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 SPIONLINE 

From listening to Nilda Hofmann’s engaging account of her 28-year professional 

journey, it’s apparent that the NYPD’s new Chief of Community Affairs enjoys 

nothing more than working the streets: “I started in in the Bronx and most of my 

career has been on patrol in the Bronx,” Chief Hofmann told a rapt audience at 

Forlini’s, which included several retired NYPD detectives now working as investi-

gators in the private sector.  

NYPD CHIEF NILDA HOFMANN ON THE  

MANY REWARDS OF COMMUNITY AFFAIRS 
The newly appointed chief of the Community Affairs’ department was the guest at our June 

14 dinner at Forlini’s and discussed school safety, body cams, the evolution of Stop-Question-

and-Frisk and cultivating relationships with community advocates and faith leaders. 

SPI President Bruce Sackman, NYPD Chief of Community Affairs Nilda Hofmann and Mitchell R. Weiss, 
Clergy/Community Liaison for 1st Deputy Commissioner 
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A first-generation Puerto Rican, Hofmann worked in Precincts 23, 25, 42, 44 and 52, plus the Patrol Borough Bronx 

and the Bronx Task Force. Along the way she was promoted to Sergeant, Lieutenant, Captain, Deputy Inspector, 

Inspector, then Deputy Chief. While staffing the Risk Management Bureau at One Police Plaza (“1 PP”), Hofmann 

said that she missed “being with the cops on the streets. This is what I know and what I’m comfortable with, 

where I’m happy.”  

When Chief Monahan summoned Hofmann to his office this January, she said she told him: “Thank goodness, 

please tell me you’re sending me 

back to the Bronx.” Monahan replied: 

“’I’ve got something better. What 

about chief of community affairs?’ I 

nearly fell off my chair. I was a one-

star and I was promoted to three-

star!” In March, Nilda Hofmann made 

history as the first Hispanic woman in 

the NYPD promoted to three-star 

Chief. 

The NYPD’s Community Affairs Bu-

reau oversees four divisions: The 

Community Outreach Division, Crime 

Prevention Division, Youth Strategies 

Division, and School Safety Division. 

Chief Hofmann says that one of her 

first task was to reach out to Commu-

nity Affairs officers throughout the 

boroughs. With the rise of neighbor-

hood policing, some had concerns, 

wondering what their roles were.  

“Community Affairs officers are picked because they work well with all types of communities,” she explained. 

“They are able to talk at meetings, speaking well, with respect. In fact, we want all cops to have the Community 

Affairs mentality.” From her time at 1 PP, Chief Hofmann said that she “learned a lot” and can convey the per-

spective from headquarters to officers in the field: “Lawyers get in and tell [the patrol cops] that you can’t do this 

or that, and it seems impossible to take 10 steps.  But after spending time at 1 PP, I understood a lot of things 

better. You get it, and you work with it.”   

Warning card 

After the Parkland shooting in Florida, school safety became a topic of even greater interest than before. There 

are 5,600 school safety agents in New York City, 95% of whom are Hispanic or black. “Which is incredible when 

80% of our school students are minority,” Chief Hofmann said, before adding: “ These are the right people to have 

in our schools, which are very diverse.”  

But as trained as they are, these agents lack the same equipment as street officers, and one of her tasks is to rem-

edy to that. Chief Hofmann answered questions about marijuana in schools and shared her enthusiasm for a pro-

gram that “was only in place in certain schools, [but] I said it had to be in place all throughout the city.” The con-

troversial pilot program, launched in 2017, calls for students who are caught with a bag of marijuana on them to 

“When I was a commanding officer at the 25th precinct, if you had told me, at the 

peak of Stop, Question and Frisk, if we stop SQF, is crime going to go up? I would have 

told you: ‘Absolutely!’ But I was absolutely wrong. SQF went down and crime kept 

going down.” 

https://pix11.com/2018/03/20/chief-nilda-irizarry-hofmann-becomes-first-hispanic-woman-in-nypd-promoted-to-three-star-chief/
https://pix11.com/2018/03/20/chief-nilda-irizarry-hofmann-becomes-first-hispanic-woman-in-nypd-promoted-to-three-star-chief/
https://pix11.com/2018/03/20/chief-nilda-irizarry-hofmann-becomes-first-hispanic-woman-in-nypd-promoted-to-three-star-chief/
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receive a “warning card” issued by the NYPD rather than a criminal summons.  

Hofmann, who has been married for 25 years and has three children, says that she’s a strong proponent of this 

program: “My 19-year-old boy, I struggled with him. I live upstate, and I told him: ‘You know, if you lived in the 

City, you probably would have been locked up a lot of times!’ A summons can destroy these kids’ lives, all be-

cause of a dumb incident at age 16 or 17.” While they avoid a potentially crippling record, the students still face 

discipline and a requirement to undergo counseling.  

