced crime 
lab workloads.214 
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In Tennessee, TBI is currently validating rapid DNA technology for crime scene evidence 
at its Nashville lab and exploring implementation policies.215  State law mandates that 
arresting agencies collect DNA samples from individuals convicted of certain felony 
offenses and then send those samples to be processed by TBI.216  Proposed legislation—
Senate Bill 841 by Senator Walley and House Bill 473 by Representative Crawford—seeks 
to expand DNA collection requirements to include all felony offenses.  The Fiscal Review 
Committee anticipates this legislation would add approximately 60,000 DNA samples 
annually and require nine additional positions at the TBI’s Jackson lab to handle the 
increased workload.217  The bill was sent to summer study during the 114th general 
assembly session.  Expanding current state law to allow for the use of rapid DNA at 
booking stations would enable immediate suspect identification, faster CODIS searches, 
and provide quicker investigative leads.  Implementation would require FBI 
authorization, new TBI policies and procedures, and upfront investments in equipment 
and training. 

Local governments and agencies can partner and share resources to help 
investigations and reduce evidence delays. 

One approach that can help reduce delays and assist criminal investigations is 
developing partnerships to share resources.  In its 2019 report to Congress, the NIJ 
suggests collaboration, cost sharing, and regional agreements as practices to help address 
workload challenges at forensic labs.218  To help law enforcement agencies—especially 
smaller ones—process digital evidence, the report suggests developing regional models 
to increase capacity and agencies contributing to help pay for shared resources.  Grants 
could also be used to support these efforts (see appendix D). 

In Tennessee, one example of a regional collaboration for digital forensics is the East 
Tennessee Regional Forensic Facility and Training Program facilitated by the Jefferson 
County Sheriff’s Office.219  Accessing information from phones and other digital devices 
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is essential for solving crimes, and becoming more so, as most people own a phone that 
contains a wealth of information.220  For example, phones have GPS data that can be used 
to locate people.  The Jefferson County sheriff said they started the program because it 
was taking several months for TBI to process cell phone evidence, and they wanted to 
provide a way for local detectives to quickly conduct their own digital forensics analyses, 
help their own investigations, and remove some of the workload from TBI.  TBI’s average 
digital forensic turnaround time is 109 weeks for computers and 88 weeks for mobile 
devices.221 

The goal of the program is to reduce the backlog of digital evidence and improve public 
safety by solving more violent crimes.222  Participating law enforcement officers and 
detectives receive training and have access to expensive, specialized equipment that is 
housed in leased space serving as a resource center at Carson Newman University.  To 
date, 17 law enforcement agencies in East Tennessee are participating.  A $3 million grant 
from the state Office of Criminal Justice Programs (OCJP) funded the program for the 
2024-25 fiscal year to get started—they used the funds for equipment, software, training, 
facility leasing, and a part-time analyst who is available to the agencies for assistance.  
Participating agencies pay their officers’ salaries.  The state appropriated $400,000 in non-
recurring funding to the program for fiscal year 2025-26; the program total budget is 
approximately $900,000, and the Jefferson County sheriff’s office is looking for other 
sources to cover the remaining needed funding.223 

The Jefferson County sheriff’s office reports that the program has been successful and has 
already helped solve several cases.224  Because officers from participating agencies are 
certified to use the equipment and can access the space at any time, they are able to 
conduct examinations within the first 48 hours of crimes, which is critical to finding 
suspects.  They often have been able to get results in a few hours or days instead of 
waiting months for results from TBI.  According to the OCJP, in one instance, the 
“partnership led to the identification and arrest of a Tennessee resident who was 
distributing and manufacturing child pornography within a few hours of evidence 
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collection.”225  The program also provides a networking opportunity for law enforcement 
agencies to exchange information and ideas.  The sheriff said they haven’t encountered 
any program problems or challenges yet, other than seeking funding to continue after the 
first year.226 

Evidence training for stakeholders, like law enforcement agencies and district 
attorneys, could help reduce workload at crime labs. 

