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Introduction

Due to its success in DNA initiatives, extensive experience 
with cold case investigations, and policy of aggressively 
entering evidence into the National Integrated Ballistic 
Information Network (NIBIN) database, the Denver Police 
Department Crime Laboratory (DPDCL) was selected to 
participate in a pilot project that would implement a shift 
from using NIBIN as a laboratory support tool to its use as 
an investigative intelligence tool.  Working with the Bureau 
of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (BATF), the 
DPDCL created a program that applied many lessons learned 
with Cold Case investigations to NIBIN intelligence.  This 
project, known as the Denver Crime Gun Intelligence Center 
(CGIC) was formally launched in January 2013.  

The purpose of CGIC is to utilize NIBIN to provide timely and 
actionable information to partner agencies.  This information 
is used to focus investigative efforts on active shooters in the 
Denver metropolitan area with the goal of identifying and 
removing them from the community before they can commit 
additional crimes.  

Background

Traditionally, the forensic sciences have been used to support 
or refute case theories by examining physical evidence 
gathered during the course of an investigation.  These 
examinations, which usually occur weeks or even months after 
the crime itself, aim to answer questions about how a crime 
was committed and who or what may have been involved.  
However, with the increased use of databases, forensic science 
has become an intelligence tool used during the course of 
investigations to assist with solving crime.  Through the use 
of databases such as the Automated Fingerprint Identification 

System (AFIS) and the Combined DNA Index System 
(CODIS), investigators are provided with intelligence derived 
from evidence collected at a crime scene that they can use to 
focus and refine their investigative efforts.

As a community, firearm and toolmark examiners are familiar 
with the National Integrated Ballistic Information Network 
(NIBIN) database.  Established in 1999, NIBIN provides 
the means by which examiners can discover links between 
previously unrelated gun crimes.  This system was designed 
and implemented to provide intelligence through which local 
law enforcement could identify and target “trigger pullers” 
[1].  The local component of NIBIN, the Integrated Ballistic 
Identification System (IBIS), was deployed to local, state 
and federal agencies and is generally housed within crime 
laboratories.  Using IBIS to capture cartridge case images and 
create a searchable database soon became a routine part of a 
firearm examiner’s casework and IBIS entries have evolved 
as part of that workflow.  While policies and procedures differ 
among agencies, most require a request from the investigator 
in order to initiate the laboratory examination of evidence.  
Some agencies require firearm evidence to be processed for 
latent print or DNA before a firearms examiner can handle it.  
For most NIBIN sites, these policies have led to significant 
delays between evidence seizure and NIBIN input.  One study 
cited a mean of 58 days before evidence is processed for 
NIBIN, with some laboratories reporting waits of one year or 
more [2].  

From the start, NIBIN has successfully assisted firearms 
examiners with identifying links between gun crimes.  
However, unlike the AFIS and CODIS databases, which 
link evidence with an individual, NIBIN hits associate items 
of evidence to each other.  These associations require an 
assessment of the details of each crime and necessitate further 
investigation before a suspect is identified.  Due to this need for 
extra investigation, the intelligence provided by a NIBIN hit is 
far more valuable if it is received in a timely manner.  Delays in Date Received: May 5, 2015
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entering evidence lead to significant delays in identifying and 
reporting hits, rendering the information generally unhelpful to 
investigators and ultimately diminishing NIBIN’s usefulness 
as an investigative tool.  Conversely, at sites where examiners 
are diligent about data entry, they found that investigators 
largely ignored the case link information.  While the NIBIN 
program faced many hurdles at its outset, its potential did 
not go completely unrecognized.  Since its implementation, 
several forensic laboratories established programs that sought 
to exploit this potential.  Innovative programs such as Walk 
in Wednesdays in Los Angeles and the NIBIN Squad at the 
Phoenix Police Department [3,4,5] promoted the capabilities 
of NIBIN and actively solicited evidence from their agencies.

The Denver NIBIN Experience

The Denver Police Department Crime Laboratory began 
using IBIS and NIBIN in May 2002.  Firearms Unit personnel 
immediately recognized the need to adapt case workflows to 
realize the full potential of the system.  By June of that year, 
the Firearms Unit had adopted a protocol that took a proactive 
approach to evaluating and entering evidence into NIBIN.  
This protocol outlined procedures that enable examiners 
to search for and retrieve evidence that has been submitted 
to the Denver Police Department’s Property Management 
Bureau (PMB).  This search is done on a daily basis and, more 
importantly, without requiring involvement of a detective 
or other investigator.  The advantages of this protocol are: 
1) firearm evidence is located and entered much faster than 
waiting for a laboratory request; and 2) evidence placed into 
PMB under a case not assigned to a detective will still be 
evaluated for entry.  

