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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 WHAT IS THIS GUIDE FOR?

1	 Humanitarian	mine	action	encompasses	five	so-called	pillars:	survey	and	clearance,	
mine risk education, victim assistance, advocacy and stockpile destruction. This 
document addresses the “survey and clearance” pillar.

This	guide	aims	to	bring	together	two	very	different	humanitarian	disciplines	
– forensics and mine action1 – in support of a common goal. It does so by 
explaining some key points about each, then providing a set of principles that 
can be used to tackle real-life problems and create meaningful and locally 
relevant operating procedures. This guide therefore emphasizes the need for 
robust joint planning.

1.2 WHO IS THIS GUIDE FOR?
This	guide	is	for	three	groups	of	people:

 • forensic specialists who need to consider the risk of explosive hazards  
as part of a wider human-remains recovery operation

 • mine action or explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) specialists  
who are likely to support, or who have been tasked to support,  
human-remains management activities

 • staff	with	other	expertise,	and	perhaps	from	other	disciplines	 
(e.g. structural engineers), who are required to participate in, or to oversee, 
multidisciplinary human-remains management operations.

The way readers use this guide will, to some extent, be determined by their 
role. Consequently, it provides a level of technical detail necessary to support 
meaningful conversations between experts and disciplines, and to give each 
audience an appreciation of the others’ capabilities. This guide is not intended 
to train experts outside the scope of their professional practice.
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1.3 WHY IS THIS GUIDE NEEDED?

2 S. Cordner and M. Tidball-Binz, “Humanitarian forensic action – Its origins  
and future”, Forensic Science International,	Vol.	279,	October	2017,	pp.	65–71:	 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2017.08.011.

When two communities of practice – each with their own vocabulary, principles 
and aims – are brought together in multidisciplinary teams or tasks, they cannot 
be expected to cooperate seamlessly without additional guidance. By high-
lighting common operational outcomes and weighing any competing protocols 
against the principles laid out in this guide, it should be possible to achieve a 
more collaborative approach. 

Forensic specialists will often be required to perform their work in envir-
onments that contain explosive hazards. For instance, they are commonly 
expected to exhume sub-surface remains in the presence of unexploded ord-
nance (UXO). In recent years, surface recovery – i.e. recovering remains from 
an open area or within a collapsed structure following an explosion – has 
become an increasingly important part of forensic specialists’ role, not least 
because	of	the	high	death	toll	associated	with	protracted	urban	conflicts.

Effective	recovery	and	forensic	identification	serves	two	key	purposes.	First,	it	
gives families much-needed information about what happened to their miss-
ing	loved	ones,	and	their	whereabouts.	And	second,	it	supports	post-conflict	
peacebuilding2 – because, without it, communities are left asking “if” and 
“where” and cannot move on to “why” to “what next”.

EOD specialists also come across human remains in their work. But there have 
been instances in EOD operations where the management of remains has not 
met international legal or ethical standards, with human remains being broken 
apart	by	mechanical	flails	or	buried	without	forensic	identification	and	using	
culturally questionable methods. There is a clear need to generate a better 
understanding	of	forensics	and	encourage	joint	working	wherever	beneficial.

In both sub-surface and surface recovery, having commonly understood 
standards and procedures, as well as associated cross-training, helps to ensure 
that remains are properly and safely recovered. Likewise, forensic teams oper-
ating in collapsed structures following an explosion need to be able to work 
effectively	and	collaboratively	with	support	staff	who	are	there	to	keep	them	
safe from explosive hazards and further collapse.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2017.08.011
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This guide includes a series of real-life examples to illustrate aspects of the 
material being discussed. These tell their own story about why this guide is 
needed, often identifying potential areas for improvement. 

Outside the comfort zone

A recently appointed forensic specialist was required to carry out site 
assessments to identify grave locations for excavation and exhumation. 
They understood that the area had recently been fought over but, due to a 
lack of EOD support nearby, they had no-one to turn to for safety advice 
during the desktop assessment phase or site assessments. Moreover, the 
specialist’s manager was confident that this was not an issue and did not 
request assistance. As a result, the specialist proceeded with the task feeling 
justifiably uncomfortable about their physical safety.

1.4 THE NORMATIVE FRAMEWORK
Under international humanitarian law (IHL), States are obligated to respect 
and provide for the proper handling of the dead. The Geneva Conventions and 
their	Additional	Protocols,	and	customary	IHL,	contain	specific	rules	on	the	
search for and protection of the dead, on the treatment of human remains 
including their burial, on the subsequent maintenance of gravesites, and on 
exhumation,	 examination,	 identification	 and	 repatriation.	 See	 normative 
 references of this guide for a more in-depth review of these rules.

There are also several international legal instruments that aim to prevent 
and/or	mitigate	the	effects	of	certain	explosive	weapons.	These	include	the	
Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention, the Convention on Cluster Munitions 
and the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons. These treaties outline 
specific	responsibilities	on	signatory	States	to	take	steps	to	end	the	use	of,	
and to destroy stockpiles of, weapons of particular concern (such as anti- 
personnel mines and cluster munitions). States are also required to take steps 
to reduce the impact of these weapons and other explosive remnants of war 
(ERW). These instruments are also discussed in further detail under normative 
references of this guide.
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The work of forensic and mine-action specialists is also governed by  
discipline-specific	professional	standards.	These	are	briefly	discussed	in	sec-
tion 1.7 below. Moreover, States can choose to adopt the International Mine 
Action Standards (IMAS),3 a set of documents that uses the International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO) language and format and covers all 
aspects of running a mine-action programme. When they do so, the IMAS 
become part of that State’s legal framework in the form of National Mine 
Action Standards (NMAS). Taking into account the principles highlighted in 
this	publication,	a	specific	IMAS	was	forwarded	for	adoption	in	2020	on	the	
recovery of human remains.

3	 International	Mine	Action	Standards:	https://www.mineactionstandards.org/, 
accessed 27 May 2020.

1.5 KEY TERMS
The following key terms are used throughout this guide. A more comprehen-
sive list is included in the glossary.