Bodycams 

A project Chief Hofmann is particularly 

proud of having been part of is a plan to 

equip every NYPD officer and detective on 

patrol with body cameras. By the end of 

this year, there should be 20,000 active 

cameras throughout the 34,000-member 

department. “For cops to wear it, you have 

to sell it to them, and I believe that we did a 

great job,” she said. The body cam is a little 

black box that goes on the garment. It 

won’t livestream events or film all of the 

time, much to the chagrin of some commu-

nity advocates. Chief Hofmann says that 

she understands their point of view, but 

that, simply put, having the camera on at all 

times isn’t realistic, in part because it grabs 

a bunch of irrelevant and/or private conver-

sations.  

“When the cop turns on the camera, they’re 

supposed to tell you that you’re being recorded,” she said. “At first, the cops didn’t like that. But there are excep-

tions, in emergency situations, when you arrive to a chaotic crime scene. A lot of discretion is given to the officers 

in the field. The cameras have the advantage of capturing footage in the 30 seconds leading up to the moment 

the officer presses record.” (This March, the New 

York Post and 13 other media organizations sued 

to keep NYPD body-cam footage public.) 

Ultimately, Chief Hofmann thinks that body cams 

“help with the cops’ behavior, but also the behavior in 

the community, too. Once they are filmed, their be-

havior changes. It works.”  

To conclude the evening, Hofmann praised the work 

of the clergy liaison and the support of some 300 

faith leaders in the City, whom “the NYPD can count 

on to share and relay information.” “We can change 

the NYPD and ensure the safety of our cops, but this 

can only work if we get the communities on our side.” 

“The biggest change since my early days is that the murder rate has gone 

down so much since the early 90s. Another major change is that domestic vio-

lence is taken very seriously. Also, cops are encouraged to smile, say hello and 

talk to people.” 

All attendees received a NYPD-emblazoned journal 

https://nypost.com/2018/01/30/de-blasio-fast-tracks-body-cameras-for-patrol-cops/
https://nypost.com/2018/01/30/de-blasio-fast-tracks-body-cameras-for-patrol-cops/
https://nypost.com/2018/01/30/de-blasio-fast-tracks-body-cameras-for-patrol-cops/
https://nypost.com/2018/01/30/de-blasio-fast-tracks-body-cameras-for-patrol-cops/
https://nypost.com/2018/03/01/new-york-post-media-outlets-sue-to-keep-body-cam-footage-public/
https://nypost.com/2018/03/01/new-york-post-media-outlets-sue-to-keep-body-cam-footage-public/
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Tony DeStefano On The Big Heist 

acquitted. Still, Pulitzer-prize winning 
crime reporter DeStefano, who sat 
through the trial, couldn’t believe what 
he was learning and immersed himself 
back into the case. To him, Asaro was 
found not guilty (even after being ob-
served by the FBI for more than three 
decades) because, at 80, the broke and 
washed-up gangster didn’t seem to be a 
threat: “He once was a big gangster, on 
trial for a 40-year-old crime and every-
body else involved, to a greater level, 
had escaped and not been held account-
able. Possibly, the jurors didn’t think 
that he should bear responsibility.” 
DeStefano said that the testimony of 
gangster-turned-informant Salvatore 
Vitale and Gaspar Valenti led him to 
new details on the heist’s planning, and 
other insights into the Bonanno and 
Lucchese crime families. There was also 
the 2013 discovery of human bones in a 
Queens home belonging to a relative of 
a Jimmy Burke, a homicidal Lucchese 
associate who masterminded the heist 
and assembled the team. DeStefano 

The government called it the biggest 
cash robbery in the history of the 
United States: A 6 Million Dollar cash 
and jewelry robbery from a Lufthansa 
Air cargo warehouse at JFK Airport, 
that took place on December 11, 
1978. “The estimates vary,” Tony 
DeStefano told the audience at For-
lini’s, “but what I can tell you is that, 
when it went down, it was amazing.” 
Incredibly, the case is still unsolved. It 

spurred a decades-
long investigation 
that continues to this 
day. The case got a 
new life four years 
ago, when the feds 
arrested New York 
mob boss Vincent 
“Vinny” Asaros. The 
alleged Bonanno 
crime family captain 
was indicted on fed-
eral racketeering 
charges, went on 
trial in 2015 and was 

Tony 

DeStefano’s 

and SPI 

Vice-

President 

Ernie 

Lungaro 

Newsday criminal justice 
reporter and true crime 
author Tony DeStefano 
came to SPI on May 24 to 
present The Big Heist, his 
book on the fabled Mob 
airport heist of 1978:  A 
crime that has baffled law 
enforcement for decades 
and was best memorial-
ized in the movie Good-
fellas. 

https://www.tonydestefano.com/
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also re-
ported on 
some dis-
turbing 
claims 
made 
about 
how 
some 

members of the NYPD leaked information to 
Burke. At the end, the perpetrators of the 
Lufthansa heist were never apprehended and thir-
teen people connected to the crime were mur-
dered in homicides that remain unsolved to this 
day. In the epilogue of the book, DeStefano 
showed up at Asaro’s door and the aging gangster 
didn’t disappoint, railing against “those who sang 
on the stand.” 
 
