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REP. DEBBIE BUCKNER CALLS ON GOVERNOR TO KEEP STATE CRIME LAB IN COLUMBUS

According to State Representative Debbie Buckner (D, Junction City), the Columbus Crime Lab is slated for closure once again.  “In a telephone conversation with Georgia Bureau of Investigation Director Vernon Keenan, he told me last week, that the Governor's Office had instructed him to close the Columbus Crime Lab and not re-open the Moultrie lab,” says Buckner.  When asked why this decision had been made since money had been put in the budget, “Director Keenan agreed that the funding was in the budget.  He told me this is not a line item veto in the budget.  Rather, it is an executive directive from the Governor,” she continued.

The anticipated closure date is September 30, 2010.

 “I cannot understand why the Governor is so determined to close the lab when a partnership between the city of Columbus and state was hammered out during the Session.  The State has funds dedicated in the budget, and the city has funds promised to maintain the lab.”

The decision raises a host of questions in Buckner’s mind.  “Why, especially in these economic times, would the Governor refuse the assistance of the city?  Why would the Governor refuse to participate in a partnership with the city?   This year the Summerville crime lab was closed, the Moultrie lab will not be re-opened according to this directive, and the Columbus lab will be closed: why is the Governor so determined to deny the west side of the state easy access to a crime lab?”

During the legislative session, Buckner called county Sheriffs served by the Columbus Crime Lab to learn whether additional GBI agents or the crime lab would be most helpful to the smaller county law enforcement providers.  Of the 19 she talked with, only 1 Sheriff stated while he would prefer both, if he had to choose he would choose agents over the lab because at the time he had access to the Moultrie lab.  Most of the area sheriffs had high praise of the Columbus Lab for the both the timeliness of service and quality of work.  Even some of the counties located closer to the main Atlanta lab preferred to come to Columbus because of Atlanta’s traffic, the backlog of the cases in the Atlanta lab, slow processing time, and difficulty scheduling the scientist to appear in court.

Buckner said, "If this is just political games as suggested by some it is terribly unfair to the employees at the lab and it is adding unnecessary obstacles to an already overworked law enforcement staff.  During these tough times with furloughs, telling the employees we will be open then a few weeks later some else changes their mind and announces it will close is cruel.  An agreement was decided upon in Atlanta during the session, the money has been appropriated.  It appears, once again, this administration has reneged on the agreement they made with Columbus officials, law enforcement, and most importantly the citizens of west Georgia.
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