DVI		 disaster	victim	identification
EOD  explosive ordnance disposal
IED  improvised explosive device
IHL  international humanitarian law
IMAS International Mine Action Standards
ISO International Organization for Standardization
SOP  standard operating procedure
UXO unexploded ordnance

1.6 RECENT TRENDS IN FORENSIC  
AND MINE ACTION DISCIPLINES

1.6.1 HUMANITARIAN FORENSIC ACTION 
Forensic practice has evolved in stages over recent decades, starting in the 
1980s when advancements in forensic science – and in forensic anthropology 
in particular – were applied in Latin America to account for missing people 
who had disappeared at this time. This period also saw the creation of groups 
such as the Argentine Forensic Anthropological Team (Equipo Argentino de 

https://www.mineactionstandards.org/
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Antropologia	Forense,	EAAF).	In	the	1990s,	the	conflicts	in	the	Balkans	and	
subsequent war crimes trials demanded the recovery and analysis of complex 
sub-surface gravesites, often contaminated with UXO. This experience gave 
rise to common-sense standard operating procedures (SOPs). Then, in the 
2010s, the presence of UXO, improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and heavily 
damaged	structures	 in	protracted	urban	conflicts	 in	Iraq,	Syria	and	Yemen	
added further layers of complexity to the forensic information-gathering pro-
cess, with surface recovery of remains from partially collapsed buildings posing 
a particular challenge.

1.6.2 HUMANITARIAN MINE ACTION
Mine-action practice has similarly progressed through a series of phases. In 
the 1970s and 1980s, the clearance of landmines and UXO in places like Angola 
and Viet Nam required mine-action specialists to operate in varied environ-
ments and terrains, and mechanical mine-clearance assets were increasingly 
used	where	appropriate.	Then,	in	the	1990s	and	2000s,	the	conflicts	in	the	
Balkans	posed	a	new	challenge:	as	well	as	landmines,	the	conflicts	involved	a	
significant	amount	of	booby-trapping,	using	conventional	ordnance	in	uncon-
ventional ways. Likewise, cluster munitions presented a new clearance challenge 
in	places	such	as	Lebanon.	And	in	the	2010s,	the	conflicts	in	Iraq,	Syria	and	
Yemen	 saw	 the	widespread	 use	 of	 explosive	weapons	 in	 populated	 areas,	
reducing entire urban centres to ruins and often leaving large quantities of 
UXO and IEDs behind. This mix of conventional ordnance alongside chemical 
and improvised munitions in densely populated areas and among large quan-
tities of rubble is demanding new approaches.
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Eastern Bosnia: Secondary and tertiary gravesites interspersed with ERW

While no evidence was found that gravesites had been deliberately booby-
trapped, the presence of explosive and non-explosive remnants of war in 
and around gravesites in eastern Bosnia presented a significant operational 
challenge in the two decades following the conflict.

For instance, one particular cave had been used to conceal over 40 bodies. 
Subsequent movement of the frontlines meant that the location was then 
used as a weapons and ammunition dump during one of the amnesties that 
took place during the peace process. Two decades later, the human remains 
were interspersed with ammunition and weapons in varying states of decay. 
This presented a complex problem, and the size of the cave meant that only 
one person could access it at a time. From an explosive hazard perspective 
this was probably just as well, as it limited the team’s risk exposure. During 
the excavation operations, a single forensic specialist would extract as much 
as possible until a piece of ordnance was found. A mine-action representative 
would then enter the cave to check and remove the item before forensic 
operations could resume.

In another example, a sub-surface mass grave was covered over with a 
minefield. Again, this was not thought to be a deliberate act to obscure the 
gravesite, but rather the reality of fast-moving frontlines. In cases like these, 
which were common in eastern Bosnia, the excavation teams adopted a simple 
solution: a mine-clearance organization would use detectors, dogs and other 
means to carry out a surface clearance before the forensic specialists moved 
in. Mine-action staff would then be on call to assist and check for further 
sub-surface contamination as excavation proceeded. Unfortunately, a lack of 
supporting mine-action resources meant that, in some cases, non-armoured 
excavators had to be driven over the area before excavation commenced to 
attempt a form of clearance-by-initiation. 

Examples like these clearly demonstrate the need to balance the risk 
to forensic and mine-action staff against the benefit of giving families 
information about their loved ones. Indeed, this risk balance goes to the heart 
of what these guidelines are about.
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1.7 EXISTING TECHNICAL STANDARDS

4	 INTERPOL,	“Disaster	Victim	Identification”:	https://www.interpol.int/How-we-
work/Forensics/Disaster-Victim-Identification-DVI, accessed 19 September 2019.

5	 National	Institute	of	Standards	and	Technology,	“The	Organization	of	Scientific	
Area	Committees	for	Forensic	Science”:	https://www.nist.gov/topics/organization-
scientific-area-committees-forensic-science, accessed 13 December 2019.

As	in	many	technical	fields,	forensic	and	mine-action	standard-writing	is	a	
slow process that inevitably lags behind the reality on the ground. That said, 
there	have	been	standardization	efforts	in	both	disciplines,	and	the	resulting	
standards provide important guidance for contracting, professional devel-
opment and best practice. More important still, they point to a maturity of 
approach	and	collaboration	within	their	respective	fields	–	something	that	
should be recognized and reinforced.

1.7.1 INTERPOL
The	Interpol	Disaster	Victim	Identification	(DVI)	standards	are	well	recognized	
and used by many countries worldwide.4

1.7.2 NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF STANDARDS AND TECHNOLOGY
There	are	ongoing	efforts	in	the	forensic	arena	to	establish	global	standards.	
Although	a	unified	set	of	standards	is	some	way	off,	several	National	Institute	
of Standards and Technology (NIST) subcommittees – Anthropology, Disaster 
Victim	Identification,	and	Medicolegal	Death	Investigation	–	have	produced	
outputs that are considered to be part of the landscape of best-practice docu-
mentation5 for the purpose of this guide.

1.7.3 INTERNATIONAL MINE ACTION STANDARDS
The International Mine Action Standards (IMAS) are an ISO-type set of stand-
ards, technical notes and evaluation protocols that are used by the majority of 
mine-action programmes worldwide. In most cases, the IMAS are adjusted to 
local requirements and brought under national law as National Mine Action 
Standards (NMAS).

https://www.interpol.int/How-we-work/Forensics/Disaster-Victim-Identification-DVI
https://www.interpol.int/How-we-work/Forensics/Disaster-Victim-Identification-DVI
https://www.nist.gov/topics/organization-scientific-area-committees-forensic-science
https://www.nist.gov/topics/organization-scientific-area-committees-forensic-science
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1.8 CHEMICAL, BIOLOGICAL, RADIOLOGICAL  
AND NUCLEAR CONTAMINATION

Explosive hazard contamination sometimes includes contamination caused by 
chemical, biological, radiological or nuclear (CBRN) material. Even within the 
mine action discipline, this is often treated as a separate subject, and in most 
instances, only the military will maintain a capability that overlaps with EOD. 