DeStefano reminded the audience that the 
Lufthansa heist wasn’t the first major theft from 
JFK which might as well “just have neon signs di-
recting criminals where to go.” Considering how 

much was stolen, it would be hard to imag-
ine such a heist taking place in 2018, ac-
cording to the reporter: “It would be very 
difficult to pull off with today’s surveillance 
camera systems everywhere, a much quick-
er reaction time from the NYPD, license 
plate readers and such. In general, 
you have many more deterrents in 
place.” This not withstanding, New 
York’s traditional crime families 
have gone into a decline. They got 
pushed out by Albanian and Russian 
crime networks.  
 
What did DeStefano think of the 
1990 Martin Scorsese blockbuster 
Godfellas, that immortalized the 
Lufthansa heist? “It’s pretty close, 
but a few details don’t match. For 
instance, the guy in the meat locker: That 
didn’t happen. His body was put in a trailer 
because it was during the Winter and the 
ground was too frozen to bury him.”  

Gryphon Strategies. 

Formerly NY Attorney 

General Data Director, she 

showed many examples of 

successful use of 

Alternative Data & 

Analytics in investigations. 

On May 22, the New York 

Chapter of The Certified 

Fraud Examiners 

Association hosted a very 

informative seminar 

breakfast with Lacey Keller, 

Managing Director with 

Methods ranged 

from looking for 

“middle of the night 

modifications made in 

a Word document” to 

building Python scripts to pull out data from 

thousands of invoices to uncover fraud. 

NY1 to talk about the 
“Prime Minister of the 
Mafia”  who had big sway 
over the city’s streets. 
 
Follow DeStefano on 
Twitter (@tonynewsday)  

DeStefano had a new book 
released since our dinner: A 
biography of legendary 
New York City mob boss 
Frank Costello, titled Top 
Hoodlum. On August 3, 
Destefano sat down with 

FRANK COSTELLO: TOP HOODLUM 

NYCFE SEMINAR ON DATA MINING AND ANALYTICS 

“The Lufthansa 

heist would be 

quite impossible 

to pull off 

today”  

Tony DeStefano 

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/ny-attorney-general-data-director-joins-gryphon-strategies-as-managing-director-300573425.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/ny-attorney-general-data-director-joins-gryphon-strategies-as-managing-director-300573425.html
https://nycfe.org
https://nycfe.org
https://nycfe.org
https://nycfe.org
http://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/inside-city-hall/2018/08/04/a-look-at-the-life-of-an-infamous-mob-boss
http://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/inside-city-hall/2018/08/04/a-look-at-the-life-of-an-infamous-mob-boss
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A WORD FROM THE PRESIDENT OF SPI 

SPI president 

Bruce  

Sackman in 

The New York-

er Presents: 

SNOOPS.  

Watch the 

video here  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Greetings  from the President of SPI,  
 
George Gershwin wrote, "Summertime and the living is easy"....but for members of the SPI 
Board of Directors, Summer is a time to prepare for the numerous events that are sched-
uled for the fall season, beginning with the 62nd Annual Dinner. This year, we honor Eric 
Gonzalez, the Kings County District Attorney, NYPD Chief Ruben Beltran, and our favorite 
restaurant owner Joe Forlini.  Last year we had over 160 people in attendance and we 
hope this year to have even more.  It’s the best investigative networking event of the year.  
 
Behind the Murder Curtain, which I co-authored with Jerry  Schmetterer and Michael Vec-
chione, will be released on 9/18/18.  Our book signing will be held on September 27, 2018 
at 6:30PM at The Mysterious Book Shop, 56 Warren Street, NY and you are all invited. 
 
At the October SPI meeting I will be presenting a session on medical professionals who 
murder their patients and we end the year with a presentation on digital currency investi-
gations.  
 
As SPI members know, at least one Hollywood production company has expressed interest 
in televising the Real Stories of SPI and we are negotiating a possible deal with filming to 
begin in September.  
 
So what are you waiting for? Now is the best time to join SPI and take advantage of all the 
wonderful opportunities available for SPI members to highlight their businesses and their 
investigations.    

 
All best, 
 
Bruce Sackman 
President, SPI 

https://video.newyorker.com/watch/the-new-yorker-presents-snoops
https://www.mysteriousbookshop.com/
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https://spionline.info/meetinginfo.php?id=15&ts=1528126199
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Wednesday, September 5, 2018 

SPI SPECIAL EVENT ON PI LICENSING  

IN NEW YORK STATE 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

With Ernita Gantt 
Chief Investigator for the New York State Department of State, 

Bureau of Licensing Services 
 

Are you interested in becoming a licensed private investigator in New York State?  
 

Ernita Gantt will present the work of the NYS DOS Licensing Services in charge of licensing 
private investigators in New York State. She will answer questions related to PI license ob-

tention in New York State; maintaining good standing; addressing complaints; working with 
DOS to curb unlicensed activity and other topics of interest to future and current  

NYS Licensed Private Investigators. 

