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To the Judges:

For years, Justice Department officials knew there were flaws in the forensics behind a long series 
of criminal cases they prosecuted. They even appointed a task force to study the problems.

What they didn’t do was tell defendants who were convicted using the flawed data. They left that 
to Washington Post reporter Spencer S. Hsu.

Because of Hsu’s groundbreaking work, two convictions already have been vacated and judges 
have taken the extraordinary step of declaring the two men innocent. The Justice Department 
is reviewing 20,000-plus criminal convictions that relied on the weak science and misleading 
testimony that Hsu’s stories exposed.  All of the cases under review are more than a decade old. It 
is by far the largest federal post-conviction inquiry ever undertaken in the United States.

None of that would have happened without Hsu’s painstaking investigation.

Hsu began with tens of thousands of pages of documents from the decades-old Justice 
Department task force charged with looking into the cases of several FBI laboratory examiners 
whose work had been called into question.

The task force promised openness, but Hsu found its work cloaked in secrecy. Its findings were 
never released, centered on one examiner, and, most disturbingly, weren’t conveyed to affected 
defendants or their attorneys. As a result, hundreds of defendants nationwide remain in prison or 
on parole for crimes that might merit exoneration, a retrial or a retesting of evidence.

The reporting was painstaking. Documents were redacted and encoded and there was no easy 
way for Hsu to know which cases had been reviewed. So, he cross-referenced the documents 
with whatever public records he could find to build his own database of cases. Then he called 
scores of lawyers and convicts to determine whether they had ever been told of the task force or 
its findings. He found that most were never notified. One defendant who was executed in Texas 
would not have been eligible for the death penalty if not for the flawed forensic work.

Hsu then set out to find people who were jailed because of the errors. He started locally, working 
with the District of Columbia public defender’s service, and identified two men whose cases 
had not even been reviewed by the task force.  Hsu walked readers through the flawed science, 
profiled the defendants, and let readers go through his database online. 



Congress and the courts acted almost immediately, initiating a fresh review by the Justice 
Department’s inspector general. The D.C. defendants Hsu profiled appeared at a congressional 
hearing. 

The Justice Department never questioned Hsu’s findings. On the contrary, the power of his 
reporting compelled the FBI to act, and hundreds, if not thousands, of defendants will get 
another chance at justice. For that, The Washington Post is proud to nominate Hsu’s “Forensic 
Science” series for the Pulitzer Prize in Public Service.

Sincerely,


