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PRESIDENT'S EDITORIAL

Uniting and transforming forensic sciences in a monumental
pandemic year and beyond
SARS-2 coronavirus and now referred to as SARS-CoV-2, represents
the grassroots of the Academy mission. But now, as I reflect on
2020, I think that the theme could not have been a better fit as we
responded to a global pandemic, the ongoing U.S. opioid epidemic
and social unrest, and continued, global emerging drug threats. We
all know that each of these public health and safety emergencies
will leave an indelible mark on the forensic sciences community. As
AAFS president, I have seen and am proud of how our community
has stood together, unbowed by all of these unparalleled challenges,
ready to serve, and always with integrity and commitment to finding
answers, that in turn, supports our communities and helps humanity.
Every day, we as forensic scientists work under the mandate
that we use current, evidenced-based practices. We work with
the knowledge (and stress) that our performance and findings are
directly informing pivotal court decisions that will, in turn, impact
people, their families, and the communities that we serve. Our profession—regardless of forensic discipline—requires that we as foJeri Ropero-Miller, 2020-2021 President

rensic scientists constantly evolve, adopting unbiased technologies
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and policies as we set our collective course for continuous improvements, operational excellence, and contributing to a community of

As the 2020–2021 President of the American Academy of Forensic

practice and knowledge. Each day, we, as forensic scientists, renew

Sciences (AAFS), I am honored to serve my profession and reflect on

our commitment to prioritize reliability, competence, and profes-

the accomplishments within the forensic sciences as we find transfor-

sional ethics in each task we perform.

mative ways to unite in advancing our sciences, our performance, and
our culture.

Like forensic scientists as a collective workforce, the AAFS has
upheld its commitment to advancing the forensic sciences through

My professional experience is founded in my education, career,

its efforts in re-establishing its purpose; developing forensic stan-

professional development, and service. Upon completing my formal

dards; researching, educating, and training its members; committing

education in clinical chemistry and forensic toxicology, my career

to membership; using technological advancements; and supporting

began as a Senior Forensic Toxicologist at the North Carolina Office

forensic professionals dealing with the global ramifications of the

of the Chief Medical Examiner (NC-OCME) in 1998. My career

COVID-19 pandemic in their already extremely demanding profes-

continued as the joint Deputy Chief Toxicologist and an Assistant

sions. By providing these valuable services, the AAFS can act as a

Clinical Professor at University of North Carolina while at NC-OCME

model for organizational efforts in which forensic science is per-

before I transitioned from casework to research in 2004. Since then,

formed. I elaborate on each of these important topics below as I re-

I have authored more than 100 peer-reviewed publications, techni-

flect on the accomplishments we have made together in 2020.

cal reports, and book chapters and presented nationally and internationally. My professional membership within the Academy began as
a student in 1996 and in 1998, I presented for the first time at the
AAFS Annual Meeting and received the Toxicology Section June K.
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Jones Scholarship in support of my graduate research. My service
to the Academy began in 2003 and will continue into the future.

An organization's vision, mission, and values statements form the

My presidential theme, “One Academy Pursuing Justice Through Truth

foundation for all its activities and also draw members to an or-

in Evidence,” chosen before the onset of COVID-19, also known as

ganization. Without the people, an organization is nonexistent.
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Before 2020, the Academy had a mission statement to summarize

ASB has developed voluntary standards that are specifically

its purpose. However, it lacked both a vision statement to describe

defined in an open and fair environment requiring general con-

what the AAFS will become in the future and values statement

sensus by stakeholders, including a public comments process.

to provide guidelines for decision making and better define mem-

ASB standards are developed in accordance with the American

bership identity. Figure 1 identifies the Academy's 2020 vision,

National Standard Institute's (ANSI’s) essential requirements of

mission, and values (VMV) statements. Moreover, the AAFS VMV

due process and subject to ANSI’s unique accreditation of con-

statements served as a foundation to the development of a new

sensus procedures, neutral oversight, approval process, appeals

strategic plan to set its future course and to identify benchmarks/

process, and procedural audit [3]. The first ANSI-approved ASB

milestones for measuring success or setting a time limit for course

standard was published in June 2018 and as of October 16, 2020,

correction.

the ASB has published 42 ANSI-approved standards and four ASB
Technical Reports. The dedication of our profession to establish-
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ing scientific standards is evident in the participation of over 550
OSAC members and over 300 subject matter expert volunteers on
ASB consensus bodies and working groups [4]. As a further com-

Scientific standards guide our community of practice and “increase

mitment to standards promulgation, the AAFS currently provides

public confidence in the quality of forensic service [1].” They offer a

its scientific standards as publicly available online. In 2020, in

level of control assessment, a desired and achievable performance,

order to further support the development of scientific standards,

accountability and competence to “ensure desirable characteristics

the AAFS secured funding for ASB through the end of 2021, has

of services and techniques such as quality, reliability, efficiency,

developed a financial plan for ASB’s sustainability, has realigned

and consistency among practitioners [2].” AAFS members have

ASB staff for efficiency, and will finalize an ASB strategic business

contributed, in part, to standards development of scientific work-

plan this year.

ing groups (SWGs) and the drafting of proposed standards with
the National Institute of Standards and Technology Organization
of Scientific Areas Committees (OSAC) for Forensic Science. Once
AAFS established the Academy Standards Board (ASB) in 2015

3 | R E S E A RC H , E D U C ATI O N , A N D
TR A I N I N G

as a Standards Development Organization, members continue to
serve the OSAC and now the ASB to further forensic advancement