Another way to help improve efficiency and reduce turnaround times at labs without 
expanding space or hiring people is to improve the quality of evidence that is submitted.  
Evidence quality is important to labs.  Crime lab analysts spend time screening evidence 
they receive and determining what can be tested.227  For example, they might need to 
closely examine an item of clothing to determine whether there is a DNA sample that 
they can test and produce a report with results that can be used in court.  This is time 
consuming, and it saves time when the best evidence possible is collected and submitted 
to labs by law enforcement agencies and district attorneys.  Stakeholders and literature 
agree that training is important to improve the quality of evidence submitted.228  The 
National Institute of Justice (NIJ) recommends training for stakeholders covering crime 
lab policies and procedures229 and systems-based approaches to making informed 
decisions regarding forensic evidence submissions and requests for analysis.230 

A 2008 study that considered the question of whether patrol officers should receive more 
training specifically on DNA evidence identification and collection, found that 
adequately trained patrol officers do as good a job identifying and collecting reliable 
evidence as forensic analysts.231  The study suggested including evidence training in 
police academy curricula for officer candidates and an intensive initial training with 
frequent short refresher trainings for current officers.  In testimony before the US 
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Department of Justice’s Presidential Commission on Law Enforcement and the 
Administration of Justice in 2020, the director of the Idaho State Police Forensic Services 
recommended that forensic analysts train law enforcement officers on forensic evidence 
collection and packaging during initial academy training, continuing education, and 
develop training partnerships with other agencies like the office of criminal justice 
programs.232 

Tennessee requires some training related to evidence.  The Tennessee Peace Officers 
Standards and Training (POST) Commission develops and enforces standards—
including training standards—for law enforcement agencies across the state.233  The POST 
Commission rules provide the minimum training curricula standards that the 11 training 
academies in the state must meet.234  The total minimum amount of time required for all 
instruction and study is 488 hours in Tennessee.  In comparison, seven other states require 
fewer or about the same number of basic training hours as Tennessee, and the nationwide 
average is 652 hours, according to the Institute for Criminal Justice Training Reform.235  
The only training element listed in the POST Commission rules that clearly relates to 
evidence processing is included in the “patrol procedures” curriculum component, which 
requires 120 hours and covers ten topics, one of which is “crime scene and evidence 
protection and gathering, including chain of evidence.”  According to the POST 
Commission assistant director, the rules do not require a specific number of hours for this 
topic, and each academy creates their own curriculum based on the minimum standards 
in the rules.236  In 2024, Senate Bill 2554 by Senator Lamar and House Bill 2601 by 
Representative Johnson would have required law enforcement agencies to receive an 
additional 16 hours of training provided by the POST Commission specifically related to 
interacting with victims of sexual assault crimes, including collecting evidence, and in-
service training every three years.  The bill failed in the Senate Judiciary Committee. 
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Some stakeholders in Tennessee agree more training would be beneficial.237  Since 2001, 
Knoxville has been home to the University of Tennessee Law Enforcement Innovation 
Center’s National Forensic Academy that covers identifying, collecting, preserving, and 
submitting crime scene evidence.  According to the program manager, the main benefits 
are better quality evidence and networking—evidence is time sensitive, and it is very 
helpful to law enforcement officers to know who to call for help during an investigation.  
The aspirational goal of the Law Enforcement Innovation Center is for one person from 
every law enforcement agency in the state to complete the program.  But in 2025, the cost 
is $12,000 per participant, and it is especially difficult for smaller agencies to pay for one 
of their officers to attend for the 10-week residential program and fill their position while 
they are away.238  The Center has some limited funds to assist distressed or rural agencies, 
but it doesn’t offer grants or help agencies pay to temporarily fill the positions.  It also 
does shorter courses as needed and as capacity allows. 

Seeing a need for more focus on evidence and training, in 2024, a few stakeholders in 
Tennessee started the Tennessee Association of Property and Evidence, a nonprofit 
organization that aims to educate and share knowledge about evidence processing, 
including collection, storage, handling, and submission to crime labs, and provide 
networking opportunities for law enforcement agencies across the state.239  The 
organization plans to offer training at a minimum cost, has begun hosting free lunch and 
learns, and is planning its first conference. 

Other states provide examples of evidence-focused law enforcement training.  According 
to the National Conference of State Legislatures, Colorado specifically requires training 
on collection of DNA evidence, and Idaho requires basic training on investigation and 
evidence collection for sexual assault cases.240  The Connecticut Division of Criminal 
Justice started a nine-week program in 2024 to train police officers on gathering reliable 
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and relevant crime scene evidence to help prosecutors build strong cases.241  Participants 
say the training has been beneficial and useful, and, importantly, it helps build 
relationships and improve communication between stakeholders beyond the completion 
of the training. 

