any law enforcement agencies are
facing the challenge of having no
more space to store property and evi-
dence. When property rooms are filled
beyond their designed capacity, the
results can have a devastating impact on
the agency and often on the entire crimi-
nal justice system. Agencies lose their
ability to properly track, secure, locate,
and dispose of property and evidence.
Recent headline stories in newspapers
and other news media concerning lost
evidence in criminal cases have caused
embarrassment, having the potential to
affect prosecutions and civil litigation
adversely. However, the space and stor-
age challenges facing law enforcement
agencies today will increase exponen-
tially in the upcoming years because of
new state legislation extending the stat-
utes of limitation for the crimes of sexual
assault, homicide, and even burglary. In
some areas of the United States, police
departments now must maintain homi-
cide evidence “forever.”” Many police
executives are now facing the ramifica-
tions of these decisions and are attempt-
ing to determine where and under what
conditions the evidence from these crimes
will be stored, for the sake of account-
ability and the maintenance of the chain
of custody. The purpose of this article is
to call the attention of police executives
to the impending crisis in property and
evidence storage.
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Existing Space Challenges

Lack of sufficient storage space for evi-
dence and property is becoming a common
problem for chiefs. It does not matter if a
law enforcement agency is very small or
very large; the responsibilities of handling
found property, property for safekeeping,
and evidentiary property vary only by
degree, and every agency has common
challenges in this regard. Often, the com-
peting demand for available space within
an agency results in spreading the prop-
erty function throughout several locations
within the existing facility or moving it
entirely to a satellite location. Many police
chiefs find themselves advocating for cap-
ital projects to build new property ware-
houses or seeking funds to rent necessary
storage space. Others seek the efficiency
of high-density shelving that can double
the storage capacity of existing facilities.

Dealing with inadequate storage capac-
ity requires a diagnosis of the underlying
cause of the problem. Many law enforce-
ment property rooms are filled with items
that either have no evidentiary value or
are no longer needed for criminal pros-
ecution. Two examples of items that fre-
quently consume the precious little space
available in the property room are recov-
ered or found bicycles and evidence from
misdemeanor crimes that have no sus-
pects or leads and are beyond the statute
of limitations. Other items of evidence sit
on shelves for years awaiting a disposi-
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tion from the courts, an approval from
the prosecutor’s office, or action by the
investigating officer or detective. Property
rooms are commonly filled with enormous
quantities of items that agencies could dis-
pose of by implementing well-designed
procedural systems that are supported by
the agency’s senior management, pros-
ecutors, and the courts. It is imperative
that agencies begin to focus on methods of
reducing the inventory in their property
rooms as the new laws mentioned earlier
begin to take effect. Among the many rea-
sons behind these new statutes, three are
preeminent: advanced DNA technology,
a renewed focus on previously unsolved
crimes, and postconviction appeals.
Advanced DNA Technology: Advances
in forensic sciences, especially in the area of
DNA analysis, have resulted in an increased
amount of evidence collected and stored.
This evidence is not only from interper-
sonal violent crimes; it also includes prop-
erty crimes.” Many agencies throughout
the world are seeing significantly more evi-
dence intake than they have in past years.
Once the evidence enters the property
room, it is kept longer than ever before.
Part of this trend is due to the fact that
jurors in court cases are expecting more
physical evidence than ever before to be
introduced in evidence to prove guilt.
Some prosecutors refer to this expecta-
tion as the “CSI effect” on jurors. That is
to say, due to the current popularity of






