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The UNT Center  for  Human Ident i f icat ion’s  

By Rockne Harmon 
 

Familial DNA searching 

recently burst into the 

limelight with its recent 

success leading to the identity 

of the “Grim Sleeper” in Los 

Angeles, a serial killer who 

had terrorized the area for 

over 22 years, committing at 

least 10 murders. The topic 

was not a new one, however, 

having been discussed in 

various public meetings for 

the past four years. 

Surprisingly, only two states 

have formally adopted familial 

DNA searching policies: 

California and Colorado. This 

will be the first of a series of 

articles that will discuss DNA 

the subject. The goal of these 

articles will be to inform, 

educate, and stimulate 

interest in familial DNA 

searching as another valuable 

i n v e s t i g a t i v e  t o o l  t o 

supplement the successes 

that forensic DNA typing and 

CODIS have already provided 

to law enforcement and 

society.  
 

In this article I will briefly 

describe the process and 

discuss projections for 

success in the United States. 

Offender matches (cold hits) 

only occur about 25% of the 

time. Familial DNA searching 

is based on well-known 

pr inc ip les  o f  gene t ic 

inheritance. People inherit 

half of their DNA from their 

mother and half from their 

father. CODIS has provided 

the means to solve previously 

unsolved cases when DNA 

profiles match convicted 

offenders. Familial DNA 

searching provides an 

opportunity to develop 

investigative leads for some 

of the remaining 75% of the 

cases that have been 

uploaded (approximately 

200,000) and remain 

unsolved. It is a simple choice 

between trying to do 

something to solve these 

crimes, or simply waiting until 

the offender is included in the 

database, if the latter ever 

happens. 

 

The process is relatively 

straightforward. Once the 

profile is searched and no 

direct offender hit occurs, 

special software is used to try 

to determine if their CODIS 

database contains a DNA 

profile indicative of a possible 

close relative of the person 

who left the DNA at the crime 

scene1. There are two parts to 

this process. First, the 

software ranks candidate 

offender relatives in order of 

likelihood that they are closely 

related to the person who left 

the DNA. There will always be 

an appreciable number of 

candidates on this list. For 

example, in California with a 

database of well over one 

million offenders, the 

candidate list typically 

is set as the top 150 

candidates. Next, all of 

t h e  o f f e n d e r 

candidates’ samples 

are subjected to 

additional DNA typing, 

using existing Y 

chromosome testing. 

This testing can 

strongly establish the 

existence of a close 

familial relationship 

(typically father-son or 

b r o t h e r - b r o t h e r ) 

between the person who left 

the evidence and the offender 

in the database. 

 

In California’s protocol, law 

enforcement is not involved in 

the familial search part of the 

process. The list of 150 

candidates is not disclosed to 

law enforcement. Only after 

the Y chromosome testing is 

performed and only if the 

results strongly support the 

likelihood that the evidence 

was left by a close relative of 

the offender is the name of 

the offender disclosed to law 

enforcement. At that point, 

law enforcement can utilize 

this powerful investigative 

lead to determine on which 

close family member to focus 

their investigation. Law 

enforcement can then use 

any number of lawful  
 

(continued on page 2) 

_____ 
1Software has been developed by the 

California Department of Justice, the Denver 

District Attorney’s Office, and UNT. The 

Denver DA has previously offered the use of 

his software for free to assist agencies and 

to avoid the need for duplication of effort in 

this regard. The Denver DA website at http://

w w w . d e n v e r d a . o r g / d n a /

Familial_DNA_Database_Searches.htm has 

the most comprehensive collection of 

materials on this subject.  
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investigative  techniques  to 

identify the suspect family 

member, obtain a DNA 

sample, and determine 

whether there is a match 

between the reference 

sample and the crime scene 

evidence. 

 

The  process  i s  no t 

guaranteed to succeed. Prior 

to the “Grim Sleeper” 

success, California had 

performed familial DNA 

searching in nine cases. Each 

search produced its list of 

about 150 candidates, and Y 

chromosome testing failed to 

establish the existence a 

close familial relationship in 

any of those cases; thus, no 

investigative leads were 

provided to law enforcement 

in any of those nine cases. 