Enhanced communication and coordination between stakeholders can help avoid 
unnecessary testing and reduce workload in crime labs. 

In Tennessee, communication between crime labs and the digital forensic unit and 
agencies submitting evidence appears to be inconsistent.242  Court clerks are required to 
notify TBI about the disposition of certain violent felony cases involving DNA testing,243 
but they aren’t required to notify TBI about the status of all types of cases, and according 
to one criminal court clerk, clerks don’t typically communicate with TBI.244  The TBI 
forensic services director said that because TBI labs don’t receive information about 
guilty pleas, they test those cases anyway, and they could improve their service to their 
customers if they knew those tests weren’t needed.245  On the other hand, the director of 
the TBI Jackson lab said they have good relationships and communication with court 
clerks, DAs, and law enforcement agencies, which helps them identify which cases have 
been resolved and don’t need to be tested.246  And the director of the Tennessee District 
Attorneys General Conference said DAs notify labs when they no longer need evidence 
to be tested.247 

Efforts in Tennessee like the sexual assault response teams (SART) and the sexual assault 
kit (SAK) tracking system provide examples of communication and collaboration 
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between stakeholders.  In 2023, the General Assembly passed Public Chapter 212, 
requiring every law enforcement agency in the state to have a SART, defined as a 
“multidisciplinary team convened to strengthen and improve the collaborative response 
and enhance the community response, safety, and judicial outcome for the sexual assault 
survivor.”248  SARTs are considered a best practice to provide victim-centered care to 
sexual assault victims and provide information to stakeholders involved in cases.249  For 
example, a Memphis Police Department representative shared an example of 
communication at a SART meeting between an investigator and prosecutor about a TBI 
lab report that resolved a question regarding the evidence and helped the case move 
forward.250  Although SARTs are required, the 2023 law does not include an enforcement 
mechanism, and as of August 2024, an estimated 15 of Tennessee’s 95 counties had one.251  
In 2025, Senate Bill 1123 by Senator Harshbarger and House Bill 696 by Representative 
Gillespie attempted to address the lack of accountability by creating a statewide SART 
coordinator position that would be an employee of the Tennessee Coalition to End 
Domestic and Sexual Violence to provide training, assistance, and oversight to the state’s 
SARTs.  The bills did not advance out of committee during the 2025 legislative session. 

Tennessee’s web-based SAK tracking system (SAMSTrack) has also helped stakeholders, 
including victims, to check the status of sexual assault kits as they move through the 
criminal justice system, including the status of testing.  Public Chapter 362, passed by the 
General Assembly in 2021, requires any agency that receives SAKs to participate in a 
tracking system administered by TBI.252  The purpose of tracking systems is to improve 
transparency and accountability regarding sexual assault kit (SAK) backlogs.253  Every 
law enforcement official who processes sexual assault kits is able to use SAMSTrack to 
record kit movements,254 and victims can log into the system to check on their kits, 
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helping them feel more in control and like there is accountability.255  When victims are 
waiting and don’t know what is happening with their case or kit, it is upsetting, and 
people give up on the process and move on with their lives. 

There is general agreement that communication between stakeholders involved with 
criminal cases and evidence is critical.  The National Institute of Justice (NIJ) emphasizes 
the need for established communication and coordination between forensics labs, their 
customers, and other stakeholders to set clear expectations, make decisions about 
evidence submissions and priorities, and track the progress of cases.256  In its 2019 report 
to Congress, the NIJ says better communication about evidence collection and 
preservation, testing requests, and the need for court testimony avoids wasting resources.  
In its 2022 report “National Best Practices for Improving DNA Laboratory Process 
Efficiency,” the agency recommends that labs develop and implement effective 
communication mechanisms throughout the case process to reduce strain on resources 
and testing delays in labs.257  A 2008 study also found that a high level of cooperation and 
communication between police departments, labs, and DAs’ offices is necessary to 
effectively process DNA evidence from crime scenes.258  The failure of stakeholders to 
communicate case status is a perpetual problem that contributes to artificial backlogs—
evidence awaiting analysis in the lab despite being no longer needed because the case 
was settled or dismissed, among other reasons.259  These artificial backlogs can skew the 
laboratory’s perception of true demand and can lead to inefficient resource allocation.260  
Directors of labs in Tennessee and other states agree about the importance of 
communication and collaboration between labs, DAs, and law enforcement.261 
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Several states are exploring options for improved communication between courts, law 
enforcement, and crime labs.  The director of the North Carolina Department of Justice, 
the agency that runs the state’s forensics lab, said education and outreach to update 
stakeholders like law enforcement agencies, DAs, courts, and the public is important.262  
The lab reaches out to law enforcement agencies and DAs with a list of cases asking about 
disposition, but it would like and is looking into the possibility of a one-stop-shop online 
portal to better communicate.  The director of the Wisconsin Department of Justice 
Division of Forensic Sciences also agrees that active communication and education about 
forensic science and what is realistic and acceptable is important.263  Every year, the 
department hosts symposiums to educate stakeholders and the public to help people 
understand forensic science and build partnerships and relationships. 
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Rafael Bello, Assistant Director 
Peace Officer Standards & Training 
(POST) Commission 
Tennessee Department of Commerce 
and Insurance 