Meeting starts at 6:30 p.m.  
Location in Lower Manhattan to be announced shortly on our website 

Spionline.info and by e-mail. 
Visit our website to join our mailing list by filling the black box on each page: 

 

https://spionline.info/
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Nicholas G. Himonidis has an extensive background in fraud 
investigations, computer forensics and law. He has been a 
private investigator for over 27 years and is currently the 

President / CEO of The NGH Group, Inc., specializing in complex investigations, digital forensics and e-
Discovery consulting and support.  

Nick Himonidis is an attorney, licensed to practice law in New York, a Certified Fraud Examiner (CFE) and is 
also a Certified Computer Forensic Specialist (CCFS). He has extensive training and expertise in financial fraud 
investigation, computer forensics, data recovery and analysis, electronic discovery and the handling, 
authentication and presentation of digital evidence. Nick Himonidis has litigated cases, and been an expert 
witness, in numerous cases in both state and federal court, and has conducted and supervised the 
investigation of hundreds of cases involving complex financial 
frauds and computer forensic and electronic discovery issues 
including, civil RICO claims, fraudulent asset transfers, 
bankruptcy and insurance fraud, embezzlement, and frauds 
against state and local governments and the U.S. 
government, as well as numerous matrimonial and custody 
matters. Nick Himonidis earned his Bachelor of Science in 
Criminal Justice from St. John's University Cum Laude and his 
JD from St. John's University School of Law, graduating 
Magna Cum Laude in the top 2% of his class.  

Dinner with Nick Himonidis will take place at Forlini’s on 
Thursday November 15, 6 p.m. Register at spionline.info 

Coming to SPI on November 15, 2018 

In the past few years, cryptocurrency and token 
popularity has grown exponentially. While initially 
under the control of tech enthusiasts and outlaws, 
they have quickly become mainstream invest-
ments. The complexities and pseudo-anonymity of 
cryptocurrency makes it a difficult asset to under-
stand and track. On November 15, Nick Himonidis 
of The NGH Group will come to SPI to discuss how 
to investigate bitcoin and other cryptocurrency 
transactions. 

NICK HIMONIDIS ON INVESTIGATING 

BITCOIN AND CRYPTOCURRENCY TRANSACTIONS 

https://thenghgroup.com/
https://www.spionline.info


Summer 2018 

 10 

 
 

 
 

 

COMING TO SPI ON OCTOBER 25 

“The most grievous cases involve doctors and nurses who murder 
their patients. And when I say murder, I’m not talking about mercy 
killings or malpractice,” says the Ret. Federal agent, currently a full-
time hospital investigator. In October, he will switch chairs at For-
lini’s and be our presenter, along with the co-authors of his upcom-
ing book, Behind the Murder Curtain, Jerry Schmetterer and Mi-
chael Vecchione. Here is a primer for SPIOnline: 
 

Q: What drove you to write Behind the Murder Curtain? 
 
BS: For almost 20 years, I have been giving lectures on the investigation of suspicious 
deaths in medical centers. I would discuss my medical serial killer (MSK) cases with the 
audience and the universal reaction was, why don’t you author a book about these 
events? Still working as a full-time hospital investigator, it took my co-authors Jerry 
Schmetterer and Michael Vecchione to get the project going. Like members of my audi-
ences, they too were shocked to learn of the MSKs that roamed the halls of the VA 

Medical Centers throughout the country and were convinced this was an important story to tell veterans, their families 
and the general public.    
 
JS: It is a unique story about a type of crime that was hidden from the public until Bruce Sackman exposed it. Sackman’s 
work was groundbreaking. 
 
MV: Simply put, this story had to be told! Bruce Sackman is nothing short of a hero. His expertise, his tenacity, his per-
sistence and his never quit attitude resulted in justice for unsuspecting victims and their families and punishment for 
some of the worst killers I have ever run across in my 40 years in law enforcement. The book will bring this great detec-
tive’s work and accomplishments to our veterans, their families, and to the general public. I am proud to be a part of it.  
 
Q: What is the biggest thing you hope people take away from this book? 
 
BS: The overwhelming majority of healthcare providers are honest, hardworking, dedicated employees; however, on 
rare occasions terrible things can happen. Never stop questioning the treatment you or a family member are receiving 
in the hospital. Never take for granted that every caregiver has your best interest in mind. Show the staff that you are 
an advocate for the patient and will be monitoring the care they receive.  
 
JS: We make the case that cover-up and denial do not solve problems but make them worse. No one involved in life 
and death decisions should be above suspicion if something doesn’t seem right. Fast action, no matter what kind of 
heat it brought, would have saved many lives. 
 
MV: My hope is that the book will alert people to be vigilant when a loved one is hospitalized. Never take anything for 
granted when it comes to the patient’s care and the dispensing of medication. Be persistent in asking questions of the 
medical personnel regarding diagnosis and treatment and be satisfied with the answers before agreeing to any course 
of conduct. Also, be mindful of changes in procedure or conduct when it comes to your loved one, don’t be intimidated 

SPI President Bruce Sackman on medical serial killers 

 

https://behindthemurdercurtain.com/
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by the white coats, and again never be afraid to question.  
 
