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I.  Introduction

The 2006 budget proposal by the King County Prosecuting Attorney's Office (PAO) highlights two important public safety initiatives, designed to improve the quality of life and the quality of justice for all citizens of King County.  These initiatives would add new prosecutorial resources to the PAO, to be combined with existing PAO staff to focus on two keys areas where we perceive a critical need:  car theft and unsolved murders.

II.        PAO’s Car Theft Initiative

A.  A Big Problem Growing Bigger

In Washington, a car is stolen approximately every 11 minutes.  Seattle ranked eleventh nationally among cities with auto theft problems in a recent National Insurance Crime Bureau (NICB) report.  In 2004, a record number of 44,569 stolen cars were reported – an increase of 61.5% in under a ten-year period of time.  Unfortunately, this trend is continuing in 2005.  

In the first five months of 2005, the auto theft rate in Washington is up nearly 15% over last year’s record numbers.  Residents and businesses in every neighborhood in King County have felt the affects of this escalating crime.  It is time for us to put the brakes on auto theft and stop the upward trend of this crime. 

There are a number of reasons that car thefts are so prevalent in Washington, especially in King County where 47% of the state’s auto thefts are reported.  Over the past 20 years, the criminal justice community has largely focused its attention and resources on reducing violent crimes and sex and drug offenses.  Those efforts are working.  Violent crime in King County is down 3.7% from 2003 to 2004, and the general property crime rate has dropped 7.5% during the same time frame.  While statistics reveal a national decline of 2.6% in auto thefts from 2003 to 2004, Washington experienced a 9.4% increase in these types of cases.

For car thieves, auto theft is a lucrative $8 billion dollar industry nationwide.  In addition, the chances of getting caught are very slim.  As a result, there is no deterrent to keep thieves from engaging in this lucrative crime.  Furthermore, even if a car thief is caught, arrested, and prosecuted, the penalties are lenient.  Under Washington’s current sentencing laws, in the juvenile system it takes five convictions before a car thief can receive more than 30 days detention, and in the adult system, it takes seven convictions before an offender faces one year in prison.  Even then, the 12-month sentence becomes an actual sentence of six months after “good time” reductions are factored in.

B.  Car Theft Initiative (CTI)
The PAO is taking immediate action to join with law enforcement to end the rising number of car thefts.  For the next three months, the PAO will redirect some of its existing resources to jump start this initiative.  We are requesting additional resources to form a new program -- Car Theft Initiative or CTI, for short -- to sustain our goal of more aggressively prosecuting this crime.  

As part of CTI, three DPAs will be assigned to lead the prosecution of these crimes.  A CTI DPA will be assigned to each felony courthouse in King County – Seattle, Kent, and Juvenile Court.  CTI's goals are to:

1)  Build better cases through cooperation and training;

2)  "Rush file" cases whenever possible to catch and hold car thieves;

3)  Seek maximum sanctions on repeat offenders.

As part of CTI, our office will also work closely with law enforcement agencies in King County to assist in their investigation of this crime.  Our new CTI DPAs will work with law enforcement to get more auto theft cases filed on an expedited basis.  This work will include assisting police with the development of “best practices” for car theft investigations and training officers and detectives to implement those practices.  The CTI DPAs will work with police to identify and aggressively prosecute repeat auto thieves to keep them off our streets.  

Finally, as part of our efforts on this new initiative, the PAO will also meet with the Criminal Justice Council to discuss and review the appropriateness of different types of sentencing sanctions available under existing law for car theft defendants in adult and juvenile court. 

To accomplish this work, the PAO is requesting $137,960 to fund two additional DPAs to be assigned to this project.  The third DPA assigned to this project would be pulled from the PAO’s current staff.

1  DPA                                                $  68,980 (salary and benefits)

1  DPA                                                $  68,980 (salary and benefits) 

Total:                                                    $ 137,960

Auto theft is the fastest growing crime in King County.  The citizens of King County are greatly affected by this crime, and they are asking for help.  Investing the funds necessary to add two DPAs to the PAO’s staff will have huge payoffs.  If we are given the resources necessary to tackle this growing problem, we can make an impact in ultimately reducing the number of auto theft cases.  

III.  Formation of a new Cold Case Unit

A.  What Makes A Case Cold?

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.

Today we have enjoyed enormous advances in the development of DNA science.  The DNA science now only requires a couple of cells from the unknown perpetrator, whereas early testing required a large sample.  Present DNA testing can achieve certainty of results that isolate a subject as the "donor" to the exclusion of all people on earth but identical twins.

Another huge 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.   

And DNA science is only one of a number of areas of scientific advancement that offer potential for cracking an unsolved case.  A dramatic recent example was the forensic paint comparison technology that led to the filing of three additional murder charges against Gary Ridgway.  The nearly invisible paint dust was astutely collected by detectives in the 1980's but only recent technology permitted that paint to be positively identified as the type used only at Ridgway's workplace, and only during the years he worked there as a truck painter.

