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HEADLINE: A new tack in DNA search;
It's the first successful use of controversial 'familial' matching in a high-profile U.S. case.
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BODY:

Frustrated by their inability to find the notorious killer known as the Grim Sleeper, whose DNA was not in a law
enforcement database, Los Angeles police this spring asked the state to look for a DNA profile similar enough to be a
possible relative of the killer.

In April, state computers produced a list of 200 genetic profiles of people in the database who might be related to
the alleged serial killer. Among the top five ranked as the most likely relatives was a profile that shared a common
genetic marker with the crime-scene DNA at each of 15 locations that the crime lab examined.

Scientists knew that a profile with that sort of matching pattern indicated a parent-child relationship. To winnow the
candidates further, and knowing that their suspect had to be a man, they tested the DNA of the 200 offenders whose
profiles resembled the crime-scene DNA to determine if any appeared to share the Y chromosome, which boys inherit
from their fathers.

There was one match, and it was the same profile that had shared all 15 markers on the first round of testing.

Excitement swept the room at the state DNA laboratory in Richmond where the match was made. Jill Spriggs, chief
of the state's Bureau of Forensic Services, recalls a feeling of "amazement" when she learned of the breakthrough: The
two rounds of tests almost certainly had located a son of the suspect -- the first high-profile U.S. case cracked by a
technique known as familial DNA searching.

Even then, though, state scientists moved gingerly, anxiously trying to ensure that nothing would go wrong. They
did more tests, then called a meeting of the scientists and lawyers who oversee such searches.

"We were all very businesslike," said Spriggs. "We made very sure we were following all the procedures, kind of
like a checklist approach. "
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Although each step was made with caution, Spriggs said the group knew it was a part of something "revolutionary."

"We were very excited," she said.

Familial searching has been done for years in Europe, Australia and New Zealand, but technical, legal and ethical
concerns have kept the FBI from pursuing it in the United States, where California and Colorado are the only two states
that have embraced it fully. Pressed by prosecutors, California Atty. Gen. Jerry Brown approved familial searching two
years ago, and Colorado began using special software to track relatives of suspects at about the same time.

State lawyers had warned Brown that a bungled familial search could lead defense lawyers to challenge the state's
entire DNA testing program.

Instead, the ability of the technique to identify a suspect in the Grim Sleeper case, Lonnie David Franklin Jr., who
was charged Thursday with 10 counts of murder, has emboldened and thrilled advocates of further DNA testing. They
hope to see familial DNA searching quickly spread to additional states.

"This case is the poster child we have been waiting for," declared Harvard geneticist Frederick Bieber. "We have
been waiting for a case like this to hit a home run."

Studies show that prison inmates tend to have family members who also have been behind bars. When the source of
DNA from a crime scene cannot be identified, there are "even odds" that the unknown suspect will have a relative with
DNA in the database, Bieber said.

Unrelated people can share the same genetic markers, but siblings and parents and their offspring usually share a
greater number. Once a relative is identified, authorities can use that person as a lead to trace a suspect. The success rate
is estimated at 10% to 14%.

Skeptics have argued that familial searches invade the privacy of people who happen to have a relative in the
database and may violate constitutional guarantees against unwarranted searches. So far, however, no one has
challenged the use of familial searching in California, and an attorney for the American Civil Liberties Union said
Friday that the state's handling of the Grim Sleeper case made the group "more comfortable" with the process.

"From our perspective, if you are going to use familial DNA searching, this is the kind of case you should use it for,
and the kind of precautions they took in this case are the kind that should be taken," said Peter Bibring, staff attorney for
the ACLU of Southern California.

He said state law should require the procedures used in the Grim Sleeper case to be followed in all familial
searches.

At each step of the way in the forensic investigation, the familial search committee met and voted. After verifying
the DNA results, the group voted unanimously to give to the intelligence division of the Department of Justice the name
of the offender who had been identified as the likely relative of the suspect.

After an examination of birth records and geographical data showed the offender's father was the right age and
lived in the right place to have committed the killings, the committee met again to decide whether to give the
information to the LAPD. Again, the vote was a unanimous yes. Spriggs said no one raised objections.

She flew to Los Angeles with Craig Buehler, chief of the Bureau of Investigations and Intelligence, and met LAPD
officials in a conference room at Cal State Los Angeles.

"They made sure there was no 't' that wasn't crossed and no 'i' that wasn't dotted," said LAPD laboratory director
Greg Matheson, who attended the meeting. "But we were obviously excited about this being their first hit, and it was a
very good one."
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The familial search cost the state $40,000, with much of the work done on overtime, Spriggs said. She said she and
other scientists never doubted they could nab a criminal suspect this way, and that statistically they were due for a
breakthrough.

Brown, who is running for governor, was jubilant. He recalled that some members of his staff had been reluctant to
embrace familial searching, fearing litigation could threaten the entire DNA database.

"One doesn't go against them lightly," Brown said. "I pushed them."

Retired Alameda County prosecutor Rockne Harmon, now a DNA consultant, had been the driving force behind the
approval of familial testing in California, lobbying Brown's staff and working with Dist. Atty. Steve Cooley and others
to push for the new technology.

Harmon had predicted that it was just a matter of time before a big hit would come as a result of a familial search.
He was on vacation in Hawaii when he got word of the Grim Sleeper suspect's arrest.

"Wow," he wrote in a message sent from his iPhone.

--

maura.dolan@latimes.com

GRAPHIC: PHOTO: TEAM: Criminalists with the state Justice Department who matched the suspect's DNA to his
son are, from left, Linton VonBeroldingen, Steven Myers, Jim Wiegand, Gary Sims, Matt Piucci, Ken Konzak and
Bureau Chief Jill Spriggs at the DNA lab in Richmond. PHOTOGRAPHER:Genaro Molina Los Angeles Times
PHOTO: SUSPECT: Lonnie David Franklin Jr. was arrested Wednesday. PHOTOGRAPHER:LAPD
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