Q: Can you talk about a case that had a profound effect on you?  
 
BS: The Dr. Swango case had a profound effect, not only on me personally, 
but on the entire medical profession. How could someone who was incarcer-
ated for poisoning his coworkers reenter society as a physician at a Veterans 
Hospital? Next there came a stream of cases of medical professionals mur-
dering their patients. No longer just the white-collar crime investigator, my 
life had now taken a different and unexpected turn toward the investigation 
of homicides in hospitals. 
 
JS: In my career, I would say the case that most affected me was the disap-
pearance of Etan Patz. I covered hundreds of murders, including the Son of 
Sam serial killings, but the one that sticks with me the most is the case of 6-
year-old Etan, who was grabbed off the street on the first day he was al-
lowed to walk to school alone. My work on the case led the New York Daily 
News to initiate a column about missing people, which I wrote for about 6 
years. I received a special award from the NYPD for helping to find 123 miss-
ing persons during that time. I covered that case, as a reporter and editor at 
several different news organizations, intensely from day one to today. While 
it has been “solved” and someone has been convicted of kidnapping and kill-
ing Etan, I am still disturbed by the feelings of anguish and despair experi-
enced by the Patz family. There is no more paralyzing emotion that knowing 
your child is in danger and you are helpless to do anything about it. As the 
father of an infant boy at the time I, and just about every other reporter who 
covered the case, shared the anxiety, moments of hope, moments of hope-
lessness and eventually the acceptance that Etan would never come home. I 
think about the Patz family often.  
 
MV: When I was Chief of the Rackets Division in the Brooklyn District Attor-
ney’s Office, I had a very important and significant case of judicial and politi-
cal corruption. Six years of intensive investigation and trials resulted in the 
conviction of 3 New York State Supreme Court Judges and 2 members of the 
New York State Assembly. This all began with a persistent young woman who 
was trying to retain custody of her children after a long and contentious di-
vorce. The judge seemed to be favoring her husband in the custody battle 
and she had no answer as to why until she was approached by another liti-
gant in court one day who told her he knew the judge had been paid off by 
her husband. He told the woman that for a fee he could fix it so she would 
win. Being skeptical, she went to several law enforcement agencies to report 
this corruption only to be turned away as a nut. She then came to my office 
for help because we had recently convicted a different Supreme Court Judge 
for taking a bribe. The woman was convincing enough for us to ask her to go 
speak to the man who offered to help, but we insisted she wear a recording 
device. This brave woman, several months pregnant, agreed without hesita-
tion. Retaining custody of her kids was the most important thing in her life 
and she knew her only chance to do so was with our help. Ultimately, this 
woman’s courage and determination led to the arrest of several individuals, 
including the judge, for corruption. And like dominoes falling, her case led to 
many others that rocked the judicial and political establishment in Brooklyn. I 
will never forget her. | 
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SPI MEMBERS IN THE NEWS 

Private investigator Bill Golodner, president of 
Golodner Group, specializes in Landlord & Tenant 
Investigations in New York City. He’s  described as 
the “Popeye Doyle of SPI” regaling the table with 
funny stories  in the The New Yorker Presents 
short film about our group. But few SPI members 
know that Bill, a retired NYPD detective and 
paramedic, is also a SAG card-carrying actor who 
has trained with such notables as Michael Beckett 
of HB Studios, Geraldine Baron, and John 
Strasberg, and has acted in series such as Law & 
Order. This summer, he will film the pilot episode 

for Rockk Island, a new prison television series written and produced by Robin K. Miller, a former correction 
guard and author of Inside the Dark Underbelly of Rikers Island. 

Matt Spaier in the September issue of PI Magazine 

SPI member Matt Spaier, owner of Satellite Investigations with offices in The Bronx, Manhattan and Brooklyn, NY, 

will be published in PI magazine, in the September issue: “I wrote about geotagging and geofencing and 

investigations in personal injury cases,” he tells us. Geo-location can be described as the process of identifying the 

geographical location of a person by means of digital information, voluntarily shared via the Internet. Geo-tagging is 

the process of adding physical location data to various forms of media. “The technology has helped me on several 

cases find direct eyewitness that did not show up on police reports or on canvassing by NYPD,” says Spaier. “There 

have been several where these witnesses actually took photos and/or video of the incident after it happened.”  

 Bill Golodner to play correction captain in TV pilot 

Our proposed trip to London and visit of New Scotland 
Yard will now take place in the Spring of 2019. The Yard 
has requested that we postpone the trip, as the current 
political uncertainty in Great Britain that is very taxing on 
their resources. We’re looking forward to welcoming 
representatives of  Her Majesty’s government at the SPI 
Annual Dinner on September 20 and you can meet and 
greet them at that time. If you haven't purchased your 
seats yet, don't delay another moment! 

