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Unlocking Cold Cases: The Revolutionary
Power of Genealogy in the US
cold case cold case cold case genealogy us represents a paradigm shift in solving long-unsolved
mysteries across the United States. For decades, many criminal investigations have languished, their
leads exhausted and perpetrators at large. However, the advent and widespread accessibility of
genetic genealogy have breathed new life into these dormant cases, offering a beacon of hope for
victims and their families. This powerful intersection of forensic science and ancestral sleuthing is
transforming how law enforcement approaches cold cases, leveraging DNA technology to identify
suspects and bring closure. This article will delve into the intricate workings of this process, explore
its profound impact, and examine the ethical considerations and future potential of using genealogy
in US cold case investigations.
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The Genesis of Cold Case Genealogy

The concept of using genetic information to identify individuals is not new, but its application to
criminal investigations, particularly cold cases, gained significant traction in the early 21st century.
Traditionally, cold case investigations relied on witness testimonies, forensic evidence that could be
analyzed with existing technology, and painstaking manual investigation. However, many cases
reached a dead end due to a lack of viable leads or advancements in scientific techniques that were
not available at the time of the crime. The explosion of consumer genetic genealogy services, such as



AncestryDNA, 23andMe, and MyHeritage, created vast databases of genetic information from
volunteers willing to explore their ancestry. This burgeoning trove of data presented an
unprecedented opportunity for law enforcement to tap into a resource that could potentially link
unidentified DNA found at crime scenes to living relatives.

The breakthrough moment for cold case genealogy in the US often points to the identification of the
Golden State Killer. This serial offender terrorized California for years, committing a string of rapes
and murders before disappearing. After decades of fruitless investigation, law enforcement agencies
decided to upload crime scene DNA to a public genealogy database. This bold move, facilitated by
the growing accessibility of genetic genealogy, ultimately led to the identification and arrest of
Joseph James DeAngelo Jr. The success of this high-profile case ignited widespread interest and
demonstrated the immense potential of this novel investigative technique for other cold case cold
case cold case genealogy us investigations across the nation.

How Cold Case Genealogy Works in the US

The process of applying genealogy to cold cases in the United States is a meticulous and multi-stage
endeavor that requires collaboration between law enforcement, forensic genealogists, and genetic
testing laboratories. At its core, it begins with a biological sample recovered from a cold case crime
scene. This sample, often DNA, is then uploaded to a forensic genealogy database. These databases
are distinct from consumer databases, though they can leverage data from both, and are specifically
designed for law enforcement use under strict protocols. The initial step involves creating a DNA
profile from the crime scene sample.

Once a profile is established, it is uploaded and compared against the profiles in the genealogy
databases. The aim is not to find a direct match, as the perpetrator's DNA is unlikely to be in these
databases directly unless they themselves have submitted a sample. Instead, the technology looks
for distant relatives of the unknown individual. If a close or even a distant match is found, it
indicates that the unknown individual and the database user share a common ancestor. This is
where the genealogical detective work truly begins, as forensic genealogists then painstakingly build
out family trees from the known relatives, working backward generation by generation to identify
potential candidates who could be the source of the crime scene DNA. This process is often referred
to as "bridging the gap" between the known DNA relatives and the unknown suspect.

The Crucial Role of DNA in Cold Case Genealogy

DNA is the linchpin of the entire cold case genealogy process. Without a viable DNA sample, the
investigative avenue remains closed. The quality and quantity of the DNA recovered from the crime
scene are paramount. Even minute amounts of biological material, such as skin cells, hair follicles,
or bodily fluids, can be sufficient for DNA extraction and profiling. Advances in technology,
particularly in the field of low-template DNA analysis, have made it possible to extract usable
profiles from samples that were previously considered insufficient. This has opened up possibilities
for many older cold cases where the original evidence might have been limited.

The DNA profile generated from a crime scene sample is a unique genetic fingerprint, albeit one that



needs to be interpreted within a genealogical context. This profile is then used to search for matches
within specialized forensic genealogy databases. These databases contain the genetic information of
individuals who have voluntarily submitted their DNA for genealogical purposes. Law enforcement
agencies work with accredited laboratories to ensure the integrity of the DNA testing and profile
creation process. The accuracy of the initial DNA profile is critical, as any errors could lead
investigators down incorrect family lines, wasting valuable time and resources in their pursuit of a
cold case suspect.

Building a Family Tree: The Genealogical Detective Work

Once potential familial matches are identified through DNA database comparisons, the intensive
work of genealogical research commences. Forensic genealogists employ a wide array of tools and
techniques to construct detailed family trees. This involves scrutinizing census records, birth,
marriage, and death certificates, obituaries, immigration records, military service records, and even
old city directories and land records. The goal is to meticulously map out the relationships of the
individuals in the database who are genetically linked to the crime scene DNA.

This process requires a deep understanding of historical record-keeping, genealogical conventions,
and common genealogical errors or omissions. Genealogists must be adept at interpreting historical
documents, understanding regional naming patterns, and accounting for potential discrepancies or
gaps in records. They will often identify a pool of potential candidates who share the correct genetic
markers and whose ages and geographic locations align with the known details of the cold case. The
final step in this phase involves identifying the most likely individual within this pool and, where
possible, obtaining their direct DNA sample for comparison with the crime scene DNA. This direct
comparison is the ultimate confirmation of identity, closing the loop between the DNA evidence and
the suspect.

