
Law and Order: Using DNA to generate suspects’ facial profiles

Police in Columbia, S.C., last month released a sketch of a possible suspect in a murder investigation. In
what may be the first effort of its kind, rather than an artist’s rendering based on witness descriptions, the
face was generated by a computer relying solely on DNA found at the scene of the crime.

Investigators are increasingly able to determine the physical characteristics of crime suspects from the
DNA they leave behind, providing what could become a powerful new tool for law enforcement.

But forensic DNA phenotyping, as it is called, is also raising concerns. Some scientists question the
accuracy of the technology, especially its ability to recreate facial images. Others say use of these
techniques could exacerbate racial profiling among law enforcement agencies and infringe on privacy.

Law enforcement authorities say that information about physical traits derived from DNA is not permitted
in court because the science is not well established. Still, the prospect of widespread DNA phenotyping
has unnerved some experts.

Conventional DNA profiling, used for matching, does not rely on DNA linked to characteristics of the
person, other than sex. Until now, that had helped blunt concerns that forensic use of DNA would violate
the Fourth Amendment protection against unreasonable searches, said Erin Murphy, a professor of law at
New York University.

It also opens up a new set of questions: What traits are off limits? Should the authorities be able to test
whether a suspect has a medical condition or is prone to violence should such testing be possible?

Read full, original story: Building a Face, and a Case, on DNA
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