SPI TRIP TO LONDON POSTPONED TO SPRING 2019 

http://golodnergroup.com/
https://video.newyorker.com/watch/the-new-yorker-presents-snoops
https://video.newyorker.com/watch/the-new-yorker-presents-snoops
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0326604/?ref_=nmbio_bio_nm
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt7365778/?ref_=nm_flmg_act_1
https://www.amazon.com/Inside-Dark-Underbelly-Rikers-Island/dp/0692731946
http://satellitepi.com/
https://spionline.info/meetinginfo.php?id=15&ts=1528126199
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Genetic Genealogy: 

A Major Game-Changer in Investigations 

SPIonline: How would you explain the method that led to the arrest of the alleged Golden State Killer? 

 
LHM: This was the brainchild of a very enterprising police detective in California.  Investigators had already 
attempted to match DNA found at a Golden State crime scene with samples in the FBI’s criminal DNA database, 

CODIS.  (CODIS stands for Combined DNA Index System, a 
nationwide database of DNA samples taken crime scenes, or 
from those suspected or convicted of committing violent 
crimes.) No matches came back to any samples in the CODIS 
database. 
 
As a rule, the samples in CODIS are tested on a relatively 
small number of DNA markers, compared to those samples 
tested by owners of major genealogical databases, such as 
Ancestry or Family Tree DNA.  CODIS also does not 
necessarily test the same markers as these commercial 
databases.  So, trying to compare CODIS DNA results to 
those from a private company is really, so to speak, 
comparing “apples to oranges”.  It just does not produce 
reliable results. 
 
In this case, the investigator took a DNA sample from a GSK 
crime scene to a private laboratory, which tested the same 
DNA markers which are tested by major commercial 
genealogy companies mentioned above.  He then uploaded 
the results to GEDMatch.  This is a free site on which people 

may choose to upload test results from a major database, in order to try to learn more DNA matches. 
 
He got back a few matches of distant relatives of the suspect, roughly the equivalent of third cousins. From there, 
he built a family tree, and traced their lineage until he found a common ancestor with the alleged Golden State 

SPI member Liesa Healy-Miller, a licensed private investigator, is a forensic genealogist trained in DNA 

analysis, and the founder of Healy-Miller Associates in Boston, Massachusetts. A meticulous former 

investigative reporter, Miller is an expert at finding lost or missing heirs and witnesses, and analyzing 

DNA results in order to determine familial relationships. With Liesa coming to New York City often for her 

work, we caught up with her at a recent SPI dinner at Forlini’s and asked her about the stunning April 

arrest of Joseph James DeAngelo as the alleged Golden State Killer. The 72 year-old California man was 

identified using an ingenious technique, through a publicly accessible genealogical DNA database, 

GEDMatch, that thrills investigators and disturbs privacy advocates. We asked Liesa for her take on this 

investigative landmark. 

Forensic genealogist Liesa Healy-Miller 

https://www.ancestry.com/dna/
https://www.familytreedna.com/
https://www.gedmatch.com/
http://un-hist.com/about/
http://healymiller.com
http://un-hist.com/about/
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 Killer.  Police then confiscated a DNA sample from the suspect, and it matched the sample recovered from one of 
the crime scenes. 
 

SPIonline: It sounds very ingenious but 
some of us wonder why it came about 
only now! 
 
LHM: I’m surprised that it took so long for 
investigators to try this method!  While 
attending genetic genealogy conferences, 
I have heard some folks express surprise 
that this hadn’t been tried.  I think that 
many investigators just didn’t realize 
what a powerful tool this method of 
investigation could be. That’s changing 
now.  Still, I feel that some investigators 
may be holding back.  They want to see 

whether a case using this type of evidence can gain a successful prosecution.  Once that happens – and I believe 
it will - I think the floodgates will open, in terms of genetic genealogy becoming a common investigative tool. 

 
SPIonline: Does law enforcement have a reason to be cautious for using DNA? 

 
LHM: Sure.  In 2014, a police department in Idaho tried to use a different form of testing to match a DNA crime 
scene sample to a man in a different publicly available genetic database.  The test results, coupled with very 
circumstantial evidence, led police to interrogate a young man from New Orleans. 
 
As it turns out, this person was 
totally innocent.  He had nothing to 
do with the brutal slaying of a 
young woman in Idaho.  Of course, 
this entire episode caused extreme 
stress to this man and his family.  In 
fact, the police department last 
year hired a lab to re-analyze the 
sample, using more advanced 
techniques. The result was that this 
man, as well as his father’s male 
family members, were completely 
ruled out as suspects in this crime.  
The police made a point of publicly 
exonerating them. (More on this 
story, visit the New Orleans 
Advocate and CBS’s 48 Hours—Ed) 

 
That being said, the testing method used for this case was not the same as that used for the alleged Golden State 
Killer.  Also, testing methods have improved dramatically even in the last few years.  I think the lesson learned in 
the Idaho case is that police need to enlist qualified professionals to analyze DNA results, rather than try to do 
the analysis themselves. 

