
Last year, we covered the case of Areli 

Escobar, who was convicted in the 2009 

murder of Bianca Maldonado. Areli Escobar 

was convicted of aggravated sexual assault 

and capital murder in 2011 and sentenced to 

death. A Texas court recommended a new 

trial for Escobar after information was 

found that prosecutors presented incorrect 

DNA evidence. In January, the Texas Court 

of Criminal Appeals rejected that 

recommendation.

Escobar was a neighbor to the victim, who 

was sexually assaulted and stabbed 46 

times. The case against Escobar consists of 

a partial fingerprint, cell tower data, and 

DNA now known to have been interpreted 

improperly. The crime lab that interpreted

these results was shut down in 2016. 
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Texas- In partnership with the 

Innocence Network, we filed an 

amicus brief to the United States 

Supreme Court in support of Areli 

Escobar. Mr. Escobar showed that 

the DNA testing that led to his 

conviction and death sentence was 

unreliable. Prosecutors in his case 

agreed the evidence was unreliable. 

The DNA evidence was exposed to 

severe contamination risks at the 

lab, and the analysts assigned to the 

case repeatedly ignored best 

practices and engaged in bias-driven 

manipulation of the testing to 

incriminate Mr. Escobar. 

After removing the DNA evidence 

presented at trial, the remaining 

evidence relied on by the State was 

questionable and circumstantial, 

including varying witness accounts, 

shoeprint comparison evidence, and 

latent print evidence.
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different firearms (an 

"exclusion/non-match"), or testify 

to an inconclusive judgment when 

there is not enough evidence to 

confidently conclude a match or 

non-match. Despite there being 

arguably little evidence to support 

the validity and reliability of this 

technique, it continues to be 

routinely used in criminal cases to 

provide evidence that a suspect's 

firearm was the source of 

ammunition used in a crime. In 

2014, there were 123,769 firearm 

identifications completed by 360 

publicly funded crime laboratories 

(U.S. DOJ, 2017).

The admission of this evidence is 

largely based on studies claiming a 

low error rate by examiners, which 

have been met with skepticism 

from statisticians and researchers 

in the field. This is in part due to 

inconclusive judgments potentially 

deflating the error rate. 

Inconclusive judgments also offer 

limited value to a case, as it is 

essentially saying that no 

conclusion could be made. Yet, 

they comprise a large portion of 

conclusions both in studies 

(averaged across 27 studies, 20% of 

conclusions were inconclusive) 

and court testimony (of 84 cases, 

29% were inconclusive; Cole & 

Barno, 2020).

Amicus Briefs   

Firearm Research
Firearm identification is a forensic 

technique that rests on the theory 

that examiners are able to compare 

the sources of fired ammunition 

components (e.g., bullets or 

cartridge cases) based on shared or 

distinct characteristics that the 

ammunition may have. Based on 

the samples provided to them, 

examiners generally conclude and 

testify that firearm components

originated from the same firearm 

(an "identification/match"), from 
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While a big and important part of our year-end 

campaign is fundraising, our primary goal is to 

engage our community. What does help from 

our community look like? Well, it could be 

dollars, but it could also be sharing our social

media with friends, asking folks to sign up for 

our newsletters and mailing lists, reading up on

what we've been doing on our website, or 

volunteering with our organization. We're 

building more here than a bank account. We're 

developing a community of engaged supporters 

and activists all over the world. Join us!

Friends, thank you for being a part of this

community! As we reflect on the first part of 

2022, it is really heartening to see all the 

supporters of sound science and criminal legal 

reform engaging with us via email, phone, and 

social media channels. We're so pleased to have 

assisted so many of you with your cases and so 

glad to have been a part of so many good 

outcomes. At the same time, so much work is 

still left to do. In the coming months, we'll be 

asking you for your help to achieve important 

goals in 2023 and beyond. 

In a majority of the 27 study 

results (75%), the inconclusive 

judgments were made on samples 

that were actually a non-match 

and in case context should support 

the defense's case of innocence.

In addition, these studies have yet to 

establish that examiner conclusions 

are reliable and able to be repeated 

and replicated. Of 27 studies, only 3 

sought to measure reliability, and 

the two studies that provided clear 

statistics had average to low 

reliability (e.g., repeatability: 70.37% 

agreement, reliability: 50.65% 

agreement; AMES II, 2020).

These are just two of the many 

issues in firearm comparison that 

call into question how valid and 

reliable the technique truly is. We 

aim to continue to address these 

limitations in order to ensure that 

cases use proper evidence and do not 

overstate claims when presenting 

forensic science in court.

Non-Match Match
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