Yet	there	is	still	a	substantial	likelihood	of	human	remains	being	found	along-
side, or contaminated with, toxic industrial chemicals (TICs) or a weaponized 
chemical or biological agent. CBRN contamination is therefore mentioned in 
this guide because of the unfortunate but very real possibility that forensic 
specialists	could	encounter	TICs	or	find	themselves	carrying	out	conduct-of- 
hostilities investigations in a CBRN environment.

The response to situations like these depends on the envisaged operational 
outcome. Often, the desire will be to administer medical care, identify human 
remains or carry out some other activity despite the additional complications 
of contamination. Here, the CBRN expert plays the role of a technical enabler, 
allowing	other	operations	to	continue	–	albeit	in	a	modified	and	more	complex	
fashion.

In short, the presence of CBRN material adds a layer of complexity to situ-
ations that are already challenging, requiring specialized teams to assess soils 
prior to excavation, or areas prior to access.
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The danger of insecticides

In the Western Balkans, efforts were under way to account for people missing 
after a recent conflict in the region. Following an initial police investigation, 
a court order was obtained and a forensic specialist was called in to assess 
potential gravesites where the remains of missing people were thought to be 
located. Once they were satisfied that there was something to investigate, 
the police investigator would then apply for another court order so that the 
suspected gravesite could be further assessed and excavated, and the remains 
exhumed. 

On one occasion, the team was deployed to support the assessment of a 
patch of disturbed earth near a vineyard. After agreeing to carry out a test 
excavation, the forensic team brought in its mini-excavator to dig exploratory 
trenches. During one of these excavations, glass bottles were unearthed and 
several broke apart as they fell from the digger’s bucket. Once the bottles 
were spotted, digging activity ceased and the contents were visually inspected 
by the forensic team leader, who decided to withdraw the team from the area 
with immediate effect. Shortly afterwards, the team leader felt ill and was 
moved to a medical facility. 

The team leader was believed to have been exposed to an insecticide of some 
sort and was released from hospital following a short period of observation. 
It is well established that early pesticides were chemically similar to nerve 
agents. For some reason, someone at the vineyard may have decided to bury 
potentially outdated and dangerous chemicals.

Even with the benefit of hindsight, it is hard to see how anyone but a team 
leader with extensive experience in this specific context could have foreseen 
the hazard. Yet this example serves as a stark warning that the unexpected 
can – and indeed does – happen. That is why bringing as many experts as 
possible into the risk assessment process, as early as possible, is a sensible 
approach. In this case, the team might have considered the risk of exposure 
to a toxic agricultural chemical and taken mitigation measures, such as using 
appropriate personal protective equipment.
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2. PRINCIPLES  
FOR JOINT FORENSIC  
AND EOD OPERATIONS

2.1 GUIDING PRINCIPLES

6	 Although	engaging	forensic	specialists	during	conflict	is	preferable,	expertise	
or access issues may make it impossible. Even so, if forensic specialists are not 
engaged in the active recovery of human remains during hostilities, they might  
be	able	to	contribute	to	the	identification	process	at	safer	regional	locations.

7 Medical Support to Demining Operations, IMAS 10.40, International Mine Action 
Standards:	https://www.mineactionstandards.org/ accessed 30 July 2020.

Below are the main principles that must guide all operations at all times. These 
are underpinned by the central principle of “do no harm”.

2.1.1 PRIORITIZE STAFF HEALTH AND SAFETY

No dead person is worth another life.

While	 supporting	 and	 informing	 conflict-separated	 families	 is	 an	 import-
ant	goal,	it	should	not	be	pursued	at	all	costs.	The	safety	of	staff	involved	in	
humanitarian forensic investigations is paramount. Just as forensic specialists 
would not be expected to investigate during ongoing hostilities,6 unexploded 
ordnance	poses	a	clear	risk	in	the	aftermath	of	a	conflict.	Humanitarian	oper-
ations	should	only	take	place	if	staff	are	aware	of	the	risk	and	know	how	to	
operate safely in the weapon-contaminated environment.

Staff	 conducting	 operations	 should	 receive	medical	 support	 that	meets	 or	
exceeds the requirements set out in IMAS 10.40, “Medical Support to Demining 
Operations”.7	Ultimately,	the	aim	should	be	to	afford	staff	the	best	possible	
care if an accident happens.

https://www.mineactionstandards.org/
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If the area is contaminated with CBRN material, equipment should be deployed 
to	assess	and	monitor	environmental	limits	and	manage	staff	exposure.	

In all cases, a risk-based approach should be followed. This means that risks 
should be constantly reviewed, and mitigation measures regularly updated to 
keep	the	risk	to	staff	as	low	as	reasonably	practicable.

An	important	part	of	health	and	safety	is	the	selection	of	staff	who	are	flexible	
of mind and known to be resilient. Suitable forensic specialists should be cap-
able of operating in an environment where risk is managed but not necessarily 
eliminated. Equally, EOD specialists should be acutely aware of the cultural 
and religious implications of their work and have the mental resilience to deal 
with unpleasant or gruesome sights. 
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Mosul: Volunteers recovering the dead

After the battle for Mosul between Islamic State group and Iraqi forces, the 
level of explosive hazard contamination was unprecedented. The widespread 
destruction of buildings and infrastructure made moving around the city 
tricky, and there were many dead bodies in and around the rubble.

A small group of local volunteers, unaffiliated to any organization, decided to 
collect remains in order to reduce the risk of disease and to do something for 
their city. Untrained and unequipped, they began working in the immediate 
aftermath of hostilities in Al-Midan, a neighbourhood of Mosul Old City. 

Al-Midan saw some of the most intense fighting during the battle and 
thousands of civilians had reportedly been trapped there. This back story, 
coupled with the fact that the area had experienced extensive battle damage 
with large parts reduced to rubble, meant that the task facing the group was 
enormous. 