 

Joseph James DeAngelo in a composite sketch and 2018 arrest photo  
(source: FBI) 

48 Hours: HOW SAFE IS YOUR DNA? 

https://www.theadvocate.com/new_orleans/news/article_1b3a3f96-d574-59e0-9c6a-c3c7c0d2f166.html
https://www.theadvocate.com/new_orleans/news/article_1b3a3f96-d574-59e0-9c6a-c3c7c0d2f166.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/how-safe-is-your-dna-familal-search-privacy-rights/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/how-safe-is-your-dna-familal-search-privacy-rights/
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SPIonline: Ethical questions were raised when, in the case of the alleged Golden State Killer, it was revealed 
that Law Enforcement uploaded his samples using a false name and misleading potential relatives about the 
motivation behind it! 

 
LHM:  if you post your DNA results to an “open” database, such as GEDMatch, that’s one of the risks – law 
enforcement may use that information for purposes that you, the consumer, cannot control.  In fact, GEDMatch 
now specifies that on its web site. 
 
Some consumers may think there is an element of confidentiality when they enter their DNA into a paid, 
subscription database, such as Ancestry, Family Tree DNA, or others.  In my opinion, that’s a false sense of 
security.  Law enforcement officials have tried to subpoena so-called private information from these sites, too.  
According to news reports, this is how they got the name of the suspect (since cleared) in the Idaho case.  Many 
genealogists and hobbyists are concerned that their privacy could be compromised.   
I understand that concern, but I personally believe that solving a violent crime is more important than my privacy, 
in this case. 
 
SPIonline: What about in a civil case? At what point does an investigator need an expert to assist to make the 
most of DNA information? 

 
LHM:  An investigator should call on a genetic genealogist when the exact relationship between two individuals 
needs to be established.  Some examples are: an adoptee is trying to find his or her birth parents, or someone is 
trying to prove relationship in order to inherit from an estate. A genetic genealogist would have the qualifications 
to produce a report and to testify in court, if necessary. 
 
When a person takes a commercial genealogy test, he or she will often get matches to a range of relatives.  
However, it is not yet possible to establish exactly how one is related to another person. (The exception would be 
a one-to-one paternity test.)   A commercial genealogy test will tell you that another person matches as a closely-
related relative (i.e., mother or sister), or a distantly-related relative (i.e., second to third cousin). 
 
A genetic genealogist would then take the names and research their relatives, building a family tree. Using a 
combination of DNA results and publicly available records, it is possible to establish where each person fits on a 
tree, and to figure out the exact nature of one’s relationship to another.  I have found birth parents for adoptees 
using these techniques.  It’s even possible to figure out the biological parents of a baby who was abandoned at 
birth!  It’s always thrilling when you see that last puzzle piece fall into place, and you’re looking at the name of a 
person who, until the advent of DNA research, probably never would have been found. 

 
SPIonline: And when times comes, investigators can contact you to do something with it. Where did you acquire 
your expertise? 

 
LHM: In 2009, I obtained a certificate in Genealogical Research from Boston University.  I also attended leading 
conferences around the country to learn genetic genealogy search methods.  I combine these skills with my 
former background as a reporter, and my personal passion for solving puzzles. 

 
SPIonline: Is there an area where this level of DNA testing will be very important? 

 
LHM:  As an investigator, I am really excited that these methods are now being used to solve major crimes -
particularly cold cases.  Police departments simply don’t have the resources to tackle these cases.  Genetic 
genealogists could play a key role in solving these cases.  They could also help to identify unnamed remains.  
Some of these people found by the side of the road are crime victims, and some are not.  But somewhere, 
someone is looking for them.  Their families deserve answers, and the deceased deserve dignity. | 
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RIP Rainier “Ray” Melucci 

The Officers and Directors of the Society of 
Professional Investigators deeply regret the passing of 
Rainier “Ray” Melucci, Past President of SPI from 1992
-1994. The private investigator was also a past 
president of ALDONYS, Associated Licensed 
Detectives of New York State. He passed away on 
June 30th, 2018 at the age of 79. 
 
After serving as a NYPD transit officer for 13 years, 
Ray became a private investigator, described as a 
“high-tech detective” by The New York Times because 
of his wide collection of bugging and debugging 
gadgets. “I don’t follow people anymore,” he told the 
Times back in 1987, “I’m fully automated now.” SPI 
member Ruth J. Boody said in a condolence message 
that Ray was “a cherished friend, a mentor, a 
consummate professional, a source of guidance, 
someone from whom I sought assistance when 
needed and he was always there to give it.” 
  

2018 Investigators Conference in New York City 
 
Several SPI members and former SPI speakers will give presentations at the 
upcoming 2018 Investigators Conference in New York City. The conference is 
organized by private investigator Steven Rambam and Jimmie Mesis, a private 
investigator and former PI Magazine publisher , both well-known to members 
of our organization. 
 
