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THE current forensic regime in Sindh, comprised of the chemical examiner`s office, the police surgeon`s office and the Forensic Division of the Sindh Police, has outlived its utility. This troika, formed and established during the colonial era, has not kept pace with modern requirements dictated by technological advances in this area.
While it would be in the fitness of things to deliberate on the causes of such a state of affairs in all these institutions, it would be even more pertinent to make an effort towards creating a culture wherein the establishment of a modern forensic science laboratory becomes unavoidable.
The forensic regime in the provincial police department draws its legal mandate from laws which were codified and enacted three-quarters of a century ago. The Fingerprint Manual 1932 continues to be the harbinger of such laws and together with the Police Rules of 1934, forms the so-called `colonial cousins`.

The Fingerprint Bureau, deemed one of the most important units of the Sindh Police, was never given due importance in terms of staff, equipment and training. This resulted in complete neglect for this all-important method of crime detection.

In this situation, the practice of seeking confessions through testimonies started to develop and in due course turned into the only viable means available to establish the proof of guilt.

In the absence of qualified experts, scientific evidence examined with the help of outdated equipment continued to be challenged when produced in courts at the trial stages. Similarly, other disciplines of what was known as the Fingerprint Bureau continued to be operated by staff that had very little or no training.

The use of old equipment resulted in traditional and manual examinations. Only in the last two years has the Forensic Division of the Sindh Police shown some semblance of improvement. Nevertheless, a lot more is still needed to produce quality results.

The protection of crime scenes is nowhere to be seen, let alone the protocols related to crime-scene management.

What is witnessed in our police culture is total chaos and mismanagement at crime scenes, resulting in the complete mishandling of any possible evidence. Crime scene management and the realisation of its sanctity can improve only if the policemen who provide first response are properly equipped and trained in securing the scene.

The chemical examiner`s laboratory, which functions under the provincial health department, has also outlived its utility. Specimens sent to this laboratory continue to be examined with old equipment.

Meanwhile, the authorities have turned a deaf ear to efforts made by private medical institutions to offer their services for medico-legal opinions.

A case in point is the quality of facilities available at the Department of Forensic Science and Toxicology at the Liaquat University of Medical and Health Sciences. Despite a 2009 high court judgment which called for utilising the services of this laboratory, no headway has been made.

This laboratory has the capability of DNA analysis, yet we continue to send DNA specimens to Islamabad and Lahore, making the already expensive tests more costly.

The police surgeon`s office, which supervises the functions of medico-legal officers (MLOs), is in a similar state. The methods used for collection of DNA evidence by this institution are not up to the mark, resulting in the loss of important evidence during the course of collection and preservation. Subsequently, the packaging and transportation of these samples to laboratories situated at the other end of the country is done in such a way that it becomes difficult for DNA experts to conduct a thorough analysis.

The current state of law and order in Sindh requires that the identity of suspects be ascertained forthwith, and subsequently, expert evidence of the highest professional standards be acquired through using state-of-the-art equipment and training. This evidence should then be presented before the courts to seek convictions.

Testimonies and confessions obtained through torture and other degrading methods are ruining police prosecution cases and are in no way serving the cause of professional law-enforcement.

The scope of the current forensic practices needs to not only be broadened but also be made more efficient. It is high time the authorities looked into this crucial aspect of criminal justice administration.

It is important to recognise the need for a proper forensic science laboratory to be established in Sindh, with all the disciplines operating under one roof.

The application of forensic science for crime detection and establishing the proof of guilt is all about people, process and technology. Such a new laboratory would have to be staffed meritoriously. The workers would have to be trained in conducting transparent analyses, using the latest equipment. There is no dearth of resources which hinders the establishment of such a facility — it is all about setting the priorities right.

The writer is a senior superintendent of police and currently heads the Forensic Division of the Sindh Police.