A commercial EOD clearance company was also operating in the area and 
came across the team of volunteers. Although unable to assist the volunteers 
directly due to tasking priorities, the company’s team leader gave them 
protective equipment and mine-risk education, as well as their telephone 
number in case they needed EOD advice or support.

Article: https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/mosul-body-collectors-180530 
113119652.html 
Video: https://www.dw.com/en/mosul-aid-workers-remove-bodies-in-mosul/av-4407 
6242 

EOD EOD

https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/mosul-body-collectors-180530113119652.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/mosul-body-collectors-180530113119652.html
https://www.dw.com/en/mosul-aid-workers-remove-bodies-in-mosul/av-44076242
https://www.dw.com/en/mosul-aid-workers-remove-bodies-in-mosul/av-44076242
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2.1.2 KEEP THE PUBLIC SAFE
Protecting the health of local communities and the families of the dead is an 
equally important priority. In some cases, this may involve setting up cordons 
and evacuating some areas if explosives are present or toxic chemicals are 
likely to be released during an exhumation. In other cases, this might mean 
that	contaminated	personal	effects	are	not	returned	to	families.

In	post-disaster	and	post-conflict	situations,	there	is	often	a	desire	to	recover	
human remains as quickly as possible. Contrary to popular belief, this is not a 
public-health issue but rather a cultural or social requirement.8 In many cases, 
therefore, human remains are recovered without direct specialist forensic 
support.9

!

 Weapons Contaminations Unit
 Scene Analysis

8 International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), “Why dead bodies do not cause 
epidemics”:	https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/faq/health-bodies- 
140110.htm, accessed 19 September 2019.

9	 However,	UN	Security	Council	Resolution	2474	on	missing	persons	in	armed	conflict	
requires that personnel should be suitably trained for the task.

https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/faq/health-bodies-140110.htm
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/faq/health-bodies-140110.htm
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Public safety in Aden: EOD specialists as enablers

During a May 2015 airstrike on Aden, Yemen, two BlU-109 penetrator bombs, 
each weighing 1,000 kg, failed to detonate and landed some distance from 
their intended targets. The bombs came to rest 60 and 300 metres respectively 
from the only operational field hospital in Aden at the time, staffed by MSF 
and ICRC personnel.

An EOD operator was sent to the area to identify the munitions and assess 
the situation. Through technical consultations with ICRC headquarters 
and communications with the party that had dropped the bombs, it was 
determined that there were no long-delay timers or anti-handling features 
in the fusing systems.

Working with the local authority, the EOD team brought a truck and work 
party into the area to move the bomb to a location away from the hospital and 
outside the urban area. As a result, the field hospital was able to remain open.

B.
 L

am
on

/IC
RC

BlU-109 in Aden
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2.1.3 TREAT THE DEAD WITH DIGNITY
Staff	of	 all	 disciplines	and	backgrounds	 should	be	aware	of	 the	normative	
references outlined above – the Geneva Conventions and their Additional 
Protocols as a minimum – and understand the wider medico-legal context in 
which they are operating.

Moreover,	 all	 staff	 should	 be	 aware	 of	 the	 cultural	 context	 of	 their	work,	
especially attitudes towards, and practices around, death and the handling of 
human	remains.	What	constitutes	dignity	varies	from	place	to	place.	Staff	must	
always aim to preserve such dignity through their conduct and treatment of 
the dead.
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2.2 OPERATIONAL TENETS

10 Prior assessment does not necessarily mean a “technical survey” as understood 
in	EOD/mine	action	terms.	Simple	mitigation	strategies,	or	even	a	“non-technical	
survey”,	may	suffice.

11 Again, this does not necessarily mean a full “technical survey” or “battle area 
clearance”, although these may be required in some circumstances.

When conducting joint operations, forensic and EOD teams should follow the 
sound operational practices detailed below.

2.2.1 ASSESS FIRST, RECOVER SECOND
If no safety concerns are raised during the initial assessment, then there is no 
need to consult EOD specialists. But if there is any doubt as to whether human 
remains can be recovered safely, no operations should begin until the appro-
priate expertise is available, or until awareness training or other mitigation 
measures are in place.10 

Appropriate enabling capabilities – EOD specialists, structural engineers or 
others according to the anticipated risk – should be involved in joint assess-
ments at the earliest planning stages.

As a general rule, it is better to have more people attending early-stage planning 
meetings and to reduce the numbers later if appropriate, when risks are better 
understood and can be managed accordingly.

If forensic teams are likely to use imaging systems or other technical equipment, 
they should discuss this with EOD specialists to make sure the proposed equip-
ment	will	not	pose	a	risk	when	used	with	specific	munitions	(e.g.	magnetic	
influence	triggers	or	resistivity	testing	procedures).	Likewise,	hand	tools	and	
mechanical equipment should be checked to determine whether they might 
present a hazard rather than a help.

2.2.2 ESTABLISH THE COMMON APPROACH PATH
Establishing and maintaining the common approach path (i.e. the agreed 
“route in”) to the site of interest is a vital part of joint forensic and EOD oper-
ations, including when other capabilities are required.

Mine-action specialists should ensure that this path is both free from UXO 
and outside the danger zone should a nearby item of ordnance explode.11 Other 
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capabilities may be needed if there are additional safety issues (such as a 
structural engineer if the operation is taking place in or around a structurally 
unstable building).

The approach path is also the extraction route in the event of an accident 
or injury. For this reason, it should be clearly marked using well-understood 
methods, and the medical point should be located near the control point, at the 
entrance to the approach path. 

The approach path should not cause any damage to the integrity of the site 
that might compromise the work of forensic specialists. It should also be wide 
enough to allow remains to be handled and removed with dignity. In larger-scale 
operations, or where the approach path serves more than one recovery site, it 
may be appropriate to establish a one-way system. 

2.2.3 APPLY CONTEXT-APPROPRIATE FORENSIC METHODS
An organization conducting recovery operations must carefully consider its 
position in the legal framework of the country in which it is engaged. In some 
jurisdictions, an international organization may be limited in what it can do 
– for	 instance,	only	detecting	and	 identifying	human	remains	–	and	must	
make	every	effort	to	avoid	compromising	future	legal	or	judicial	proceedings.	
The	organization	should	operate	within	the	confines	of	the	law	at	all	times.	
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If the organization is supporting an ongoing forensic process, perhaps pro-
viding expertise or an additional capability, then the responsibilities are more 
clear-cut.