(The first search was done for 

the “Grim Sleeper” case and 

produced no leads. The 

significance of this will be 

(Continued from page 1) 
discussed in a later article.) 

 

The success in California 

produced immediate interest 

in the subject in states such 

as Virginia and Texas, for 

example. (See “Use of familial 

DNA searches in Va. 

Debated”, Richmond Times-

Dispatch July 19, 2010; 

“Experts say Texas might 

solve Twilight Serial Rapist 

cases with family DNA”, 

W i c h i t a  F a l l s  L a w 

Enforcement Examiner July 

25, 2010). While it might 

seem that law enforcement 

has a vested interest in 

seeing the full potential of 

DNA realized through this 

t e c h n i q u e ,  f e w  l a w 

enforcement agencies or 

entities have weighed in on 

the subject of familial 

searching to date. Perhaps 

there is a lack of awareness 

for its potential. Certainly the 

potential will not be realized if 

only two states out of fifty 

develop and adopt the 

process. 

 

Law enforcement in the UK 

has been utilizing familial 

searching for several years. In 

previous public presentations, 

UK law enforcement has 

shown that familial DNA 

search investigative leads 

have resulted in convictions 

in about 12% of the cases. 

How does this compare with 

how often CODIS offender hits 

result in criminal convictions? 

Little is known on the ultimate 

contribution CODIS makes 

toward solving crimes. Few 

jurisdictions have attempted 

to track offender cold hits to 

convictions. Several years ago 

California endeavored to track 

offender cold hit data to case 

disposition. During that 

p r o j e c t ,  k n o w n  a s 

“CHOP” (Cold Hit Outcome 

Project), it was determined 

that California’s offender cold 

hits resulted in conviction 

about 13.5% of the time. 

While the UK measure of 
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Rockne P. Harmon  
 

is currently employed as a 
consultant to numerous law 
enforcement agencies, dealing with 
i ssues  such as co ld  case 
investigations and forensic DNA 
typing. He is currently an 
instructor at the University of 

California (U.C.) Davis in the 
Masters in Forensic Science 
program. He retired in 2007 after 
a 33-year career as a Senior 
Deputy District Attorney for 
Alameda County, California. 
 

Rockne graduated from the U.S. 
Naval Academy in 1967 and 
served four years active duty. He 
served a combat tour in Vietnam 
as an Officer in Charge of a Navy 
Swift Boat and receive the Purple 
Heart for wounds received in 
combat. After his military service, 
he attended the University of San 
Francisco School of Law and 
graduated in 1974. He is a 
Fellow of the American Academy 
of Forensic Sciences. 
 

Rockne was the prosecutor in a 
triple murder case that established 

the general acceptance of 
conventional serological methods, 
the precursor to today’s DNA 
technology (People v. Lawrence 
Reilly). As a result of that case 
he was in a position to assist the 
forensic science community as it 
began the implementation of 
DNA typing soon thereafter. 
 

He has written and lectured 
extensively on the subject of the 
admissibility of forensic evidence, 
particularly DNA evidence. In 
1998 he received an award from 
the FBI Director for his efforts 
supporting the FBI in their first 
decade of DNA typing. In 2003 
he received the Achievement 
Award from the International 
H o m i c i d e  I n v e s t i g a t o r ’ s 
Association for his work on cold 
cases.  

efficiency is based on a small 

number of familial search 

efforts, 157, it should provide 

encouragement to law 

enforcement that might 

double the efficiency of what 

CODIS can provide in helping 

solve cold cases. So these 

findings beg the question 

“why has there not been a 

national effort to develop and 

implement familial DNA 

searching?” 

 

Following articles will discuss 

objections or concerns 

expressed about familial DNA 

searching, policy decisions 

that address those concerns, 

the actual “Grim Sleeper” 

search process and follow-up 

investigation, the need or lack 

of need for legislative change 

to implement familial DNA 

searching in individual states, 

and what it will take for law 

enforcement to assert its right 

to have this tool developed 

and implemented. 

Rockne was the Chairman of the 
California District Attorney’s 
Association of Forensic Science 
Committee and is on the 
Adv i s o r y  Boa rd  t o  t h e 
In t e rna t i ona l   Homic id e 
Investigators’ Association.  
 

