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If you have an item and you think 
you’re going to want or need biological 
examination on it, or whether you 
suspect the district attorney will want 
biological examination on it, in addition 
to latent print examination, then your 
best course of action is to focus on the 
DNA first.   

Package the item accordingly and 
be sure to label the exterior of the 
packaging with all the crucial information 
such as agency name, case number, 
date of offense, offense type, location 
of recovery.  These are just a few of the 
best pieces of information to provide, 
but remember it can never hurt to 
provide extra information but can be 
problematic if critical information is 
missing.  

Next is understanding the proper 
examination sequence.  In this particular 
case the item of evidence will need to 
undergo biological examination first.  
If the agency attempts to process this 
item for latent prints prior to biological 
examination it could have a detrimental 
effect on DNA recovery and the item 
has now likely been handled in a non-
sterile environment, which could end up 
creating DNA mixtures or contamination 
from your agency personnel.  

So the best course of action here is 1) 
DNA first and 2) Latent Prints second. 

At least once a month I get 
a phone call from a detective or an 
investigator either asking my advice on 
how to best process an item of evidence 
or asking me if a special, non-routine 
examination can be done on an item  
of evidence. 

Unfortunately during the course of the 
conversation, I find out the local agency 
has “jumped the gun” and processed 
the item for latent prints first.  While I 
am appreciative of their enthusiasm to 
try to collect as much information and 
evidence as quickly as possible, it has 
the unfortunate side effect of negating 
any future examinations from another 
discipline.   
 
The other conversation I seem to 
routinely have is an agency or state 
attorney calls in asking for latent print 
examination on an item of evidence 
after it has already been handled and 
examined by the Firearms Section.  So, 
in light of these recent conversations, 
I wanted to provide a little write-up 
to help local agencies in their decision 
making process when it comes to what 
process to do and when.

BIOLOGICAL EXAMINATIONS
Let’s begin with DNA because that is 
often one of the most widely known and 
recognized examinations on evidence.  

Got Evidence?  
Now what?  What do you do first?

“...it can never hurt 
to provide extra 
information but can 
be problematic if 
critical information
is missing.”  
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FIREARMS EXAMINATIONS 
Next, let’s look at Firearms examination as that 
is perhaps the second most commonly requested 
examination process that is often associated with 
latent print examination. 

Because latent print residue is approximately 98.5% 
water, it is extremely fragile and can easily be wiped 
or rubbed off.  When handling a firearm or firearms 
components, it is important to remember this fact.

If you have an item on which you think you or the 
state attorney are going to want both latent print 
and firearms examinations, then you’ll want to get 
the latent print examination done first. Package the 
item accordingly.  

Here I cannot stress enough using gun boxes for 
firearms.  I have had instances where a firearm is 
submitted in a plastic bag.  Unfortunately, plastic 
bags come in contact with the firearms surface and 
can rub off any latent prints that may be on the 
item.  So be sure to use a gun box and if need be, 
zip-tie the item in place inside the box so it doesn’t 
slide around.  Package any ammunition either in a 
separate container within the box, or in a separate 
container outside of the box.  It’s not out of the 
realm of possibilities for loose ammunition to slide 
into the chamber of a firearm while in a container.  
So, remember: Safety First!  

If your item of evidence goes to the Firearms 
Section for examination, chances are it could be 
handled by the examiner without wearing gloves, 
and it is handled excessively during the examination 
process. This is also detrimental to the recovery 
of latent prints from that firearm evidence.  Or it 
could end up being a situation where latent prints 
are recovered that do not belong to the defendant 

and cause the latent print examiner to spend 
valuable time comparing them with the firearms 
examiner, thus providing no probative value to the 
investigation.  

So the best course of action here is 1) Latent Print 
examinations first and 2) Firearms second.  

OTHER EXAMINATIONS
Now let’s talk about some of the more unique, 
special, and non-routine examinations you could 
need during the course of your investigation.  These 
are examinations you don’t always need, but when 
you do it’s important to understand what comes 
first with regards to these examinations and latent 
print examinations.  Examples of these examinations 
are fracture matching of duct tape, documents and 
hand writing analysis of a threatening note, digital 
evidence examinations on cellular phones, tablets, 
etc.  

When it comes to fracture matching for items of 
evidence such as glass or duct tape, you’re going to 
want to hold off on any latent print examinations 
and get the fracture match examination done first.  
Latent print examinations have the possibility of 
affecting the fractured edges so we don’t want to do 
anything that could be detrimental to that fracture 
match exam.  