Notable Successes in US Cold Cases Through
Genealogy

The impact of cold case genealogy in the US has been nothing short of transformative, leading to the
resolution of numerous long-standing mysteries and bringing perpetrators to justice. The
aforementioned Golden State Killer case is perhaps the most prominent example, demonstrating the
power of this technique on a national scale. This single case, solved through the application of
forensic genealogy, inspired countless other agencies to explore similar avenues for their own
dormant investigations.

Beyond this iconic case, many other cold cases have been cracked. For instance, the killer of Sherri
Dally, a woman murdered in California in 1988, was identified decades later through genetic
genealogy. Similarly, investigators used DNA evidence and genealogical research to identify the
suspect in the 1992 murder of Sarah McVie. The success stories are accumulating, providing much-
needed closure for victims' families and highlighting the innovative ways technology is being
harnessed to solve crimes that have stumped law enforcement for years. Each successful resolution
underscores the value of this approach in the pursuit of justice for cold case cold case cold case
genealogy us initiatives.



Ethical Considerations and Legal Challenges

While the success of cold case genealogy is undeniable, its widespread adoption has also brought to
light significant ethical and legal considerations. One of the primary concerns revolves around
privacy. Individuals who submit their DNA to consumer genealogy databases do so for personal
ancestry exploration, not necessarily with the expectation that their genetic information will be used
for criminal investigations. This raises questions about consent and the potential for unintended
consequences when private genetic data is accessed by law enforcement, even if through a legal
process.

Another challenge lies in the legal framework surrounding the use of genetic genealogy databases.
While many databases have terms of service that permit law enforcement access under specific legal
circumstances, the interpretation and application of these policies can be complex. Furthermore, the
admissibility of evidence derived from genetic genealogy in court can be subject to scrutiny. Defense
attorneys may challenge the methodology, the chain of custody of the DNA evidence, or the privacy
rights of individuals involved. Navigating these legal hurdles requires careful adherence to
established protocols and a thorough understanding of the evolving legal landscape surrounding
genetic evidence and privacy in the context of cold case cold case cold case genealogy us
investigations.

The Future of Genealogy in US Cold Case Investigations

The future of genealogy in US cold case investigations appears exceptionally bright, with ongoing
advancements in both genetic technology and genealogical research methodologies. As DNA
sequencing becomes more sophisticated and affordable, the ability to extract and analyze even more
comprehensive genetic information from degraded samples will undoubtedly increase. This will
allow investigators to tackle an even wider range of cold cases, including those with limited or
challenging evidentiary material.

Furthermore, the development of specialized forensic genealogy databases and the refinement of
algorithms for matching genetic profiles are expected to streamline the investigative process.
Collaboration between law enforcement agencies, forensic laboratories, and genealogical experts
will likely deepen, fostering a more efficient and effective approach to solving cold cases. The
continued success of these initiatives, coupled with ongoing dialogue about ethical guidelines and
legal frameworks, will solidify the role of cold case cold case cold case genealogy us as an
indispensable tool in the pursuit of justice for victims and their families across the United States for
years to come.

FAQ

Q: How does cold case genealogy work in the US?
A: Cold case genealogy in the US involves uploading DNA from an unsolved crime scene to public
genealogy databases. Forensic genealogists then use these databases to find potential relatives of



the unknown suspect, painstakingly building family trees to narrow down the possibilities and
identify the perpetrator.

Q: What is the difference between consumer genealogy
databases and forensic genealogy databases?
A: Consumer genealogy databases are primarily for personal ancestry research, while forensic
genealogy databases are specifically designed and utilized by law enforcement agencies for criminal
investigations. While forensic databases may leverage data from consumer databases, they operate
under stricter protocols and legal frameworks.

Q: Is my DNA safe if I upload it to a consumer genealogy site?
A: When you upload your DNA to consumer genealogy sites, you agree to their terms of service,
which often include provisions for law enforcement access under specific legal circumstances. While
your data is generally protected, it's important to understand these terms and conditions.

Q: Can genealogy be used to solve all cold cases?
A: Genealogy is a powerful tool for cold cases, but it requires viable DNA evidence from the crime
scene. If no biological sample can be recovered or analyzed, this method cannot be applied.

Q: How long does it typically take to solve a cold case using
genealogy?
A: The timeframe for solving a cold case with genealogy can vary significantly. It depends on the
quality of the DNA, the completeness of the genealogical databases, the complexity of the family
trees involved, and the resources dedicated to the investigation. It can range from months to several
years.

Q: What are the legal implications of using genetic genealogy
for cold case investigations?
A: Legal implications include privacy concerns of individuals whose DNA is in databases, the
admissibility of evidence derived from genealogy in court, and the potential for privacy lawsuits. Law
enforcement must adhere to strict legal protocols and warrants.

Q: Are there ethical concerns about using genealogy to
identify suspects in cold cases?
A: Yes, ethical concerns primarily revolve around the expectation of privacy for individuals who
submitted their DNA for personal reasons and the potential for unintended consequences when this
data is used for law enforcement purposes. Consent and data usage policies are key considerations.



Q: What kind of DNA evidence is needed for cold case
genealogy?
A: Viable DNA samples from the crime scene are essential. This can include blood, semen, hair
follicles, skin cells, or saliva. Advances in forensic technology allow for the analysis of even small or
degraded samples.
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