In all circumstances, the operation should follow an appropriate method, 
which must be balanced against any time limits for recovery. In some cases, 
national authorities may only allow recovery operations to take place within 
a certain period, sometimes even changing the agreed timings at a later date. 
Organizations	should	therefore	be	flexible	enough	to	respond	appropriately	
and weigh up the potential forensic value of a diminishing window of oppor-
tunity. But even in the absence of time pressure, the slowest method may not 
be the best method from a forensic point of view.

The	organization	may	have	 to	decide	between	 identification	and	 recovery,	
because the process of recovery may destroy the remains. Recovering and 
docu	menting	artefacts,	which	can	form	a	key	part	of	the	identification	pro-
cess,	may	also	require	significant	resources.	And	in	situations	where	explosive	
hazards rather than politics are the limiting factor, a recovery organization 
will need to consult with its EOD support. In short, there are no easy answers 
to these questions.

2.2.4 FOLLOW CONTEXT-APPROPRIATE EOD PROCEDURES 
Semi-remote movement, which involves attaching a line to an item and then 
moving it from a safe distance, may be a better option than an in-situ EOD 
operation that is likely to cause an item of ordnance to detonate, causing 
irreparable forensic damage.

The very act of moving a piece of UXO, however, carries with it the risk of 
initiation, so cordon, evacuation procedures and wait (or soak) times must be 
followed,	and	the	likely	effect	of	an	explosion	on	the	forensic	process	should	
be understood by all.

So-called low order techniques, which aim to neutralize items through con-
trolled burning, may be preferable, but even here the risk of full initiation 
remains. One possible compromise, which balances explosive risk and forensic 
integrity, is to use semi-remote techniques to move an item of ordnance from 
its initial location into a prepared demolition area enclosed with sandbags 
or water containers. The distance from the forensic site should consider net 



PRINCIPlES FOR jOINT FORENSIC AND EOD OPERATIONS   23

explosive quantity, the fragmentation pattern and other hazards,12 along with 
the level of available mitigation. 

2.2.5 USE RESOURCES EFFICIENTLY
Joint	operations	using	different	technical	capabilities	and	skillsets	are	expen-
sive. It is in the interests of everyone – including local communities and 
donors –	to	use	enabling	capabilities	as	economically	and	as	efficiently	as	
possible.	This	comes	down	to	efficient	scheduling	and	an	understanding	of	
the spatial characteristics of the site. For instance, if there are multiple work 
sites in the same local area, they should share critical enabling assets such as 
mechanical plant, EOD operators, medics and structural engineers.

In some cases, having two specialists – EOD and forensic – working hand in 
hand in an excavation and exhumation might be impossible to avoid. Where 
capabilities are interwoven like this, they should be treated as the critical path 
activity, with other resources assigned to make sure that interruptions to this 
activity are minimized.

It is important to remember that both forensic and EOD activities take time 
and that, for quality and safety reasons, some situations will demand more 
time than others. Here, maximizing resource use through concurrency should 
be at the forefront of the operations manager’s mind.

An organization’s ability to manage risk in situations like these is key. 
Understanding	the	risk-benefit	trade-offs	and	where	the	project	sits	on	the	
triangle below will help managers make the right decisions.

Quality of output

Risk exposure time Risk to staff

Figure 1. Triad of risk, quality and exposure

12 Some fuzes contain so-called cocked-strikers, meaning their movement is 
inherently	risky.	Other	munitions	contain	shaped	charges	which	have	a	specific	
designed lethality. White phosphorus and fuel air explosive munitions also have 
characteristics that need to be considered carefully during demolition operations.
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2.2.6 KEEP DECONTAMINATION TO A MINIMUM  
TO ALLOW IDENTIFICATION

Here,	decontamination	refers	to	operations	performed	by	the	CBRN	and/or	
TIC specialists discussed in section 1.8. Recovery operations in the presence of 
these	types	of	hazard	pose	specific	risks	to	staff	and	should	be	managed	using	
a comprehensive risk-based approach.

Staff	safety	and	efficient	 resource	use	demand	 that	decontamination	work	
should be limited to the minimum required to identify the human remains. 
In other words, time (which equates to risk exposure) should not be wasted 
on full decontamination of the remains, but only that which is necessary to 
take DNA samples, photographs and measurements – for the simple reason 
that contaminated material or remains should not be moved. Artefacts should 
not be decontaminated other than in exceptional circumstances, and bodies 
should not be returned to families. This will need careful management in some 
cultural contexts.

If a biological agent is present, and unless the assessment is that the agent is 
not highly infectious, reliable personal protection and containment is unlikely 
to be available outside of a high-grade laboratory. In the case of chemical 
and radiological contamination, there are satisfactory methods for personal 
protection	and	decontamination	of	both	workforce	and	remains.	Yet	even	so,	
such operations are unlikely to be risk-free and will almost certainly demand 
significant	resources.	Likewise,	forensic	staff	working	in	morgues	will	require	
suitable personal protective equipment and may need clean rooms to process 
contaminated bodies separately.
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3. OPERATIONAL 
IMPLEMENTATION

This section builds on the principles and tenets outlined above by consider-
ing	the	main	activities	and	trade-offs	of	operational	implementation	in	more	
detail.	They	are	not	in	themselves	SOPs,	but	staff	should	use	them	as	the	start-
ing	point	to	design	SOPs	suited	to	the	local	context	and	its	risk	profile.

3.1 ESTABLISHING A STRATEGY
When operating in explosive-contaminated environments, the following fac-
tors should be considered and assessed as part of the initial planning process, 
i.e.	before	the	recovery	of	human	remains	begins:

 • the likely number of human remains

 • the extent and likely types of weapon contamination  
(to determine which area of expertise has primacy at which site)

 • the extent and likely types of CBRN or TIC contamination

 • the	need	for	a	Hazard	Identification	and	Risk	Assessment	(HIRA)	 
for the most prominent and hazardous UXO likely to be encountered

 • the location and situation of human remains (surface, buried,  
under collapsed structures, etc.), and their likely condition
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 • the status of human remains (combatant, civilian, etc.)

 • the likely duration of a clearance operation

 • the resources required

 • the	degree	to	which	identification	will	be	carried	out,	and	whether	
establishing cause of death will be part of the recovery process.