The Investigators Conference will be held at the Hotel Pennsylvania, New 
York, NY, (near Penn Station) November 8-11, 2018. The goal of the 
conference is for participants to gain access to valuable resources that will 
expand their investigative skills, network with their peers and meet potential 
business associates. Instructors, sponsors and vendors will provide access to 
the latest services, tools, and technology to advance attendees’ careers and 
potential income. 
 
Steven Rambam will provide training on “Hard-Core Computer-Aided 
Investigation, Open Source Intelligence (OSINT) and Digital Officer Safety.” 
Former SPI speaker James Nanos will present on the use of Unmanned Aerial 
System (UAS) or drone in support of missions investigations. Another speaker 
will be long-time and far-away SPI member Ted Kavowras, retired NYPD, who became expert on intellectual property 
investigations in China. Ted has made presentations that detail the investigative methodology used in China and other operational 
details on how to successfully combat counterfeiting to a wide range of investigative and legislative bodies around the world. New 
York Times investigative reporter Barry Meier, who came to Forlini’s  in June 2017 to talk about “Missing Man” Robert Levinson, a 
former FBI agent and private investigator still missing in Iran, will share the latest in this puzzling case, among other topics.  
 
Conference attendees have the opportunity to acquire up to 32 nationally-recognized CEUs and 8 New York CLEs, including 
recertification hours approved by a number of States’ licensing authorities. For more info, visit   
http://www.2018investigators.com/ 

https://www.nytimes.com/1987/08/09/business/what-s-new-in-the-private-eye-business-of-bugs-and-bytes-and-zoom-lenses.html
https://obittree.com/obituary/us/new-york/brooklyn/andrew-torregrossa--sons-inc-funeral-homes/rainer-melucci/3546904/tributes.php
http://www.2018investigators.com/speakers/steve-rambam/
http://www.2018investigators.com/speakers/james-nanos/
http://www.2018investigators.com/speakers/barry-meier/
http://www.2018investigators.com/
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APPLICATION FOR MEMBERSHIP IN THE SOCIETY OF PROFESSIONAL INVESTIGATORS 
 

Please fill and return this form or fill it online at http://spionline.info/join.php— Member Application 

 

Name________________________________________________________________________________ 

Telephone Number____________________________ Email Address _____________________________ 

Home Address_________________________________________________________________________ 

Employer _____________________________________________________________________________ 

Employer Address ______________________________________________________________________ 

Employer’s Telephone Number____________________________________________________________ 

Work History:  Please describe your investigative experience for at least the last 5 years: 

 

 

 

Professional Organizations:  Please list your membership in all professional organizations 
 

 

References: Please list the names, phone numbers and email addresses of three references that can corroborate your investiga-
tive experience: 
 
1. 

2. 

3. 

 
Resume:  Please attach your current resume 

Payment:  Payment of $125 is required.  This covers the annual dues of $75 and a one-time application fee of $50.  Payment can 

be made by check to SPI, 329 South Oyster Bay Rd., #161, Plainview, NY 11803 or by Paypal or credit card on this page: http://

spionline.info/join.php 

Thank you for your interest in becoming a member of SPI! We look forward to welcoming you. 

http://spionline.info/join.php
http://spionline.info/join.php
http://spionline.info/join.php
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 The Society of Professional Investigators 
awards free membership in our organi-
zation to eligible members of the Active 
Duty Military and Wounded Warrior 
Project.  
Although the requirements for full and 
associate membership remain the 
same, the application fee, ($115)  and 
yearly dues (currently $65) are waived 
for these individuals.  Just go the SPI 
website at www.spionline.info and fill 
out the application indicating you are a 
member of one of these groups of spe-
cial status individuals.       

329 South Oyster Bay Rd  #161 

Plainview, NY 11803 

Phone: 718 490-7288  

Website: http://www.spionline.info  

 

 

 

 

 

For over 20  years the Mechanic  Group has 

specialized in providing insurance 

programs to the private security, 

investigation and electronic secu-

rity industries.  For many years 

The Mechanic Group has sup-

ported SPI and 2018 is no differ-

ent.  Ask your fellow SPI mem-

bers who provides their insur-

ance and chances are this is the 

firm.   SPI encourages all of its members with 

insurance needs to contact the Mechanic 

Group at: 

800-214-0207 or  

by e-mail at  

info@mechanicgroup.com     

Society of Professional Investigators, Inc. 

Celebrating 62 years as NYC’s Premiere 

Investigative Fraternal Organization 

Free SPI Membership to WWP and Active Duty Personnel 

“ 

SPI ON FACEBOOK: 

https://www.facebook.com/

SPIdetectives 

 

SPI ON TWITTER: 

@spidetectives 

SPIONLINE is a monthly newsletter 
published by the Society of Professional 
Investigators. 
 
Publisher: Bruce Sackman 
Treasurer: Eileen Gordon 
Editor: Emmanuelle Welch 
 
We welcome comments regarding the news-
letter and submissions from members.  

https://www.facebook.com/SPIdetectives
https://www.facebook.com/SPIdetectives
https://twitter.com/spidetectives