Jeff Bledsoe, Executive Director 
Tennessee Sheriffs’ Association 

Floyd Bonner, Jr., Sheriff 
Shelby County 

Ron Brawner, Detective 
Sumner County Sheriff's Office 

Sandy Bromley, Director 
Division of Community Services 
Shelby County Government 

Alex Brown, Chief Deputy 
Knox County Criminal Court 

Erin Brown, Research Analyst 
Office of Research and Education 
Accountability 
Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 

Cynthia Chappell, Criminal Court Judge 
Division VI, 20th Judicial District 

Bryan Childress, Lieutenant Criminal 
Investigation Division & Training 
Officer 
Millington Police Department 

Kati Coats, Legislative Counsel 
Tennessee District Attorneys General 
Conference 

Jeffrey Coffey, Sheriff 
Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office 

David Connor, Executive Director 
Tennessee County Services Association 

Michelle Consiglio-Young, Director and 
Counsel 
Intergovernmental Affairs Division 
Tennessee Administrative Office of the 
Courts 

Lee Covey, Inspector – Investigations 
Germantown Police Department 

Stephen Crump, Executive Director 
Tennessee District Attorneys General 
Conference 

Jeff Davis, Detective Captain 
Greene County Sheriff's Department 

Tony Del Priore, Director 
Organizational Performance and Data 
Management 
Tennessee Department of Human 
Resources 

Bonita DeVault, President 
Tennessee Association of Property and 
Evidence 

Mike Dunavant, Deputy Executive 
Director 
Tennessee District Attorneys General 
Conference 

Cameron Dunaway, Senior Crime 
Analyst 
Shelby County District Attorney’s Office 
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12th Judicial District 

Jennifer Escue, Chief Executive Officer 
Tennessee Coalition to End Domestic & 
Sexual Violence 

Brad Everett, DNA Technical Leader 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 
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Sex Crimes Bureau 
Memphis Police Department 

Edmund Ford Jr., Commissioner 
Shelby County Board of Commissioners 

Patrick Frogge, Executive Director 
Tennessee District Public Defenders 
Conference 
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in Charge of Digital Forensics, Middle 
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Cybercrime & Digital Evidence Unit 
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Bill Gibbons, President 
Memphis Shelby County Crime 
Commission 
Executive Director 
University of Memphis Public Safety 
Institute 

Jason Gichner, Deputy Director and 
Senior Legal Counsel 
Tennessee Innocence Project 

Adam Gray, Regional Administrator 
Knoxville Regional Crime Laboratory 
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Paul Haggerman, Deputy District 
Attorney 
Shelby County District Attorney’s Office 

Jenifer Hall, Regional Supervisor 
Nashville Crime Laboratory 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation  

Mike Hammond, Court Clerk 
Knox County Criminal, General 
Sessions - Criminal and Fourth Circuit 
Court 

G.A. Hardaway, State Representative 
District 93, Tennessee 

Jim Hart, Jail Management Consultant 
University of Tennessee County 
Technical Assistance Service 

Patsy Hazelwood, Former State 
Representative 
District 27, Tennessee 

Trevor Henderson, Substance Use 
Consultant for Middle Tennessee 
SMART Initiative 
University of Tennessee Institute for 
Public Service 

Mike Hotz, Sergeant 
Specialized Investigations Division 
Overdose Unit 
Metropolitan Police Department of 
Nashville and Davidson County 

Linda C. Jackson, Director 
Virginia Department of Forensic Science 
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Jeremy Kourvelas, Substance Use 
Program Coordinator 
SMART Initiative 
University of Tennessee Institute for 
Public Service 