Policies	should	also	be	agreed	on	matters	such	as:

 • disposal	and/or	repatriation	of	human	remains
 • returning	of	personal	effects	to	families
 • documentation.

3.2 THE PLANNING CYCLE
The success of a joint or collaborative operation depends on an organization’s 
or	group’s	ability	to	plan	effectively.	Simple	cyclical	frameworks,	such	as	the	
one shown below, provide a useful starting point for any planning process. 

Evaluate

Implement 

& Monitor

Assess

Plan

Figure 2. Generic planning cycle

This cycle is expanded upon in the table below, illustrating the types of activity 
that a joint or collaborative forensic and EOD operation might involve. Refer to 
Annex A for a fully worked example, which goes into more detail in terms of 
mapping and resource planning.
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Stage Description Examples of activities

Assess At this stage, every effort should be made  
to understand the context of the task  
and “the why”.

It makes sense to involve as many expert 
capabilities as possible early on in the process. 

Although the “assess” stage should  
not become unwieldy, the increased 
contextual awareness gained by an early 
appreciation of complexity will pay dividends 
later in the process.

Obtain/access any relevant strategic/global 
objectives or wider Theory of Change work.

Review or initiate a context study  
(such as a PESTLE analysis).13

Set outcomes accordingly, or if the above  
is unavailable and time is short, make 
sensible judgements about the impact  
of forensic recovery activity  
(e.g. outcome 1, 2, etc.).

Note potential indicators at this stage.

Conduct the desktop assessment,  
gather information and start mapping.  
Plan the site visit.

Assess the task/problem. Complete  
a problem analysis using a problem  
tree/bowtie diagram to understand causal 
effects and, therefore, what the task must 
achieve.

Plan The “plan” stage is about setting sensible 
and realistic objectives.

To support accountability, there should  
be a clear statement of who is responsible 
for what, including for staff safety where 
contamination (explosive or CBRN)  
or building collapse is suspected.

Focusing on results will assist in selecting 
indicators, including some that explicitly 
examine coordination between disciplines.

Conduct a site visit with a multidisciplinary 
yet manageable team. Gather information, 
take photos, annotate maps, collect 
spatial data, make sketches, and record 
assumptions and questions.

Capture objectives, with a central global 
objective which the others feed into. Assign 
accountability and responsibility for each 
objective.

Have each accountable member  
of the team break the objectives down  
in to tasks, picking indicators and preparing 
to manage task performance.

Have the multidisciplinary planning team 
work collaboratively to resource the task 
list, ready for implementation. Outputs 
include SOPs, project plans, risk register, 
performance management arrangements  
and other appropriate tools.

Rehearses (i.e. step through) the plan  
before implementation, with an observer  
if possible, to help identify any obvious faults.

13 Multi-factor contextual analysis covering political, economic, social, technical, legal 
and environmental issues.
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Stage Description Examples of activities

Implement  
and monitor

At this stage, the plan is put into action.

Safety and work briefings should take place 
regularly.

Previously agreed control mechanisms  
and decision points should be tracked  
and monitored.

Data on progress, activity and results should 
be gathered.

Run on-site safety briefings, establish  
a control point and medical point.

Agree on signals and communication 
between team members and capability 
teams. 

Site manager oversees all tasks and tracks 
progress, making on-the-ground decisions 
based on knowledge of the objectives, 
context, principles and tenets outlined  
in these guidelines. 

Establish a clear line of communication  
for technical or political advice.

Evaluate At the end of each day, feedback should  
be sought from each team member  
(if appropriate). 

At the end of the task, feedback should  
be gathered from team members and staff.

Affected people and local communities 
should be consulted on results,  
and any monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 
information produced by third parties should  
be obtained and reviewed.

Hold informal and formal sessions  
to encourage regular feedback and nurture  
a learning culture.

Where needed, have members  
of multidisciplinary teams explain aspects  
of expertise to each other for mutual 
understanding and more efficient operations. 
Capture presentational material and details 
of on-the-ground, evolved solutions.

Update the SOPs.

Write up the project outcomes and review 
effectiveness.

Assess the principles and tenets to see  
if they still hold.
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Two capabilities, one goal

An international organization was carrying out exhumations in a country at 
the invitation of the government and within its medico-legal framework. 
Two of the areas under investigation were former battlegrounds and 
therefore contained large quantities of ERW. The way risks to forensic staff 
were managed had evolved over the course of several excavation campaigns.

Initially, a mine action organization already operating in the area was 
selected as a partner. Despite good cooperation on the ground between staff, 
the partner organization was understandably focused on mine action and the 
relevant metrics and measures of success and was therefore keen to clear 
more area and deal with more UXO than was necessary to achieve the forensic 
aim. At times, this resulted in suboptimal use of forensic assets.

The international organization trained a civilian EOD team to work under 
the supervision of an EOD staff member and to an agreed set of SOPs. This 
approach had two benefits: it brought civil authorities into the exhumation 
process, and it allowed the EOD capability to be tailored the operation’s 
primary goal, i.e. forensics.

The organization also began using the winter months, when the weather 
made exhuming remains impossible, to carry out more desk-level planning 
and risk-reduction activities. By evaluating maps supplied by the mine 
action organization, gathering background information on the local area and 
electronically overlaying them with the forensic picture, the organization was 
able to identify areas of concern. An EOD specialist also completed a short 
pre-season visit, assessing the site and zoning it into areas where it was safe 
to exploit and others that would require further investigation before forensic 
activity could take place. 

This planning and preparation work opened up areas that could be 
investigated more efficiently, as well as giving the forensic specialist a 
historical perspective of the battlefield and the likely activity that had taken 
place. This information was used to question witnesses more effectively and 
narrow down the areas for excavation.
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3.3 SPATIAL DATA GATHERING

14 A fourth dimension (time) may also be relevant, since sites can be reused or events 
can overlap.

Gravesites are three-dimensional geospatial entities,14 frequently consisting of 
multiple sub-sites. Explosive hazard information is similarly spatial in nature, 
and danger areas where explosives or toxic substances are present require 
careful spatial management and coordination. 

A map-based planning exercise should be carried out at the earliest oppor-
tunity. The resulting map, featuring all known spatial data, should be central 
to the planning cycle and be used at all stages of the process.

