
 

 

 

 

 

 

Keeping up with trends 
on the crime scene 
 John Scheffer 

Course graduated from: BSc majoring in 
Biochemistry and genetics; MSc in  
Biochemistry/Neuroscience 

Year of graduation: 1978 and 1982 

Job: Assistant Director (Biology) at Victorian 
Police Forensic Services Department 

Career: Forensic biologist with Victoria Police 

Reflection: Science gives us the ability to 
challenge the unknown in an unbiased way.  
Without fear or favor, believe your results. 

 

“You need a strong 
understanding of basic 
science, because forensic 
science is just an application 

of that science.” 

In May 1982 John Scheffer started work at the Norman 
McCallum Police Forensic Science Laboratory, then 
located in an old building in the Melbourne CBD.   

Recently graduated with a masters of science in 
biochemistry, the newly appointed ”forensic biologist” 
had been working on a US-funded muscular dystrophy 
project being carried out in the Monash University 
biochemistry department. 

But the funding was withdrawn; he needed a job. 

A mention of his job at a dinner party then would only 
have produced furrowed brows, not fascinated 
questions. Those were the days before TV shows such 
as ‘CSI’ (‘Crime Scene Investigation’).  

Advent of DNA a game-changer 

The invention of DNA profiling was still two years 
away. Its adoption as a routine police tool in the 
investigation of rapes and murders would not happen 
for another decade.  

Instead Scheffer and the other 11 scientists on the 
forensic biology team would use ABO blood typing, in 
combination with tests for other blood enzymes, 
proteins and markers, when comparing the blood of a 

suspect with a sample found at a crime scene.  

Unlike DNA, these techniques could not specifically 
identify a suspect as a perpetrator but it was an 
integral part of a prosecution – or a defence. 

 “But we were still just the icing on top of the cake,” he 
says.  

“Today, we are the cake.” 

Key decision-maker in lab 

Now an assistant director of the lab, which is these 
days known as the Victoria Police Forensic 
Services Centre and located in the outer Melbourne 
suburb of Macleod, Scheffer is responsible for 85 
forensic biology staff. 

He is a key decision-maker in the lab’s ongoing 
implementation of the latest in world DNA technology, 
and an advisor to senior police and government. 

And he also takes the heat when there’s a problem – 
Scheffer spent two days in the witness box during the 
2003 coronial enquiry into the 1998 death of toddler 
Jaidyn Leskie after the DNA of a woman apparently 
unconnected to the case was found on his clothing. 

What it takes 

Undergraduates who yearn for a forensics job need a 
good science qualification – but not necessarily a PhD or 
a Masters, Scheffer says. 

“You need a strong understanding of the basic science, 
because forensic science is just an application of that 
science. 

“We look at people with strong molecular biology 
backgrounds and strong statistical understanding. And 
they need to have good lateral thinking abilities because 
they may be given a (limited) amount of data and have 
to interpret it.”    

Schefffer was honoured with a Public Service Medal for 
outstanding public service to the development and 
delivery of forensic services, particularly in the biological 
field, in the Queen’s Birthday Honours in 2013. 

 