At Alameda County, he 
developed a highly successful 
protocol for solving old or unsolved 
cases using DNA typing. He 
was the driving force behind the 
California Attorney General’s 
decision to implement familial 
DNA searching in California 
that led to the arrest of the “Grim 
Sleeper” serial killer in 2010. 
 

Rockne was also one of the 
prosecutors in People v. O.J. 
Simpson. 
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September 22, 2010 marked 

the end of a 26 city, 3,500 

mile journey by Ed Smart and 

Ahmad Rivazfar, two fathers 

bound together by grief and 

hope. 

 

The Surviv ing Parents 

Coalition Ride for Their Lives 

took place from August 

through September 2010.  At 

the final stop in Los Angeles, 

California, Ed and Ahmad 

crossed a finish line  

surrounded by friends, family, 

other SPC members, and 

volunteers holding posters of 

dozens of missing and 

murdered children, and 

chanting the Surviving 

Parents Coalition motto “Not 

One More Child”.   

 

Over fifty parents whose 

children have been abducted, 

sexually assaulted, murdered, 

recovered, or remain missing 

were attendance at the finale 

in Los Angeles.  Fifty white 

doves representing those 

children were released and 

the Ride for Their Lives Wall 

of  Remembrance was 

revealed during the event.  

The UNT Forensic Services 

Unit was honored to be in 

attendance in Los Angeles to 

support the Ride for Their 

Lives finale. 

 

Co‐founded by Erin Runnion 

and Ed Smart, the focus of 

the Surv iv ing Parents 

Coalition (SPC) is to raise 

awareness about prevention 

education, as well as 

legislative progress, and to 

promote best practices for 

law enforcement  and 

communities in responding to 

predatory crimes. Runnion, 

the mother of Samantha 

Runnion, whose life was cut 

short by a predator in July 

2002, hosted the Ride For 

Their Lives finale event. In 

addition to the Surviving 

Parents Coalition, Runnion is 

the founding director of The 

Joyful Child Foundation – In 

Memory  of  Samantha 

Runnion.  
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S U R V I V I N G  P A R E N T S  C O A L I T O N  R I D E  F O R  T H E I R  L I V E S  
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Above:  Ahmad Rivazfar and Ed Smart cross the finish line in Los 

Angeles, California, met by CNN reporter Jane Valadez Mitchell.   
 

Below:  Ed and Ahmad are met by family members and SPC volunteers 

displaying photos of missing and murdered children. 

Below:  Vicki Kelly, Executive Director of the Tommy Foundation, holds a 

photograph of her son Tommy. 



Team of 175 Retired Law 
Enforcement Volunteers in Project 
ALERT Program to be Deployed  

 

The National Center for 

M i s s i n g  &  E x p l o i t e d 

Children® is deploying its 

entire team of 175 retired 

law-enforcement officers, 

known as Project ALERT 

(America’s Law Enforcement 

Retiree Team), to cities and 

towns across the United 

States to take a fresh look at 

long-term missing children 

cases. 
 

T h e  P r o j e c t  A L E R T 

deployment is the largest 

ever undertaken by the 

national center, the leading 

organization addressing the 

problems of missing and 

exploited children, and will be 

part of an ongoing process. In 

the initial phase, the retired 

officers, all volunteers, will 

meet with investigators and 

relatives of more than 750 

children who have been 

missing from six months to as 

many as 61 years. 

 

The volunteers will review 

case files with investigators 

a n d  g l e a n  i m p o r t a n t 

identifiers about each child 

including physical features, 

dental records, DNA samples, 

scars, tattoos, jewelry, old 

injuries and clothing. That 

information will be entered 

into NamUs, an acronym for 

the National Missing and 

Unidentified Persons System, 

which matches missing-

p e r s o n  c a s e s  w i t h 

unidentified human remains 

nationwide. 

 

Funded by the National 

Institute of Justice, NamUs is 

a web-based tool developed 

to aid in the search for 

missing persons. Anyone can 

search the database, at 

www.namus.gov, but sensitive 

case data is restricted to law-

e n f o r c e m e n t ,  m e d i c a l 

examiners and coroners. 