3.4 EOD ASSESSMENT
Safety	benefits	aside,	 involving	mine	action/EOD	specialists	at	 the	start	of	
the	assessment	phase	can	also	deliver	efficiency	gains.	Zoning	and	classifying	
areas requiring little or no EOD response allows forensic operations to proceed 
where it is safe to do so, while appropriate support can be brought in for other 
zones.

Moreover, situational awareness is a common feature of the EOD skillset, 
meaning specialists understand the battlespace and how hostilities were 
conducted, at least in terms of the use of explosives. This can provide useful 
contextual	 insights	 for	 forensic	 staff	and	may	 in	 turn	 lead	 to	new	 lines	of	
investigation.

3.5 NON-STANDARD EOD PROCEDURES
When considering departing from standard render safe procedures (RSPs), it 
is	important	to	bear	the	following	EOD	principles	in	mind:

 • One-person risk: Mine action is not a spectator sport and gathering 
around items of interest should not be tolerated.

 • Minimum time at target: The time an EOD operator is next  
to the device is when they are most at risk. This time should therefore  
be kept to a minimum. Tasks should be planned by the operator  
in the control point, away from the device, and followed as closely  
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as possible during the manual approach. It is also important to minimize 
the number of manual approaches, especially if getting to the device 
carries risk or is complicated by the wearing of PPE.

 • Remote, semi-remote, manual: This is the preferred order of techniques 
within an RSP for improvised devices, but it applies equally well  
to conventional disposal operations. Robots, where appropriate  
to the task, are always the safest option, although they are unlikely  
to be available in most contexts. Most standard EOD operations use  
semi-remote techniques, i.e. the operator approaches, places a disruptor 
or other system, retires and then initiates the process from a safe 
distance. Only in exceptional circumstances will an operation require 
manual action, i.e. with the operator located in close proximity to a device.

 • Simple is best: As in many technical disciplines that involve working 
under pressure or in challenging environments, the simplest plan is often 
the one that has best chance of success.

If EOD specialists need to modify standard procedures when supporting foren-
sic	operations,	they	might	consider	the	following	methods	and	approaches:	

 • Minimal movement of unexploded ordnance: Explosive devices are 
not moved	during	render	safe	operations	unless	they	are	clearly	unarmed	
or	can	be	disarmed.	Items	that	have	been	fired	and	progressed	through	
an arming	process	should	normally	be	destroyed	in situ.  
In a recovery operation, however, this approach may be unacceptable 
because it could jeopardize the changes of identifying remains. Specialists 
with	different	skillsets	with	need	to	work	together,	constructively,	to	find	
an acceptable solution.

 • Two-person risk: A forensic specialist may be supported by an EOD 
operator (normally with a detector) positioned alongside them  
and watching them work. In cases where UXO is suspected but not 
confirmed	or	seen,	this	is	considered	an	acceptable	risk	and	gives	 
the	forensic	specialist	the	confidence	to	proceed	with	their	task.

3.6 MECHANICAL SUPPORT
An extension to the two-person risk method involves using mechanical equip-
ment to speed up excavation. The equipment operator is joined by EOD and 
forensic	specialists	acting	as	safety	officers	in	front	of	the	machine.	
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Figure 3. Forensic and EOD surveyors guiding mechanical excavation 

The EOD specialist inspects and detects a given area or depth before exca-
vation. The forensic specialist then inspects the excavated material and the 
freshly revealed ground before the process starts again. If anything of EOD 
or	forensic	significance	is	found,	the	machine	is	stopped	and	direction	from	
the appropriate specialist is followed. The principle of limiting the number 
of people in the immediate work area still holds, however, and this must be 
reflected	in	SOPs.	

15 The authors of this document intend to develop materials and resources to help 
organizations deliver this type of training.

3.7 CAPACITY-BUILDING
As part of their work, many humanitarian organizations aim to build the 
capacity of a host nation to deal with the medico-legal or explosive-hazard 
issues associated with recovering human remains. While forensic and EOD 
specialists will likely have parallel training programmes, the importance of 
cooperation between these capabilities – a recurring theme in this guide – 
must not be overlooked.

In	other	words,	training	offered	in	one	discipline	must	interlink	with	training	
in the other.15 
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Human remains found during mechanical mine clearance

In 2001–2002, several demining organizations were operating on the border 
between Ethiopia and Eritrea. This was a time when some governments 
favoured bilateral aid packages and programs that involved heavy equipment. 
As a result, mine action organizations were under pressure to configure and 
build operations around flails and other capital-intensive machines. 

A flail is essentially a heavily armoured combine harvester that spins a 
central shaft with chains and hammers attached. It is designed to detonate 
landmines in a controlled way, but it can sometimes break them apart without 
detonating them. It is an intrusive process that strips the top layer of soil, 
sometimes scattering broken pieces of mine over a large area. This can be 
challenging to manage from a quality assurance perspective.

During one operation, a flail deployed to clear anti-personnel and anti-
vehicle mines uncovered human remains in shallow graves. Unfortunately, 
it took some time for the operator to realize what was happening. As well 
as raising issues related to the proper handling of the human remains, the 
machine damaged forensic evidence and separated body parts and artefacts, 
making identification almost impossible.

3.8 OTHER CAPABILITIES
These guidelines are written with EOD and forensic specialists in mind. As 
mentioned previously, there are many scenarios in which it may be prudent 
or necessary to involve other technical capabilities. These experts should be 
involved in the planning process as early as possible and should accept the 
principles and tenets outlined in section 2 above.
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REFERENCES

NORMATIVE REFERENCES

THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS  
AND THEIR ADDITIONAL PROTOCOLS
The following table details the articles of the Geneva Conventions (GC) and 
their Additional Protocols (AP) that address the issues covered in this guide. 
Refer to Annex C for a more complete discussion of normative references con-
cerning the dead.

Reference Obligation 
to search 
for the dead

Maintaining  
the dignity 
of the dead

Identifying 
the dead

Return of 
remains

Emergency 
disposal  
of the dead

Graves – 
noting 
locations

Access 
for 
relatives

GC I Art 15

GC I Art 16

GC I Art 17

GC I Art 18

GC II Art 18

GC II Art 19

GC II Art 20

GC III  
Art 120

GC IV  
Art 129

GC IV  
Art 130

AP I Art 17

AP I Art 33

AP I Art 34

AP I Art 61

AP I Art 78

AP II Art 8
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CUSTOMARY INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW
Customary IHL on the dead

Rule16 Summary

112 Whenever circumstances permit, and particularly after an engagement, each party to the conflict 
must, without delay, take all possible measures to search for, collect and evacuate the dead 
without adverse distinction.

