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In 1998, one Palestinian and six Bulgarian doctors were accused of an
unusual biocrime: injecting nearly 400 children with HIV laden blood in
Benghazi, Libya. This case remains unsolved; but instances of malicious HIV
transmission are  probably the only biocrimes to have been tried in court
using forensic evidence.
Tough new forensics standards are needed before the perpetrators of an
anthrax, smallpox or other bioterror attack can be prosecuted in court,
scientists and government officials warned this week at the American
Association for the Advancement of Sciences meeting.
Scientific assays that identify the source of a virus or bacteria may have
to be devised from scratch and rigorously tested, said Bruce Budowle of the
F.B.I.   aboratory in Washington, D.C.
Budowle is calling for the establishment of a national strain repository of
bacteria and viruses that might be used in an attack. These would serve as
'control'  amples, to show that microbial tests are valid, he said.
Scientists also  recommended construction of a DNA database of pathogens and
their different strains from around the world. These would be used to trace
the origin of an attack strain.  During the anthrax attacks of 2001, for
example, Paul Keim of Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff, used his
collection of anthrax DNA fingerprints to help identify it as the Ames
strain. This helped narrow down the source of the bacteria to certain labs -
although the culprit has not been caught.
Even with DNA information, tests can be ambiguous, warned HIV researcher
Bette Karber of Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico. The genes of
viruses such as HIV, for example, change very rapidly. This complicates
efforts to match up a sample from a crime scene with its exact source.
Karber, who has appeared as an expert in cases of deliberate HIV
transmission, warned how easily forensic evidence can collapse.
Contamination or mix-up of samples has happened in HIV court cases: "You
have to be wary".
Viruses such as HIV could be used in bio crime, Karber warned. "If someone
came into a hospital with intention to kill, it would be plausible."
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