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Florida Cold Case Closed: Joseph Murrell
Identified After 45 Years

Uncovering a decades-old mystery, advanced DNA
techniques led to the identification of Joseph Murrell in

Pinellas County.

St. Petersburg, Florida, USA - The story of Joseph Richard
Murrell, identified more than four decades after his tragic death,
reflects remarkable advancements in forensic technology and
the unwavering dedication of investigators. Murrell, who met his
untimely demise when his car veered off the Howard Frankland
Bridge on August 3, 1980, had been missing for years, with his
remains initially recovered but his skull strangely separated
from the rest of his body.

In 2024, the St. Petersburg Police Department, collaborating
with the District 6 Medical Examiner’s Office and Texas-based
forensic laboratory Othram, initiated a groundbreaking effort to
solve this long-standing mystery. As DNA Solves reports, the

https://dnasolves.com/articles/joseph-murrell-1980/


forensic team employed advanced DNA testing and forensic
genetic genealogy to reconstruct Murrell’s identity from the
skeletal remains.

Othram’s scientists successfully extracted DNA from the skull
and produced a detailed DNA profile using their proprietary
Forensic-Grade Genome Sequencing®. This invaluable
information led to new investigative leads after the in-house
genealogy team conducted comprehensive research based on
the DNA data.

A Distinctive Approach to Unsolved Cases

The case of Joseph Murrell is just one of many benefiting from
the latest advancements in forensic genealogy. The field has
made tremendous strides, especially after high-profile cases like
that of the Golden State Killer, which reshaped how cold cases
can be tackled. Since then, as Family Tree Magazine notes,
the practice of investigative genetic genealogy (IGG) has been
employed to solve hundreds of cold cases across the nation.

To highlight the burgeoning success of IGG, law enforcement
has successfully identified over 250,000 unsolved murders since
the 1960s, with approximately 6,000 new cases each year. The
process involves gathering DNA from crime scenes and then
cross-referencing this data against genealogy databases to build
family trees and identify potential suspects. Successful
applications of IGG have led to numerous identifications,
including the resolution of cases that have remained stagnant
for decades.

Community Impact and Future Initiatives

In light of these advancements, other cold cases are sparking
renewed hope. Othram has been instrumental in a variety of
recent identifications, including cases as diverse as a 2001 New
Mexico homicide and a 1986 cold case in Florida. They strive to
offer closure to families, as highlighted in their recent successes

https://familytreemagazine.com/dna/investigative-genetic-genealogy/


outlined by Othram’s press releases.

On May 22, 2025, significant legislative efforts were introduced
to further support cold case investigations, such as the Carla
Walker Act aimed at funding advanced DNA analysis. This act
honors the memory of a young murder victim, underscoring the
ongoing challenges of resolving older unsolved cases. The
willingness to apply cutting-edge forensic technology, like that
seen in Murrell’s case, continues to promise a future where
fewer families have to endure long years of uncertainty.

The work being done today with forensic genealogy illustrates
not only a rising trend in closing cold cases but also a profound
societal commitment to justice and closure. As the innovative
applications of DNA technology spread, the community will
hopefully see many more stories like that of Joseph Murrell come
to resolution.
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