Unidentified remains cases 

are entered by medical 

examiners and coroners. 

According to NIJ estimates, 

there are as many as 40,000 

unidentified sets of human 

remains in this country. 

 

As more cases are added over 

time, NamUs automatically 

cross-searches the missing 

and unidentified persons 
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National Center for Missing & Exploited Children 
Plans Largest Effort Ever to Resolve 750 Long-
Term Missing Children Cases 

 

The National Center for 
Missing & Exploited 
Children is a 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organization 
that is mandated by 

Congress and works in 
cooperation with the U.S. 
Department of Justice’s 
Office of Juvenile Justice 

and Delinquency 
Prevention. It operates 

the national toll-free 24-
hour missing children’s 

hotline and never closes a 
case until a child has 

been found. NamUs can 
help give loved ones the 

resolution they so 
desperately seek.   
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Above: NCMEC Project ALERT 

Representative  Tony Richardson 

http://www.namus.gov
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databases and provides side-

by-side comparisons of 

possible matches.   As of 

Sept. 21, there have been 

5,209 missing persons 

entered into NamUs and 

7,100 unidentified persons. 

So far, NamUs helped locate 

35 missing persons and 

identify 18 others. 

 

There are an estimated 2,000 

children reported missing 

every day in the United 

States. While time is the 

enemy in the search for a 

missing child, there is more 

hope than ever that more of 

these long-term missing 

children can be recovered 

alive. Elizabeth Smart of Utah 

was recovered after nine 

months. Shawn Hornbeck of 

Missouri after four years. 

Jaycee Dugard of California 

after 18 years. 

 

“Many people believe that 

just because a missing child 

is not found quickly, there is 

no hope,” said Ernie Allen, 

president and CEO of the 

national center. “We are 

disproving that assumption 

every day. This bold new 

initiative will help us keep 

long-term cases alive and 

provide both hope and 

answers that  these families 

need and deserve.” 

 

For 18 years, the Project 

ALERT program has recruited 

retired local, state and federal 

officers with recent and 

r e l e v a n t  i n v e s t i g a t i v e 

experience to bring fresh eyes 

to long-term missing and 

exploited children cases, said 

Ray Harp, the program 

manager.  Volunteers act as 

consul tants on cases 

i n v o l v i n g  e n d a n g e r e d 

runaways, family abductions, 

non-family abductions and 

lost, injured or otherwise 

missing children. The service 

is offered at no cost to those 

law-enforcement agencies 

that request help, with travel 

and resource materials paid 

for by the national center. 

As part of the deployment, the 

volunteers will use their 

knowledge and experience to 

collect critical data to bolster 

the NamUs databases, along 

with the national center’s 

case files, Harp said. After 

meeting with investigators, 

Project ALERT volunteers will 

reach out to relatives for 

important identifiers not 

already in possession of law 

enforcement. They will also 

dete rmine  a  fami l y ’ s 

willingness to provide DNA 

family reference samples.  

Rodney Mickens, a retired 

detective from the New York 

Police Department’s Missing 

Persons Squad, joined Project 

ALERT in February and will 

soon be deployed on the 

NamUs project from his home 

in Maryland.  Mickens 

believes NamUs will be an 

invaluable tool in the search 

fo r  miss ing  ch i ld ren , 

especially as more and more 

information is added to the 

databases. 

 

“When everybody uses a 

database and they put their 

information in, you usually get 

some very good leads,” said 

Mickens, who retired after 20 

years with the NYPD. “We will 

all be on the same page, and 

that’s what you want when 

you have missing juveniles. 

They don’t own anything, and 

their features change so 

quickly.”  

 

Among other tasks, Mickens 

and the other volunteers will 
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try to determine if dental 

records exist and track them 

down. If they do, then a 

NamUs odontologist will make 

contact with the dentist. They 

will also try to determine if 

DNA was ever collected and 

where it is currently stored. As 

part of a separate initiative, 

they will seek written consent 

to upload photographs of 

missing children into the 

National Crime Information 

Center. (NCIC)  

 

In addition to Project ALERT, 

the Alexandria, Va.-based 

national center offers a wide 

variety of training and other 

free services to aid law 

enforcement in missing 

children and child sexual 

exploitation cases . Team 

Adam, named after the 

abducted and murdered son 

of national center cofounders 

John and Reve Walsh, is 

comprised of retired law 

enforcement officers who 

rapidly deploy in critical 

missing children cases, as 

mandated by Congress. 