Sara Kyle, State Senator 
District 30, Tennessee 

David Langston, Detective 
Certified Crime Scene Investigator 
Sumner County Sheriff’s Office 

Brittany Lavalle, Deputy Executive 
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Tennessee District Attorneys General 
Conference 

Gary Lee, Program Supervisor 
Office of Criminal Justice Programs 
Tennessee Department of Finance and 
Administration 

Jeff Lindsey, Program Manager 
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Enforcement Innovation Center 

Richard Littlehale, Assistant Director 
Technology and Innovation 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

Mike Lyttle, Assistant Director 
Forensic Services Division 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

Dawn Mackey, Assistant Special Agent 
in Charge of Digital Forensics, East and 
Upper East Tennessee 
Cybercrime & Digital Evidence Unit 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

Morgan Maples, Medicolegal Death 
Investigation Manager 
Knox County Regional Forensic Center 

Vanessa Martinucci, Crime Laboratory 
Director 
Forensic Services Division 
Metropolitan Nashville Police 
Department 

Chet C. Mason, III, Special Agent in 
Charge 
Cybercrime & Digital Evidence Unit 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

Bethany McBride, Special 
Agent/Forensic Scientist Supervisor 
Toxicology Section, Jackson Crime Lab 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

R.T. McBride III, Budget Coordinator 
Division of Budget 
Tennessee Department of Finance and 
Administration 

James C. McCutcheon, Associate 
Professor 
Department of Criminology and 
Criminal Justice 
University of Memphis 

David Melendez, Research Analyst 
Office of Research and Education 
Accountability 
Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury 

Claire Mincher, Autopsy Technician 
Manager 
Knox County Regional Forensic Center 

DRAFT



TACIR draft  67 

Jennifer J. Mitchell, Criminal Court 
Judge 
Division X, 30th Judicial District 

Jeremiah Morton, Assistant Director 
Office of Criminal Justice Programs 
Tennessee Department of Finance and 
Administration 

Steve Mulroy, District Attorney 
Shelby County District Attorney’s Office 

Phillip Murphy, Director, Real Estate 
Strategy and Finance 
State of Tennessee Real Estate Asset 
Management 
Tennessee Department of General 
Services 

Jennifer Naugle, Deputy Administrator 
Wisconsin Department of Justice 
Division of Forensic Sciences 

Donna Nelson, Regional Administrator 
Jackson Crime Laboratory 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

Nick Nelson, Program Manager 
Office of Criminal Justice Programs 
Tennessee Department of Finance and 
Administration 

Rhonda O’Dell, Commission Office 
Coordinator 
Shelby County Board of Commissioners 

Stephanie Ogle, Criminal Court 
Supervisor 
Knox County Criminal Court 

Antonio Parkinson, State Representative 
District 98, Tennessee 

Sam Pennica, Director 
Wake County Bureau of Forensic 
Services, North Carolina 

Bill Phillips, Sheriff 
Sequatchie County Sheriff’s Office 

Patrick Powell, Policy Director 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

Ernie Ricketts, Human Resources 
Director 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

Nathali Roberts, Rape Crisis Advocacy 
Manager 
Crime Victims & Rape Crisis Center 
Shelby County Government 

Nicole Roehm, Administrator 
Wisconsin Department of Justice 
Division of Forensic Sciences 

John Roman, Director 
Center on Public Safety & Justice 
NORC at the University of Chicago 

Rachel Russell, Deputy Counsel of 
Operations 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

William Sak, Support Specialist 
Data Analysis and Publishing 
Criminal Justice Information Systems 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

Eric Scott, Deputy 
Hancock County Sheriff’s Office 

Brian Senecal, Fiscal Director 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 
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Vishant Shah, Chief Data Officer 
Shelby County District Attorney’s Office 

Susan Sims, Administrative Assistant 
Forensic Services Division 
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 

J. Todd Sparks, Captain 
Criminal Investigations 
Rutherford County Sheriff’s Office 

Paul J. Speaker, Professor 
Department of Finance 
John Chambers College of Business and 
Economics 
West Virginia University 

Mandy Spears, Deputy Director 
Sycamore Institute 

Chris Stark, Assistant Director 
Wake County Bureau of Forensic 
Services, North Carolina 

Jeff Stiles, Police Management 
Consultant 
University of Tennessee Municipal 
Technical Advisory Service 

