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Here’s a puzzling question: With all the forensic detective shows on television these days, how come there are so few roles for squirrels, rats, maggots, crows, pollen grains and single-cell plants?  

NATURE corrects this glaring oversight with the premiere of “Crime Scene Creatures,” a film that details the fast-growing contribution of wildlife to the world of crime forensics. The program encores Sunday, March 25, 2007, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS. 

“In the natural world, there is virtually no such thing as a crime without witnesses,” observes Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE. “This film shows how the behavior of animals and plants in and around crime scenes can help reveal evidence compelling enough to win convictions.”   

The role of forensics in solving crimes is not new. The first recorded use of insects for this purpose dates back to the 13th century in China. But in the Western world, it wasn’t until the mid-19th century, when police in Paris used a physician’s knowledge of insects to help solve a murder, that crime fighters began to recognize that various creatures could become their allies in detection.  

Today, with forensic researchers rapidly expanding their knowledge of how various life forms react to the impact criminals and their victims make on their environments, the science of forensics has reached new levels of sophistication — even beyond what television dramas commonly portray.

Using both actual and hypothetical crimes, “Crime Scene Creatures” demonstrates how crime solvers use insects, plants and somewhat larger animals to help determine when and how a person died, while also learning to read the “false evidence” that creatures inflict on bodies. In some cases, a forensic botanist can employ microscopic pollen grains to tie a suspect to a murder scene. Even plant DNA is beginning to figure into police investigations.  

Often of special importance in criminology are flies and their offspring, maggots. Their life-cycle timetable can provide precise information about when a crime took place.  

But the maggots’ contribution doesn’t stop there. For example, how can police determine whether a badly decomposed victim was shot if there is no bullet present? The maggots, in the course of their feeding, will have built up in their bodies a concentration of the heavy metals that compose a bullet. Those metals will show up under laser analysis.

The same principle is sometimes put to work in determining the nature of explosives used in a bombing. In this case, the residues concentrated in the tiny insects help reveal what kinds of volatile materials were used, knowledge that can be invaluable in tracing terrorist activities, for example. Secretly, the insects can even be sent into a suspected bomb factory to help determine whether explosives are being assembled there.    

“Crime Scene Creatures” also illustrates how scientists are finding out more about the complex process of decomposition under water, while learning how various marine life forms further complicate forensic analysis with their strange behavior.  

In its broad survey of wildlife-related forensics, the film demonstrates that an astonishing variety of fauna and flora can influence the results of an investigation. Could it matter that a squirrel eats a bone in a way that differs from certain other rodents? That it takes about a year for a species of ant in Hawaii to evolve into flying ants? Or that only one of some 200,000 types of microscopic plants called diatoms live along a particular stretch of river in southwest England?

Yes, all of these distinctions already have proven useful in solving actual crimes. And each day the body of knowledge is expanding, as the natural world makes it more and more difficult for criminals to get away with their crimes. 

Now in its 25th anniversary season, NATURE has won nearly 400 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community, parent groups and environmental organizations, including eight Emmys, two Peabodys and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club.
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■ To celebrate the series’ 25th anniversary, NATURE online (pbs.org/nature) has launched a redesigned and expanded Web site, including such new features as a weekly video podcast and newsletter, streaming video clips, an RSS feed, user bulletin boards and polls, new teacher lesson plans, photo slideshows and more.