The NIBIN protocol includes examination procedures that 
are intended to be as efficient as possible and preliminary 
in nature.  Firearms retrieved are inspected to ensure safe 
operation and then test-fired.  Test-fired cartridge cases 
are then evaluated for entry into the NIBIN system.  Fired 
cartridge cases collected at shooting scenes are compared in a 
process that has been termed “triaging.”  Examiners conduct 
microscopic comparisons to determine the number of firearms 
involved, suitability for entry and the best sample for entry.  
The triage process is treated as a presumptive examination 
where no formal conclusions are reached or reported.  This 
process eliminates the need for in-depth documentation and 
verification required by laboratory protocols and accreditation 
standards.  This is a novel approach to processing evidence 
that places a premium on the swift evaluation and entry of gun 
crime evidence into NIBIN.  As a result, all NIBIN appropriate 
evidence is consistently evaluated and entered within 24 to 72 
hours of submission. 

With procedures that allow for such rapid evaluation, 
evidence is typically handled prior to laboratory requests 
for latent print or DNA examination.  Recent changes to the 
NIBIN procedures ensure the preservation of potential latent 
print and DNA evidence.  Nitrile gloves are worn at all times 
while handling evidence, and firearms evaluated for NIBIN 
are handled as little as possible.  To preserve possible cellular 
DNA evidence, Firearms Unit personnel also swab specific 
areas of each firearm prior to test firing.  Implementing these 
precautions maintains the integrity of the evidence while still 
allowing for expedited NIBIN evaluation and entry.

In addition to adopting these procedures, the successful 
implementation of NIBIN in Denver is attributed to the 
following points:

Near immediate availability of firearm related evidence

The DPDCL has the advantage of being co-located with 
the Department’s property room.  Additionally, laboratory 
examiners have access to the Denver Police Department 
records management system.  Both of these facilitate the 
proactive approach of collecting and entering all gun crime 
evidence on a daily basis.

Entry of all fired cartridge cases collected at crime scenes

All fired cartridge cases that are collected at shooting scenes 
that are semiautomatic pistol caliber are triaged for NIBIN 
entry.  This is done regardless of the type of incident that 
leads to them being collected as evidence.  Because the 
vast majority of gun crime in Denver and its surrounding 
area involve handguns, rifle caliber cartridge cases are not 
routinely evaluated for entry. 

Entry of all semiautomatic pistols

All semiautomatic pistols are evaluated for entry into NIBIN, 
regardless of what type of incident lead to their seizure.  
In addition, semiautomatic rifles that fire pistol caliber 
ammunition (e.g. Hi-Point’s model 995) are also evaluated for 
entry.  Firearms placed into property for safekeeping are an 
exception, as they are not typically related to criminal acts and 
are not technically seized as evidence.

Timely and thorough review of correlation results

When possible, correlation results are reviewed on the same 
day as that an entry was made, and no later than the following 
morning.  While the NIBIN correlation algorithms continue to 
improve, DPDCL examiners have located hits well beyond the 
top ten, and even the top fifty, respondents in the correlation 
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list. The position where a hit was located in the correlation 
respondent list for breech face images was recorded for the 
last one hundred and nineteen confirmed hits.  An analysis 
of these data shows that 71.4% of the hits were located the 
top ten respondents.  These same data show that 8.4% of the 
hits were located beyond the top fifty respondents.  In one 
instance, a hit was confirmed with the 209th respondent in a 
list of 241.  For this reason, correlation results are reviewed 
in their entirety by qualified firearms examiners (Figure 1).

Proactive use of NIBIN

DPDCL regards NIBIN as an important investigative tool, not 
just another instrument for use in routine laboratory work.  A 
proactive approach, where examiners are not dependant on 
a request ensures comprehensive evaluation of all firearm 
related evidence.

The DPDCL Firearms Unit operated under this model for ten 
years and has been very successful at detecting and reporting 
hits using IBIS and NIBIN.  During that time, 882 confirmed 
hits were reported to assigned investigators.  However, 
detecting and reporting hits fell short of the ultimate goal 
of providing usable intelligence.  Whether due to lack of 
resources or a failure to grasp its potential importance, the 
information provided through a NIBIN hit was rarely exploited 
by those investigators.  Thus, the only measure of success for 
NIBIN was the number of entries and the number of hits the 
system produced.  While these are important, and increasing 
the number of cartridge case images in the database is central 
to the system being a useful criminal intelligence tool, they do 
not present a true gauge of how the data provided by NIBIN 
is used.  With the implementation CGIC, investigative follow-
up after NIBIN matches was now integral to the definition of 

NIBIN’s success. 