We believe that we have a moral obligation to use today's technology to attempt to solve yesterday's unsolved murders.  The only reason some cases may remain "cold" and unsolved is that there has been no concerted, organized and methodical effort to go back and review past case files and collected evidence to determine what potential new evidence current DNA technology may yield.
B.  The Need For a Special Unit
Our Most Dangerous Offender Project (MDOP) prosecutors respond to homicide scenes, file cases, and take them to trial.  This is full time work 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 CCU to prioritize each case for an efficient use of investigative resources.  

In prioritizing the investigation and prosecution of these cases, the CCU, 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.

To accomplish this work, the PAO is requesting $258,867 per year for a four-year period of time to fund a portion of its CCU.  The PAO’s CCU would be comprised of four DPAs and a paralegal who would work full time with the law enforcement agencies throughout King County to review, charge, and prosecute as many unsolved homicides as possible within a four-year time period.  Two of the DPAs would be pulled from the PAO’s current staff.  The additional $258,867 per year would fund the following:

2  DPAs                                               $137,960 (salary and benefits)

1  paralegal                                           $  59,307 (salary and benefits) 

Operating expenses                              $  11,600

DNA and trial expenses                        $  50,000_   

Total:                                                    $258,867

Our excitement about this project grew out of our recent experiences in a number of decades-old homicide cases:

State vs. Ronald Thomas

In 1985, Kimberly Traxler's body was found in the laundry room of a Seattle apartment building.  Circumstances suggested sexual assault, and evidence was taken from the body.  Subsequent investigation revealed no suspects.  In 2000, after reviewing this case, Cold Case detectives submitted the evidence to WSPCL.  Thomas was identified, and charged with murder in the first degree.  He pled guilty, and was sentenced to 493 months (41 years) in prison.
State vs. Mark Anthony Hill

In 1997, Denise Castaneda was found lying on the pavement in a Seattle parking lot.  She had been raped, badly beaten, and strangled.  An autopsy confirmed sexual assault.  Evidence was recovered from the body at the time of the crime was insufficient to enable WSPCL to develop a DNA profile.  In 2001, after new advancements in DNA technology, Cold Case detectives resubmitted this evidence to the lab, and Hill was identified as a suspect.  Hill was later convicted of First Degree Murder and sentenced to 548 months (45 ½ years) in prison.
State vs. Roger Speer
In 1980, Penelope Hermans was sexually assaulted and strangled to death in her Seattle residence.  An ensuing investigation yielded no suspect.  Twenty years later, in 2000, Cold Case detectives reviewed the case and submitted evidence collected at the autopsy to Washington State Patrol Crime Labe (WSPCL).  A resultant DNA profile matched the victim's nephew, Roger Speer.  Speer was charged with Murder in the First Degree.  He pled guilty, and was sentenced to life in prison.
State vs. Anthony Morris
In 1982, Virginia Taylor was strangled to death and left on a muddy road in West Seattle.  The subsequent investigation was unsuccessful in identifying a suspect.  In 2001, autopsy evidence was submitted to WSPCL for DNA typing.  In 2002, WSPCL reported a match between a DNA profile developed from this evidence and a sample from the defendant, who had been ordered to provide a biological reference sample after his conviction for "auto burglary" in New Mexico.  SPD Cold Case detectives interviewed Morris in New Mexico shortly before he was to be released from custody.  He confessed to the murder, was extradited, and pled guilty as charged to Murder in the First Degree.  Morris was then sentenced to life in prison.
State vs. Jesus Mezquia

In 1993, Mia Zapata, singer in a popular Seattle band, was severely beaten, sodomized, strangled, and dumped on a Seattle street.  An extensive investigation revealed no suspects.  In 2002, SPD Cold Case detectives reviewed the Zapata case, and submitted swabs taken from the body during the autopsy to the WSPCL.  The resultant DNA profile derived from this evidence matched a sample in the National DNA databank.  Mezquia was charged with Murder in the First Degree, and extradited.  In 2004, a King County jury convicted Mezquia, as charged, of Zapata's murder.  Mezquia was subsequently sentenced to 440 months (36 ½ years) in prison.
Justice would never have been served in these unsolved cases had SPD not dedicated two officers to review “cold cases” on a full-time basis.  The remaining 600 unsolved cases in King County deserve the same measure of justice.  Each of these unsolved homicides touches many lives, especially those of victims’ families.  Less than $300,000 a year is a small price to pay to bring a measure of closure to these most serious cases.     

Furthermore, this is a project that, if adopted, has a definite end-date.  After four years, the PAO’s CCU will have reviewed the bulk, if not all of the County’s unsolved homicide cases, created a searchable database, and will have prosecuted many of the cases.  But, until dedicated resources are allocated, our office will not be able to properly focus on these cases without jeopardizing the investigation and prosecution of current homicides. 

IV.  Conclusion

For an investment of about $400,000, King County policy makers can make huge strides in the quality of life and the quality of justice for our citizens.  The Car Theft Unit will work with law enforcement to catch and hold thieves before they strike again.  The Cold Case Unit will give each unsolved homicide case the time and attention it deserves under the scrutiny of the latest truth-seeking tools in forensic science.  We stand ready to work together to accomplish these great results.

