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Metropolitan King County Council

Law, Justice and Human Services Committee

STAFF REPORT

AGENDA ITEM:  6

DATE:  October 6, 2005
BRIEFING:  2005-B0134

PREPARED BY:  Clifton Curry 
SUBJECT: Prosecuting Attorney's Office "Cold Case" Unit for Unsolved Homicides.
SUMMARY: The Prosecuting Attorney’s Office is responsible for the prosecution of all felony and juvenile criminal offenses in the county and for all misdemeanor cases generated in the unincorporated parts of the county.  In addition, the prosecutor represents the county in several civil law areas, including employment law, torts, contracts, and land use. For criminal cases, the prosecutor works with law enforcement to complete investigations, review arrests, make filing decisions as to what charges should be filed, and is responsible for the prosecution through final adjudication of defendants on those charges.  The prosecuting attorney is an elected office under the Washington State Constitution, which recognizes the need for an independent, yet accountable, advocate for the enforcement and adjudication of criminal laws.

Prosecutor’s “Cold Case” Unit.  In the State of Washington there is no statute of limitations on the prosecution of murder cases.  While law enforcement makes every effort to bring about a resolution when a murder occurs, they cannot always close the case.  Consequently, there are approximately 600 unsolved homicide cases in King County.  These cases are often referred to as “cold cases” because at some point in their investigative life, the cases reached the point where no further progress could be made.  Often that point was reached because of the limited capacity of forensic science at the time.
Nevertheless, there have been significant advances in many of the forensic sciences, most notably in the development of DNA for forensic investigation.  In addition to great strides in DNA technology and sampling, another major development has been the institution of DNA databanks throughout the United States.  There are literally millions of subject profiles in national DNA databanks, from convicted felons around the nation, for potential comparison with an “unknown” sample.  There have also been significant advances in how trace evidence can be analyzed, the number of individuals in automated fingerprint systems, and general criminal information sharing.  Many of these advances are recent (and evolving) and were not available during investigations that went “cold” even just a few years ago.
The Creation of a Special Unit.  The prosecutor already commits significant resources to the investigation and prosecution of homicides.  For example, the PAO’s Most Dangerous Offender Project (MDOP) allowed for the development of trained prosecutors to respond to homicide scenes, file cases, and take them to trial.  However, this is a full time project that puts the emphasis on preparing current cases, leaving little time to review older, unsolved cases.
Investigative agencies and prosecutor’s offices around the country have discovered that the only way to systematically come to grips with the challenge of “cold” homicides is to create a unit of professionals dedicated to these cases.  Accordingly, the PAO proposes the creation of a Cold Case Unit (CCU) that will work together with the King County Sheriff’s Office (KCSO), the Seattle Police Department (SPD), and other investigative agencies in King County, with a goal to review, and where appropriate, charge, and prosecute all of these cases within a four-year period of time.

The initial review of each case -- a critical, one-time effort -- will be memorialized in a searchable database that contains all pertinent information from these cases.  This searchable database will allow future investigators to easily access information from cold cases as new investigative opportunities develop, as links to other cases becomes apparent, or as technological innovations evolve.  It will also allow the unit to prioritize each case for an efficient use of investigative resources.

In prioritizing the investigation and prosecution of these cases, the unit, along with investigative agencies, would take into account a number of factors, including the likelihood that additional investigation or forensic testing might yield a chargeable case, the severity of the crime, the possibility that the suspect may have killed more than one victim, and the present danger to the community posed by the killer.

The prosecutor is establishing this new unit because of recent experiences in a number of decades-old homicide cases (see attached summary).
The King County Prosecutor and his staff are here today to brief the committee on this new initiative.

ATTENDEES:

1. Hon. Norm Maleng, King County Prosecuting Attorney

2. Dan Satterberg, Chief of Staff, Prosecuting Attorney’s Office
ATTACHMENTS: 

1. Summary of the Prosecuting Attorney's Office 2006 Budget Submittal
2. Summary of Successful Cold Case Prosecutions