Accreditation and Casework

Crime laboratories and firearm and toolmark examiners are 
an integral part of the NIBIN process.  Often, a laboratory’s 
accreditation requirements are cited as an impediment to 
establishing procedures to work within a NIBIN-centric 
environment.  The experience of the DPDCL program has 
shown that accreditation does not necessarily hinder effective 
use of NIBIN as an intelligence tool.  

DPDCL is committed to providing quality forensic services.  
As an ISO 17025:2005 accredited laboratory through ANAB 
(ANSI-ASQ National Accreditation Board), the Firearms 
Unit and all current NIBIN procedures have been successful 
through several internal and external audits.  The protocols 
for proactively evaluating and triaging gun crime evidence 
are a part of the unit Standard Operating Procedures (SOP), 
and language on all NIBIN communications clearly state that 
the included information is presumptive in nature and for 
investigative purposes only.  Hit notifications simply state that 
two (or more) incidents have been linked through NIBIN, and 
do not include any conclusions regarding the identification of 
linked specimens to a single source.  However, all hits are 
confirmed by qualified examiners prior to being reported to 
investigators.  

Another concern regarding the use of NIBIN as an 
investigative tool is the potential impact on a laboratory’s 
work load.  The assumption is that the increased proactive 
use of NIBIN will result in a surge of additional work for 
firearms examiners.  The experience at DPDCL has been just 
the opposite.  Proactively acquiring, evaluating and entering 

Figure 1: Location of confirmed hits within 
correlation respondent lists for 119 confirmed hits

Figure 2: Number of NIBIN entries 
compared to firearm lab requests



AFTE Journal -- Volume 47 Number 4 -- Fall 2015

Reno & Kotas -- The Denver Crime Gun Intelligence Center (CGIC): An Example of Successful... 241

evidence into the NIBIN database has kept laboratory requests 
for examination of firearms evidence at a manageable level.  
In fact, the number of examiners has remained at three for 
the last ten years, while the unit’s backlog and turnaround 
time has decreased.  Because DPD detectives are aware of 
the laboratory’s NIBIN procedures, they do not routinely 
request the examination of evidence in non-injury, no-suspect 
cases.  Furthermore, as NIBIN entries and the detection of hits 
have continued to increase, the number of firearms laboratory 
requests have remained fairly unchanged (Figure 2).

Requests for laboratory examination of firearm-related 
evidence have remained steady despite continued growth in 
the number of NIBIN entries and confirmed hits.

The Crime Gun Intelligence Center

CGIC began as a collaboration between the Denver Police 
Department (DPD) and the Denver Field Division of the 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives 
(BATF).  It has since grown to include Aurora Police 
Department (APD); Lakewood Police Department (LPD); 
Colorado Bureau of Investigation (CBI); the First, Second, 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Judicial District Attorney’s 
Offices; Colorado Department of Corrections, Division of 
Adult Parole (DOCDAP); Colorado Attorney General’s Office 
(CAGO) and the United States Attorney’s Office, District of 
Colorado (USAO). 

The core of this partnership is a team of personnel dedicated 
to the daily duties involving NIBIN and crime gun tracing.  
While no member of the team focuses exclusively on using 
NIBIN (all are tasked with separate duties), each is qualified 
for the use of IBIS equipment.  Housed at DPDCL, the 
members of this team and their duties are as follows:

• Three Firearm/Toolmark Examiners
 x Test fire NIBIN firearms and evaluate resultant 
cartridge cases for entry

 x Triage fired cartridge cases collected as 
evidence at crime scenes

 x Review correlation results
 x Confirm/refute potential hits via microscopic 
comparison

 x Issue Hit Notifications
• Two ATF Industry Operations Investigators

 x Test fire NIBIN firearms and evaluate resultant 
cartridge cases for entry

 x Enter cartridge cases (test-fired or evidentiary) 
into NIBIN 

 x Conduct comprehensive tracing of all firearms 
seized as evidence

• One CGIC Coordinator (ATF Contract Position)
 x Assist with test-fired cartridge case evaluation 
when necessary

 x Assist with cartridge case entry when necessary
 x Research police reports for each NIBIN linked 
incidents with a focus on finding common 
elements between cases 

 x When appropriate, refer hits to the CGIC 
investigative arm for further investigation

CGIC also includes a team of investigators that are tasked 
with conducting investigative follow-up on referred hits.  
Currently, this team consists of: four BATF agents; two 
Denver Police Department detectives and one Aurora Police 
Department detective permanently assigned to the BATF; 
four Denver Police Department Gang Section detectives and 
one sergeant; one Lakewood Police Department detective; 
and one Aurora Police Department sergeant.  The makeup 
of this team fluctuates as assignments change, and not all are 
involved with every referred hit.  