So in this case we want to do 1) Fracture Match 
examination first and 2) Latent Print examinations 
second.  

When it comes to documents and hand-writing 
examinations, it’s important to note that document 
examiners have to work from originals.  They cannot 
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work from copies.  And often times the chemical 
reagents used to process items of evidence for 
latent prints can have an adverse effect on the inks 
used or pencil used to write a note or letter.  You’re 
going to want to hold off doing any latent print 
examinations until after the documents examination 
is complete.  

So in this case we want to do 1) Documents 
examinations first and 2) Latent Print examinations 
second.

When it comes to digital evidence examinations, it’s 
important to remember that the chemical reagents 
used for latent print recovery are pervasive and 
can penetrate into the tiniest of cracks and seals of 
cellular phones, tablets, external hard drives, etc.  
Also it’s important to note that fingerprint powders 
can be very destructive to these devices as well.  
Again, in this instance you’re going to want to hold 
off performing any latent print examinations until 
after the digital media examinations have been 
performed.  

So in this case we want to do 1) Digital Evidence 
examinations first and 2) Latent Print examinations 
second.  

MULTIPLE EXAMINATIONS
Lastly let’s look at multiple combinations of 
examinations and look at the proper sequence 
to best optimize our chances of recovering the 
evidence you may need.

In the event you need the three most common 
examinations (DNA, Latent Prints, and Firearms) 
then the proper sequence is: 1) DNA first, 2) 
Latent Prints second, 3) Firearms third.  Because, 
remember, we want to have that item opened and 
handled in a sterile environment first for DNA, then 

examined for fragile latent prints secondly before 
being handled excessively for firearms examinations 
last.  

If by some chance you need Trace Evidence or 
Fracture Match examinations along with DNA, 
Latent Prints, or Firearms on an item of evidence, 
then you’ll want to perform the Trace/Fracture 
Match examinations first, DNA second, then Latent 
Prints, then Firearms lastly.  

If by chance you need Digital Evidence, Drug 
Chemistry, Documents Examinations, and Latent 
Print examinations on an item of evidence, then 
you’ll want to perform Digital Evidence first, Drug 
Chemistry second, Documents examinations third, 
and then Latent Prints last.   

So, as you can see, there is a method to the 
madness.  Often times if an agency processes 
an item for latent prints prior to any other 
examinations, excluding firearms, it can have 
a serious effect on the success of the other 
examinations.  

It is important to remember these rules in the 
heat of the moment so that you and your state 
attorney have the best chance to recover the 
necessary evidence for trial.  There’s nothing more 
disappointing than at the end of my conversation  
to hear a detective or investigator saying, “Well, 
we’ll remember that for next time.”  Because missing 
a chance at recovering evidence that could be 
crucial for prosecution of a crime is a tough sell to 
the victim.

Good luck, be safe, and remember: if in doubt, 
contact your local full service laboratory for 
clarification prior to performing any examinations!

                                              Morgan Hays, CLPE
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ABOUT TRITECHFORENSICS and TRITECH TRAINING
A leader in the forensics market, TRITECHFORENSICS provides evidence collection and crime scene investigation products and 
training to crime labs and crime scene investigators throughout the world. With over 30 years of experience, we are the nation’s 
most proficient developer and manufacturer of forensic kits. We are committed to providing our customers with state-of-the-art 
forensics products and services at affordable prices. It is our goal, through our research and development program, to continue 
to develop superior products and training to aid in all aspects of crime scene investigation and crime lab analysis. We know how 
important our products and training are to the forensics community, from investigation to prosecution – that is why our slogan, 
Identify. Collect. Preserve., represents the mission of our customers.

In 2013, TRITECHFORENSICS launched its Training Division (TFT), created to meet the needs of modern forensic professionals 
who want to expand their investigation and evidence collection skills.  With courses ranging from Crime Scene Investigations 
to Fingerprinting to Understanding Terrorism and more, TFT provides world-class, experienced forensic instructors in either an 
agency’s own location or in several Florida locations.  Our instructors have many years of experience and many serve on prestigious 
boards, such as the IAI, the Pennsylvania State Coroner’s Association, and the International Association of Bloodstain Pattern 
Analysis.  Several have written books and manuals for their areas of expertise.  Several have written books and manuals for their 
areas of expertise.  As our training division continues to grow, we are increasing both our instructor base and the course subjects 
offered, and we are proud to provide a training-only website, tritechtraining.com, where students can locate white papers, learn 
more about our courses and instructors, and even register for courses.        
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attempt to predict where they may be buried or concealed.
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