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REDUCING TENNESSEE’S EVIDENCE BACKLOG BY EXPANDING
FORENSIC CRIME LAB CAPACITY

Background

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. The Tennessee Bureau of Investigation (TBI) has increased its testing capacity
by hiring additional scientists, and turnaround times for some testing categories have improved. But
other categories have not improved, and on top of that, demand for testing continues to increase.

In 2024, the commission directed staff to evaluate the feasibility and need for establishing additional
crime labs throughout the state. TBI and Memphis have signed an agreement to expand forensic
support for criminal investigations in the city by assigning two forensic scientists at TBI’s Jackson
lab—one in DNA and one in firearms—to work solely on Memphis cases.

Findings and Recommendations

Without confronting the constraint of limited lab space, the state’s efforts to further improve forensic
evidence processing and public safety will be hindered. 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. Expansions at the Nashville lab should
focus on the most overburdened disciplines—like forensic chemistry and toxicology.

While the state undertakes long-term expansion of its facilities, there are other practices to be
considered that could help reduce backlogs, expedite accurate forensic results, and improve public
safety. The commission recommends that

e TBI continue to look for areas to improve efficiency using external process improvement
methods;

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

e the state support resource-sharing partnerships for training local law enforcement agencies
across the state through funding and technical assistance.

See TACIR'’s full report at the following link for additional information: https://www.tn.gov/tacir/tacir-
publications.html.
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