Currently, there are 62 Team 

Adam consultants, who are 

selected for their expertise in 

the field of child abduction 

and exploitation. 

 

Other free resources provided 

to law enforcement Include:  

case analysis and technical 

support; forensic support 

including age-progression; 

missing children photo 

distribution; a  Child Victim 

Identification Program (CVIP) 

which works to identify and 

rescue child victims of child 

pornography, help tracking 

fugitive sex offenders; the 

C y b e r T i p l i n e , 

www.cybertipline.com, which 

serves as the nation’s 911 for 

the Internet to report 

suspected child sexual 

exploitation; and Team Hope, 

a support group for families of 

missing children.  For more 

i n f o r m a t i o n  v i s i t 

www.missingkids.com.  

Above and Below:  Project ALERT representatives assist with missing 

child investigations 

http://www.cybertipline.com
http://www.missingkids.com


For further information or 
submissions to the 

Laboratory for Forensic 
Anthropology, contact: 

 

1-800-279-1399 
 

 

 

For submission forms, 
sample collection kits or 

further information regarding 
the Forensic Services Unit or 

the Laboratory for 
Molecular Biology, contact: 

 

1-800-763-3147 

O T H E R  U NTCHI R E S O U R C E S  

International Association of Cold 

Case Investigators 
 

5103 S. Sheridan Road, #300 

Tulsa, Oklahoma 74145 
 

918-409-5026 
 

Facebook Page: 

“Cold Case Investigators” 

UNT Center for Human  

Identification 
 

Forensic Services Unit 
 

3500 Camp Bowie Boulevard 

Room 332-EAD 

Fort Worth, Texas 76054 
 

800-763-3147 ext. 5451 
 

missingpersons@unthsc.edu 

C O N TA C T  I N F O R M A T I O N  

Laboratory of Forensic Anthropology 
 

Located in a secure facility on the UNT Denton 

Campus, the Laboratory of Forensic 

Anthropology provides: 

 

Analysis 

 Creation of a biological profile (sex, 

ancestry age, stature/physique), 

providing investigators a basis for their 

investigation and CODIS analysts with an 

ability to filter possible matches 

 Analysis of possible trauma, answering 

the question, “What happened to this 

individual?” 

 Descriptions of unique features which 

may be used to identify an individual 

 Acquisition of dental radiographs for 

comparison should a potential match 

arise 

 

Positive Identification 

 Dental identifications through a board 

certified forensic odontologist 

 Radiographic identifications using X-rays, 

CTs, or MRIs 

 Identifications based on medical 

hardware/surgical procedures 

 

Additional Services 

 Consultation 

 Elimination of non-human remains cases 

 Identification of cases with no forensic 

significance 

 Assistance with search and recovery 

efforts 

Laboratory for Molecular Identification 
 

The Laboratory for Molecular Identification is 

an accredited laboratory.  The lab is one of 

only a few facilities that integrates nuclear 

and mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) for analyses.  

Once DNA profiles are obtained, they are 

directly entered into the FBI’s Combined DNA 

Index System. 

 

The National Missing Persons DNA Database 

utilizes three categories under the Missing 

Person Index: 

 

Direct Reference Samples 

Missing Persons:  biological samples from the 

actual missing persons (hospital blood card, 

hospital tissue sample, baby tooth, etc.) 

 

Family Reference Samples 

Biological Relatives of Missing Persons:  

samples from biological relatives of the 

missing person (Family Reference Samples) 

 

Unidentified Remains 

Unidentified Human Remains: biological 

samples from unidentified remains (bone, 

skeletal muscle, blood cards, etc.) 

 

The missing persons indices and the 

unidentified remains index continually search 

against each other at the local, state, and 

national levels of CODIS.  This provides 

families of the missing the comfort that the 

search for their loved one will continue. 