The processing of evidence for NIBIN entry within the 
CGIC concept has not changed from the methods previously 
described.  However, procedures for the collection of firearm-
related evidence and the follow up of NIBIN hits have been 
significantly modified.  Officers and detectives responding 
to shooting scenes have been informed of the importance of 
information derived from the use of NIBIN, and the collection 
and submission of gun crime evidence has become a focus of 
all police personnel.  All hit notifications are now thoroughly 
reviewed, and when appropriate, these reviews lead to referral 
to assigned Denver Police Detectives and ATF personnel for 
further investigation.

Getting Results: The Success of the Denver CGIC

Since its inception, CGIC has proven the value of exploiting 
the leads generated through the comprehensive use of NIBIN.  
As of March 2015, 310 hits have been confirmed and reported.  
Investigations of these hits have been a successful endeavor.  
Thirty-four defendants have been arrested and now face state 
charges in fifty shooting incidents.  An additional thirteen 
defendants have been charged with various federal crimes, 
while five suspects have had their parole revoked. CGIC 
intelligence has also lead to the issuance of twenty-three 
officer safety bulletins in instances where a suspect has been 
developed but there is insufficient data to support an arrest or 
revocation.

In early 2013, the Denver CGIC linked a series of five shootings 
that occurred in the span of one month.  These linked incidents 
began as unlawful discharges and progressed in violence.  
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Ultimately, the shooter and an accomplice fired twenty-two 40 
S&W caliber rounds into an occupied hotel room.  A review of 
the information from these linked incidents disclosed several 
similarities.  Armed with this intelligence, CGIC investigators 
conducted numerous interviews of witnesses and eventually 
identified a suspect in the shootings.  Further investigation 
was conducted, and the suspect was arrested and charged with 
attempted first-degree murder.  In June of 2014, this defendant 
plead guilty to menacing, as well as several other firearm 
related charges, and has been sentenced to ten years in prison. 

In a second incident, a suspect was arrested during a brutal 
beating and armed robbery in a Denver park.  At the time of 
the arrest, a semiautomatic pistol was seized from the suspect.  
Test-fired cartridge cases from this pistol were subsequently 
entered into the NIBIN database and linked to cartridge 
cases collected at the scene of an attempted armed robbery 
and carjacking at a drive-up ATM two weeks earlier.  CGIC 
investigators conducted an investigation and discovered video 
footage of the attempted robbery.  While conducting follow-
up interviews with the suspect, investigators presented the 
NIBIN evidence and still photographs pulled from video 
footage.   Upon learning of this information, the suspect 
admitted to the attempted robbery and carjacking and now 
awaits trial on several charges, including attempted murder.

Also instructive is a case where DPD CGIC linked cartridge 
cases from six shootings that occurred at three different 
addresses in Denver and the neighboring city of Aurora during 
the span of a few weeks.  These links, and the subsequent 
investigation, led to the authorization of surveillance at one of 
the involved residences.  While conducting the surveillance, 
DPD officers and detectives witnessed an additional shooting 
and were able to immediately apprehend three suspects with 
known gang affiliations.  A firearm recovered during this 
arrest was subsequently linked to all of the shootings initially 
linked through NIBIN.  The intelligence provided by NIBIN 
allowed investigators to successfully target a specific location 
and effectively halt an escalating dispute between two gangs.

Conclusion

These and other successful investigations demonstrate the 
power of NIBIN when it is used as a forensic intelligence tool.  
While the methods employed by DPDCL may not be ideal for 
all agencies and locations, they do provide a model that can 
be altered and molded into a program that will lead to success.  
Initiatives similar to the Denver CGIC are in operation or 
are being developed in several other cities and metropolitan 
areas across the country, including Chicago, Detroit, Miami, 
Milwaukee, New Orleans, Philadelphia, Phoenix, Seattle, St. 
Louis and Tucson.

Built upon a solid foundation of aggressive NIBIN use, the 
CGIC concept in Denver has proven to be a great success.  
The program continues to demonstrate NIBIN’s effectiveness 
as an investigative tool.  When paired with comprehensive 
follow-up investigations, leads generated through NIBIN 
have been highly effective in identifying and removing active 
shooters from the community.  
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