Chris Stokes, Chief of Police 
Millington Police Department 

Kasey Stone, Director of Operations 
Court Clerk’s Office 
Knox County Criminal, General 
Sessions - Criminal and Fourth Circuit 
Court 

Peter Stout, Chief Executive 
Officer/President 
Houston Forensic Science Center 

Erika Sugarmon, Commissioner 
Shelby County Board of Commissioners 

Amanda Sweet, Director 
Forensic Services Division 
Metropolitan Nashville Police 
Department 

Ron Talbott, Deputy Chief of 
Investigations 
Blount County Sheriff's Office 

Amanda Taylor, Director of Nursing 
Crime Victims & Rape Crisis Center 
Shelby County Government 

Chris Thomas, Chief Administrative 
Officer/Director 
Knox County Regional Forensic Center 

Amanda Thompson, Director, Special 
Agent 
North Carolina Department of Justice 

Asheley Van Ness, Deputy Director 
Center on Public Safety & Justice 
NORC at the University of Chicago 

Coty Wamp, District Attorney General 
11th Judicial District, Tennessee 

Heather Watson, Crime Lab Business 
Manager 
Metropolitan Nashville Police 
Department, Forensic Services Division, 
Crime Laboratory 

Gail Wilczynski, Deputy 
Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office 

Ryan Williams, State Representative 
District 42, Tennessee 
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Sammy Williams, Deputy Director, 
Administrative Operations Manager 
Arkansas State Crime Laboratory 

Derrick Woods, Criminal Justice 
Consultant 
University of Tennessee County 
Technical Assistance Service 

Gregory Word, Chief Inspector 
General Investigations Bureau 
Shelby County Sheriff’s Office
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SENATE BILL 2877 
 By Kyle 

HOUSE BILL 2961 

By Hardaway 

HB2961
012800

- 1 -

AN ACT to amend Tennessee Code Annotated, Title 4; 
Title 8 and Title 38, relative to crime labs. 

BE IT ENACTED BY THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF THE STATE OF TENNESSEE: 

SECTION 1. 

(a) The Tennessee advisory committee on intergovernmental relations (TACIR),

with the assistance of the Tennessee bureau of investigation, the district attorneys 

general conference, and the department of safety, is directed to perform a study of the 

feasibility of a Shelby County crime lab and the impact of such a crime lab on public 

health, safety, education, housing, and the economy for citizens and visitors of Shelby 

County, the city of Memphis, this state, and the Tennessee, Arkansas, and Mississippi 

tri-state region. 

(b) TACIR shall consult with and seek input from the county commission and the

mayor of Shelby County, and all law enforcement agencies with jurisdiction in Shelby 

County. 

(c) All appropriate state departments and agencies shall provide assistance to

TACIR in connection with the study required in subsection (a). 

(d) TACIR shall submit a report disclosing the findings of the study, including

legislative and budget recommendations, to the general assembly no later than January 

14, 2025. 

SECTION 2.  This act takes effect upon becoming a law, the public welfare requiring it. 

Appendix A:  Senate Bill 2877 by Kyle and House Bill 2961 by 
Hardaway 
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Appendix B: Memphis Crime Lab Feasibility Study –
Executive Summary
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Appendix C:  Summary of TBI's Proposed Expansion of Forensic Services Division 
(FSD) Lab Space 

TBI 
Region Project Project Type Delivery Model Square Footage 

Summary High-Level Rationale 

West 

Jackson Phase 1: FSD 
Forensic Biology focused 

expansion (current 
project) 

New 
construction 

and renovation 
of existing 

Current capital 
project 

3,500 extension and 
6,000 renovation of 
current facility (per 

current plan) 

This proposed expansion to the 
facility can sustain TBI's projected 
growth and incremental space 
needs through Fiscal Year 2027 and 
beyond for Forensic Biology*. 

East 

Chattanooga: New 
Regional HQ with lab 

focused on drug-related 
evidence and Forensic 

Biology 

New 
construction 

Restructured build-
to-suit lease and 

purchase obligation 
or option 

49,000 estimated 
need (note: current 
lease procurement 

was planned for 
35,000) 

• Drug conditions in Hamilton
County and surrounding areas are
worrisome.
• New labs (Forensic Chemistry and
Toxicology Alcohol) will eliminate 
the current need to ship drug 
samples and evidence to Nashville 
and Knoxville. 
• This analysis recommends that
Forensic Biology lab is incorporated
to mitigate future risk.

