Fingerprint Laboratory Part II

Forensics & Criminal Behavior, 10-17-06

A latent fingerprint is one that requires additional processing to be rendered visible and suitable for comparison. There are many techniques and methods to collect and enhance latent prints. 

In the first fingerprint laboratory experience you learned how to obtain inked prints from another student and spent time classifying your own prints.  In this fingerprint laboratory experience you will learn how to make a latent print visible as well as two methods for lifting latent prints.  You will also attempt to match a lifted latent print, from a glass, with one of the students in your group.  You must have your laboratory notebook with your attached fingerprint card.  Having your textbook and the handout from fingerprint laboratory experience one, may be quite useful.

When examining materials for latent prints it is important to wear gloves and to touch as little of the specimen as possible.  Wearing gloves will allow you to pick up an object without leaving additional fingerprints.  Touching as little of the specimen as possible will keep smearing of potential prints to a minimum.

PART A: Making a Latent Fingerprint Visible

1. Select a piece of glass or metal from the lab.  The item should be hard, smooth and not multicolored.

2. Firmly touch the side of your object.  If your finger is dry, rub it along the side of your nose or through your hair.

3. Choose a fingerprint dusting powder. The selected powder should be dark if the object is light and light if the object is dark.

4. Obtain a dusting brush for the dusting powder you selected. Cross contamination of dusting powders, due to mixing brushes, results in poor latent print development.  

5. Tap the handle of the brush or twirl the brush between your fingers to remove excess powder from the bristles from previous use.

6. Place some of the dusting powder in the lid or on a piece of paper and dip the tip of the bristles of the brush in the dusting powder.  It is poor technique to have the powder up in the center of the bristles, as one is unable to control the amount of powder deposited on the surface to be dusted and can easily ruin very clearly defined latent prints.

7. Using a circular, sweeping motion, and just grazing the surface burs across the surface until you see the print begin to appear.  Concentrate your brushing on the exposed fingerprint, taking car to continue to brush lightly.  If necessary, pick up additional dusting powder.  Once the ridges appear, the motion of the brush should follow the direction of the ridge flow.  When the print is clearly developed, stop brushing.  Further development may easily destroy the print.

8. Carefully remove any excess powder with a clean brush.

9. Repeat this procedure with a print from the tabletop.

PART B: Lifting a Latent Print

Using Transparent Tape…

1. Pick up the roll of transparent lifting tape and with a smooth motion pull off approximately 6-7 cm from the roll.  Do not cut the tape from the roll yet.

2. Place the free end of the tape about 6 cm from the top of the developed print.  Cover the print with the tape by smoothing the tape over the print with your finger, beginning at the free end and working slowly over the print.  Do not simply lay the tape over the print.  Air bubbles under the tape will partially ruin the lifted fingerprint so it is necessary that a slow, careful smoothing of the tape over the print takes place.

3. After the tape completely covers the print, and extends approximately 1 cm past it, use the roll of tape as a handle and lift the tape with the developed print smoothly from the surface in one continuous, unbroken, motion. This will prevent distortion of the print.

4. Place the free end of the tape on a backing card of contrasting color to the dusting powder used.  Repeat the laying-down, smoothing operation to eliminate any air bubbles.

5. Cut the tape from the roll, trim any excess tape on the card and label your latent print. Secure the lifted print in your lab notebook.

Using Hinged Lifters…(directions specific for hinged lifters from Sirchie Laboratories)

1. Open the hinged lifter so that the arrow points to the upper right.  The arrow and text are on the plastic cover.

2. With a thumb and forefinger, peel off the transparent cover, starting at the upper right corner. The plastic cover can be discarded.

3. Place the tacky (sticky) side of the lifter carefully over the latent powdered print.  Rub the plastic sheet lightly and then lift off the powdered print. (The asterix, *, should be facing you when lifting a latent print.)

4. Cover the lifted print with the hinged cover to protect it from scratches and dirt.  The best way to cover a latent print after being lifted is to place the lifter on its back, with the adhesive side facing up, then form a curl in the hinges cover and roll on the cover.

5. As long as the asterix if facing up, the latent print is in its positive position, just as it was found on the surface of some object. Secure the lifted print to this handout.

PART C: Who Touched the Glass?

1. Work as a combined group for this part of the experiment.

2. Obtain the appropriately labeled group glass from Rebecca. Use extreme care to prevent the placement of additional fingerprints and the destruction of latent prints.

3. Locate, develop and lift the print or prints from the glass. (Use the lifting method you feel is the most successful.)

4. Attach the lifted print to an appropriate background and examine the print with a hand lens or a magnifying glass. 

5. Classify the type of print and record any ridge characteristics that you observe. (You may need to use the handout from Fingerprint Workshop I to characterize the print.)

6. Use the fingerprint cards from Fingerprint Workshop I to compare your lifted print and identify your suspect. (Attach the lifted print to one members notebook.)

7. Be sure to explain how you identified the suspect.  If your team was unable to identify the suspect than describe the difficulties and identify the suspects that were eliminated based on your evidentiary analysis.































