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Germany's Phantom Serial Killer: A DNA Blunder

By Claudia Himmelreich / Berlin Friday, Mar. 27, 2009

The murderer dubbed the Phantom of Heilbronn had
been baffling German investigators for two years.

Read Later

The criminal was a rarity, a female serial killer, and a
very busy one: police had linked DNA evidence from
40 crimes — including the infamous homicide of a
policewoman in the southern German town of

Heilbronn — to the same woman.

Police had found her DNA on items ranging from a

cookie to a heroin syringe to a stolen car. They had
put a $400,000 reward on her head. Profilers from
around Europe were called in to help hunt her down.
The police even consulted diviners and fortune- German detectives believe evidence linking 14 murders to a
tellers in hopes of discovering her identity. The phantom female serial killer was caused by contaminated swabs
papers declared the case "the most mysterious serial

crime of the past century." (See pictures of fighting

crime.)

The police thought they'd been looking everywhere. But it turns out they should have been looking down — at the
cotton swabs they were using to collect DNA samples. On March 26, German police revealed that the cotton swabs
they use may have all been contaminated by the same worker at a factory in Austria — and that the Phantom of
Heilbronn never existed.

For the second time in a week, DNA evidence has led German police down a dead end. "Are the heads of our police
stuffed with cotton wool?" asked a headline in this week's Bild newspaper. The Phantom is now considered the

most embarrassing lapse in German DNA analysis yet.

The Phantom became a national celebrity in 2007, after the murder of 22-year-old policewoman Michele
Kiesewetter. All of Germany watched the case unfold, and Heilbronn police alone racked up 16,000 hours of
overtime pursuing the culprit. Police announced they'd found DNA traces matching that of the Phantom on several
cold cases, including a murder dating back to 1993. (See pictures of cults that went wacko.)

But as they studied the evidence, contradictions emerged that possibly should have raised red flags. The Phantom
was not only a brutal killer — suspected of committing six homicides — but also a common thief. She had been
involved in a car-dealership robbery and a school break-in, but in both cases others convicted of those crimes
denied her existence.

The Phantom's list of accomplices showed no pattern, ranging from Slovaks to Serbs, Albanians to Romanians, and
her territory stretched throughout Germany and into Austria and France. No one had ever seen her, no security

camera had ever captured her image. But when witnesses described her, they sometimes said she looked like a man.

It wasn't until earlier this year that investigators figured something had to be very wrong. Trying to establish the
identity of a burned corpse found in 2002, they were re-examining the fingerprints of a male asylum seeker taken
from his asylum application made many years earlier. The fingerprints contained the Phantom's female DNA.
Impossible, they thought, so they repeated the test with a different cotton swab — and this time found no trace of
the Phantom's DNA.

This raised suspicions that the DNA found at all the Phantom's crime scenes might be traced to a single innocent
factory worker, probably employed to package the swabs. Cotton swabs are sterilized before being used to collect
DNA samples, but while sterilizing removes bacteria, viruses and fungi, it does not destroy DNA. (Read a TIME
cover story on DNA.)

Earlier this year, Austrian authorities began decommissioning all cotton swabs manufactured by Austrian company
Greiner Bio-One International AG after they had made a similar discovery, with a different mysterious DNA donor.
On Thursday, several German states admitted to using that same brand of cotton swab. An investigator from the
state of Baden-Wiirttemberg told Bild newspaper: "The things were double-packaged; we thought they were the
Mercedes of cotton swabs." But the Austrian manufacturer hurried to declare Thursday night that "Greiner Bio-One
cotton swabs are not certified for DNA analysis."

Berlin police spokesman Michael Merkle tells TIME that the city's investigators are now checking whether they also

use cotton swabs from Greiner Bio-One. "A consequence of the present case may be to start randomly checking the




cotton swabs we are supplied with for traces of DNA — which, in turn, harbors the risk of contaminating them," he

says.

Stefan Konig of the Berlin Association of Lawyers says the case of the phantom Phantom illustrates the risks of
basing an investigation solely on DNA evidence. "DNA analysis is a perfect tool for identifying traces," he says.
"What we need to avoid is the assumption that the producer of the traces is automatically the culprit. Judges tend
to be so blinded by the shiny, seemingly perfect evidence of DNA traces that they sometimes ignore the whole
picture. DNA evidence on a crime scene says nothing about how it got there. There is good reason for not

permitting convictions on the basis of DNA circumstantial evidence alone." (See the retail DNA test.)

And the case isn't closed yet. Germany's Federal Criminal Police Office is investigating the theory that certain
batches of cotton swabs could have been contaminated at some point in their production, from when the raw cotton
was picked to when the swabs were packed. Forensic analysts in Stuttgart have been testing unused cotton swabs
for the Phantom's DNA but say that so far they have found no evidence of contamination. For the German police, it
would be a relief to discover that the mysterious female serial killer doesn't actually exist. But it would also be a
bitter confirmation of the thousands of man-hours wasted chasing a ghost — and of the 40 criminal investigations

that are now back to square one.

See TIME's pictures of the week.

Read: "Despite DNA Evidence, Twins Charged in Heist Go Free."
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