Upper 
East 

Knoxville: Replacement 
Regional HQ with 

expanded testing types 

New 
construction 

(already 
programmed 

with cost 
estimates) 

Alternative model 
(i.e., partnership 

structure 

76,000 (smaller than 
the previous study 

estimated at 
107,000) 

• Current lab is outdated and
undersized.
• New lab will allow for
introduction of Firearms and
Latent Prints testing, which are
more cost-effective to regionalize.
• Partnership model with UT
and/or other educational
institutions could reduce upfront
capital required and open new
grant opportunities.
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TBI 
Region Project Project Type Delivery Model Square Footage 

Summary High-Level Rationale 

Middle option 1 

Nashville:  
Build new 
Forensic 

Biology lab at 
the new TID 

structure and 
reconfigure 
existing labs 

for larger 
Forensic 

Chemistry 
and 

Toxicology 
footprints 

New  
construction 

and renovation 

Future capital 
project 

New: 17,000 on 
floor one; 17,000 on 

floor two for  
forensic biology; up 
to a total of 34,000 

Renovated: 15,000 
going from three  
labs to two labs 

• Current third floor FSD wing
houses three labs today (Forensic
Biology, Toxicology and Forensic
Chemistry) in addition to Firearms;
current space with three labs could
be reconfigured to house two labs
in the future (Toxicology and
Forensic Chemistry), giving both
ample room for growth.
• Building a new Forensic Biology
as part of the Technology and 
Information Division (TID) 
expansion allows for a larger, 
purpose-built lab to accommodate 
all aspects of Forensic Biology 
growth needs (i.e., hooded lab 
benches, 
staging/extraction/support areas, 
administrative cubes/offices and 
collaboration spaces).  
• Option may alleviate the need
for full HVAC and infrastructure
upgrades at existing RS Gass
facility.DRAFT
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TBI 
Region Project Project Type Delivery Model Square Footage 

Summary High-Level Rationale 

option 2 

Nashville:  
Build new 

data center  
at the new 

TID  
structure or 
elsewhere  

and 
reconfigure  

existing 
Criminal 
Justice 

Information 
Services 

(CJIS) and 
data  

center space 
within RS  
Gass for 
Forensic  
Biology; 

reconfigure  
existing labs 

to  
accommodate 

larger  
Forensic 

Chemistry 
and  

Toxicology 
footprints 

New  
construction 

and renovation 

Future capital 
project 

New:  17,000 on 
floor one; 17,000 on 
floor two for CJIS, 
new data center, 
and other uses; up 
to total of 34,000 

Renovated: 12,000 
for forensic biology 
lab in existing RS 
Gass data center 

area; 15,000 going 
from  

three labs to two 

• Keep all labs within the existing
RS Gass facility for ease of access
to evidence receiving, team
collaboration, and security
purposes.
• Relocating CJIS and TID data
center space enables a
modernized, purpose-built facility
(likely optimizing space within a
smaller footprint given technology
advancement).
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TBI 
Region Project Project Type Delivery Model Square Footage 

Summary High-Level Rationale 

option 3 

Nashville: 
Repurpose 
part of the 

legacy State 
Health Lab 

for TBI 
(Forensic 

Biology lab 
plus TID 
facility 

relocated 
from 

Mainstream 
Drive) 

Renovation Future capital 
project 

Renovated: 12,000 
for forensic biology 
lab; 20,000 for TID 

facility deactivated; 
approximately 

100,000 for future 
needs 

Forensic biology lab can be 
purpose-designed as large as 
needed. 
• TID facility could be larger as
well,
accommodate
warehousing/logistics
needs for Criminal Investigations
Division (CID) and Drug
Investigation Division (DID).
• Optimal use of legacy state asset
• Significant square footage
mothballed for future, unforeseen
needs.

*Expanded forensic biology lab should be able to support up to 23 authorized positions, which is ~35% more than anticipated authorized
positions in FY27.