Unification of knowledge is important to foster a more engaged, in-

through scientific standards.

clusive, connected, and just forensic science community. Research,

F I G U R E 1 The American Academy of Forensic Sciences Vision, Mission, and Values statements established in 2020 [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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education, and continued professional development should have
scientific merit, be beneficial to the end-user, and in the case of re-

5 | R E N E W E D O RG A N IZ ATI O N A L
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search, respect the values and rights of the people involved to include appropriate Human Research Ethics approval [5]. Since 1953,

The AAFS has nearly 6500 members, which includes 517 inter-

the United States has been a global leader in investments in research

national members and represents 70 countries. Everything the

and development (R&D), with earlier funding representing almost

Academy does is based on serving its membership and meeting at-

70% of world investments and more recently (2017) providing nearly

tendees. In 2020, the AAFS used membership surveys as a tool to

28%. For more than 60 years, two U.S. sectors—business and the

“harness the consensus” of its members, in order to determine what

federal government—have together accounted for more than 90%

is important to them. By year's end, the AAFS will survey its mem-

of funding. In 2018, U.S. businesses and the federal government

bership about general membership needs and AAFS value, support

represented $531 billion in R&D investments. The remaining 10% of

of a virtual meeting during a pandemic, support and value of scien-

funding is by nonfederal governments, institutions of higher educa-

tific standards, and diversity and inclusion within the AAFS. These

tion, and other nonprofit organizations like the AAFS [6]. Since 1990,

surveys are vital to serving a vast AAFS membership. Embracing

the AAFS, through its Forensic Science Foundation, has contributed

our early career professionals, international colleagues, and newest

to this both financially and via a research dissemination strategy.

attendees and members are all priorities for AAFS staff and leader-

As recently as 2015, with the establishment of its Humanitarian

ship. The AAFS realigned and developed new policies and proce-

and Human Rights Resource Center (HHRRC), the AAFS signifi-

dures to address topics such as diversity and inclusion. For example,

cantly increased its contributions to research with the support of

in June, the AAFS Board of Directors issued a response regarding

the National Institute of Justice and its Forensic Technology Center

the Academy's policies on diversity, inclusion, and discrimination

of Excellence, resulting in an annual research investment averaging

in the wake of the George Floyd death. The response reiterated

$150,000 [7–9]. Similarly, and in addition to research dissemination

the organization's continued commitment to encouraging collabo-

at its annual meeting, the AAFS supports education, continued pro-

ration in the forensic sciences and that the organization does not

fessional development, and training by annually offering an average

discriminate with regard to ancestry, ethnicity, national origin, age,

of 24 scientific workshops, over 1000 presentations, and 10 special

race, color, gender, sexual orientation, faith, disability, or member-

sessions and keynote talks. Additional Academy efforts include its

ship in other organizations. Furthermore, the AAFS has included

Forensic Science Education Programs Accreditation Commission

diversity and inclusion as one of its six values statements affirming

(FEPAC) and its world-renowned Journal of Forensic Sciences (JFS).

that we will serve all and commit to provide an objective, unbiased

The Academy prioritizes research and education because they are

framework for individuals through forensic science application,

the underpinnings of our society's scientific advances.

teaching, and research. Our commitment to our membership also
yielded eight additional ad hoc committees; the hiring of individuals
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to fill new roles (e.g., marketing and outreach coordinator); the development of new strategies for membership retention and recruitment; and a change in overall thinking to embrace more modern

Technological advances are critical to the sciences. The forensic

ideas in order to improve AAFS and become a greater value to all

sciences continuously implement game-changing technologies to

our members.

collect, process, analyze, interpret, and report results to pursue
truth and justice. The AAFS has also used technological advances
to modernize itself. Last year, the AAFS launched “AAFS Connect”
at its annual meeting. This initiative involved digitizing portions of

6 | O U R PRO FE S S I O N D U R I N G A
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the annual meeting, including six workshops, and providing them online for interested parties to attend. Although AAFS is based in the

Earlier this year, my colleagues and I reported in the Journal of Forensic

United States, the membership extends into nearly 70 countries and

Sciences that in 2017 nearly 2.4 million deaths occurred in the United

our leadership recognized that in order to be more inclusive to the

States and an estimated 20% (1 out of 5) of these deaths were inves-

greater forensic community, implementing digital opportunities for

tigated by the medical examiner and coroner systems. During this

learning benefited everyone. This content digitization was timely:

time, the opioid epidemic contributed to more than 70,000 overdose

less than a year later, the world quickly transitioned to remote work-

deaths, which represented 1 in 34 of the total deaths that occurred

ing, social distancing, and online virtual conferences and training

and 1 in 6 of all investigated deaths [10–12]. The Centers for Disease

events. In this vein, the AAFS decided early to hold its February

Control and Prevention (CDC) reported that the 70,237 overdose

2021 meeting as a 100% virtual event. Transitioning to a virtual

mortalities were a statistically significant overdose death rate in-

event required continuous planning to ensure compatibility with tra-

crease in 23 states from the prior year [13]. Just six months earlier,

ditional meeting structure and events, while at the same time seizing

Paul Speaker and I reported about the hidden costs of the opioid cri-

the opportunity to provide innovative ways to share forensic science

sis and its economic and operational implications for forensic labora-

research and other updates/information.

tories. These reports indicated that workforce shortages and higher
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overdose deaths resulted in jurisdictional economic devastation that
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