Source:  Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 2024a. 
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Appendix D:  US Department of Justice Grants Awarded to 
Law Enforcement Agencies in Tennessee 

Awarding 
Agency Award Name Award Purpose Fiscal Year 2022-

23 Awards  

Fiscal Year 
2023-24 
Awards 

Bureau of 
Justice 

Assistance 

Paul Coverdell 
Forensic 
Science 

Improvement 
Grants Program 

Seeks to improve 
forensic science and 

medical 
examiner/coroner 
services, including 

services provided by 
laboratories 

operated by states 
and units of local 

government 

$452,448 $431,797 

National Sexual 
Assault Kit 
Initiative 

Provides jurisdictions 
with resources to 
address their cold 

case sexual 
assaults/homicides 

$1,500,000 $1,000,000 

DNA Capacity 
Enhancement 
for Backlog 
Reduction 

(CEBR) Formula 
Program 

Assists states and 
local government to 
increase the capacity 

of public forensic 
DNA and DNA 

database 
laboratories to 
process more 

samples 

$2,862,095 $2,276,910 

Edward Byrne 
Memorial 
Justice 

Assistance 
Grant (JAG) 

Program 

Supports a range of 
program areas $8,421,245 $7,206,986 

National 
Institute of 

Justice 

Research and 
Development in 

Forensic 
Science for 

Criminal Justice 

Provides funding for 
basic or applied 

research and 
development in 

forensic science for 
criminal justice 

purposes 

$680,350 0 
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Awarding 
Agency Award Name Award Purpose Fiscal Year 2022-

23 Awards  

Fiscal Year 
2023-24 
Awards 

Office of 
Juvenile 

Justice and 
Delinquency 
Prevention 

Internet Crimes 
Against Children 

Task Force 
Program 

Helps state and local 
law enforcement 

agencies develop an 
effective response to 

technology-
facilitated child 

sexual exploitation 
and Internet crimes 

against children 

$632,355 $562,071 

Office for 
Victims of 

Crime 

Expanding 
Access to 

Sexual Assault 
Forensic 

Examinations 

Supports the 
development of 

Sexual Assault Nurse 
Examiner/Sexual 
Assault Forensic 

Examiner programs, 
training, and 

technical assistance 

$494,444 - 

Source: US Department of Justice Office of Justice Programs "Grants and Funding"; and Grants.gov 
“OVC FY24 Expanding Access to Sexual Assault Forensic Examinations.” 
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	Summary and Recommendations:  Reducing Tennessee’s Evidence Backlog by Expanding Forensic Crime Lab Capacity
	Although the state has made improvements, rising statewide demand for forensic services outpace Tennessee’s current crime lab capacity.
	Lack of physical lab space is now the primary factor constraining the capacity of TBI’s labs.
	In addition to expanding lab space, the state can do several things to help reduce turnaround times at its existing laboratories.

	Analysis:  Assessing Forensic Crime Labs in Tennessee
	Crime labs play a crucial role in the investigation and resolution of crimes.
	Tennessee has four crime labs in addition to digital forensics capabilities.
	The Tennessee Bureau of Investigation’s Forensic Service Division operates the state crime labs.
	TBI’s Cybercrime and Digital Evidence Unit processes the state’s digital evidence—a common type of evidence in crimes.
	The Metro Nashville Police Department operates the only local government-owned crime lab in the state to process its own evidence.

	Forensic crime labs across the nation face challenges with evidence backlogs, turnaround times, and staffing.
	Backlogs and turnaround times have risen in Tennessee, straining crime lab capacity and slowing justice.
	Crime labs face ongoing staffing challenges that constrain their ability to reduce backlogs and meet rising forensic demand.

	The state and the crime labs in the state have taken steps to address challenges in their evidence backlogs and improve turnaround times.
	Even with improvements, rising statewide demand for forensic services and the rate of violent crimes outpace Tennessee’s current crime lab capacity.
	Without addressing the constraint of limited lab space, the state’s efforts to further improve forensic evidence processing and public safety will be hindered.
	Crime labs are expensive and can take years to build.
	There are options to expand physical lab space other than building a new full-service lab.
	Another approach is an agreement between agencies to embed an analyst in a lab to focus on cases from a specific agency or jurisdiction.

	In addition to expanding capacity, other efforts could help reduce evidence testing delays in the interim, as well as in the long term.
	Labs in other states have successfully used process improvement tools to reduce waste and streamline performance.
	Implementing rapid DNA technology could help reduce caseloads at existing labs and improve investigative processes statewide.
	Local governments and agencies can partner and share resources to help investigations and reduce evidence delays.
	Evidence training for stakeholders, like law enforcement agencies and district attorneys, could help reduce workload at crime labs.
	Enhanced communication and coordination between stakeholders can help avoid unnecessary testing and reduce workload in crime labs.
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