113 Each party to the conflict must take all possible measures to prevent the dead from being 
despoiled. Mutilation of dead bodies is prohibited.

114 Parties to the conflict must endeavour to facilitate the return of the remains of the deceased upon 
request of the party to which they belong or upon the request of their next of kin. They must return 
their personal effects to them.

115 The dead must be disposed of in a respectful manner and their graves respected and properly 
maintained.

116 With a view to the identification of the dead, each party to the conflict must record all available 
information prior to disposal and mark the location of the graves.

Customary IHL on disappeared and missing persons

Rule Summary

98 Enforced disappearance is prohibited.

105 Family life must be respected as far as possible.

117 Each party to the conflict must take all feasible measures to account for persons reported missing 
as a result of armed conflict and must provide their family members with any information it has 
on their fate.

INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION FOR THE PROTECTION  
OF ALL PERSONS FROM ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCE
The International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 
Disappearance (ICPPED) was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2006 and 
entered	into	force	in	2010.	Article	24	sets	out	specific	obligations	relating	to	the	
location of the dead, and to respecting and returning their remains.17

16 International Review of the Red Cross (IRRC),	No.	857,	March	2005:	https://www.icrc.
org/en/doc/assets/files/other/icrc_002_0860.pdf. 

17 Refer to Annex C for details of other human rights law instruments, including those 
of a regional nature.

https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/icrc_002_0860.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/icrc_002_0860.pdf
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UNITED NATIONS SECURITY COUNCIL RESOLUTION 2474 (2019)
UN Security Council Resolution 2474 (2019)18 on missing persons in armed 
conflict	cites	a	comprehensive	list	of	previous	resolutions	and	IHL	instruments	
and	urges	parties	to	armed	conflict	to:

 • collect, protect, and manage all relevant data and documents on missing 
persons

 • search	for	and	recover	the	dead	as	a	result	of	armed	conflict,	identify	
them, including by recording all available information and mapping the 
location of burial sites, to respect the remains of the dead, including by 
respecting and properly maintaining their graves, and to return them, 
whenever possible, to their relatives

 • establish national information bureaus or other mechanisms, upon the 
outbreak	of	a	conflict,	to	exchange	information	on	detainees	and	civilians	
belonging to an adverse party.

WEAPON-RELATED CONVENTIONS
Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention
The Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and 
Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on Their Destruction (known informally 
as the Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention, or the Ottawa Treaty) is “the 
corner	stone	of	 the	 international	 effort	 to	 end	 the	 suffering	 and	 casualties	
caused by anti-personnel mines”.19 It prohibits all use, stockpiling, produc-
tion and transfer of anti-personnel mines and requires the destruction of all 
anti-personnel mine stockpiles. It also contains obligations and deadlines 
for the clearance of land contaminated with anti-personnel mines, as well as 
other	measures	to	reduce	their	effects.	

Convention on Cluster Munitions
The Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) “prohibits all use, stock piling, pro-
duction and transfer of cluster munitions”.20	Specific	articles	in	the	Convention	
also require the destruction of cluster-munition stockpiles, the clearance of 

18	 United	Nations	Security	Council,	Resolution	2474	(2019):	https://undocs.org/s/
res/2474(2019). 

19 Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer  
of	Anti-Personnel	Mines	and	on	Their	Destruction:	https://www.apmineban 
convention.org/overview-and-convention-text/,	accessed	19 September 2019.

20	 The	Convention	on	Cluster	Munitions:	http://www.clusterconvention.org/the-
convention/convention-text/, accessed 19 September 2019.

https://undocs.org/s/res/2474(2019)
https://undocs.org/s/res/2474(2019)
https://www.apminebanconvention.org/overview-and-convention-text/
https://www.apminebanconvention.org/overview-and-convention-text/
http://www.clusterconvention.org/the-convention/convention-text/
http://www.clusterconvention.org/the-convention/convention-text/
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land contaminated with cluster-munition remnants, and the provision of 
medical, rehabilitative and socioeconomic assistance to victims.

Protocol on Explosive Remnants of War
The Protocol on Explosive Remnants of War (Protocol V to the Convention on 
Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons which 
may	be	deemed	to	be	Excessively	Injurious	or	to	have	Indiscriminate	Effects,	
known informally as the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons) sets 
out obligations to facilitate the removal of unexploded and abandoned ord-
nance (i.e. ERW) and measures to prevent casualties to civilians until that is 
accomplished. At its core is an obligation for State Parties to clear ERW in 
affected	territories	under	their	control.	In	cases	where	the	user	of	explosive	
ordnance, which has become ERW, does not have control of the territory, it 
must provide, where feasible, provide assistance to reduce the risks that the 
ERW	pose,	including	the	marking	and	clearance	of	affected	areas.21

National Mine Action Standards
States conducting mine action operations must take the IMAS into account. 
Where a national mine action programme has been established, the mine 
action authority is highly likely to have enshrined adjusted versions of the 
IMAS into national law, in the form of NMAS.22

Biological Weapons Convention
The Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and 
Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on their 
Destruction (known informally as the Biological Weapons Convention, or 
BWC),	 and	 subsequent	 decisions	 of	 States	 Parties,	 effectively	 prohibit	 the	
development,	production,	acquisition,	transfer,	retention,	stockpiling	and	use	of:	

 • microbial or other biological agents, or toxins whatever their origin  
or method of production, of types and in quantities that have no 
justification	for	prophylactic,	protective	or	other	peaceful	purposes

 • weapons, equipment or means of delivery designed to use such agents  
or	toxins	for	hostile	purposes	or	in	armed	conflict.

21 https://treaties.un.org/doc/source/docs/CCW_MSP_2003_2-E.pdf, accessed  
27 May 2020. 

22 A full IMAS chapter on the management of human remains is shortly to be released 
and, as programmes adopt the new documents, will in time become legally binding.

https://treaties.un.org/doc/source/docs/CCW_MSP_2003_2-E.pdf
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The	Convention	is	a	key	element	in	the	international	community’s	efforts	to	
address the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.23

Chemical Weapons Convention
The Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production, Stockpiling 
and Use of Chemical Weapons and on their Destruction (known informally as 
the Chemical Weapons Convention, or CWC) prohibits the use, development, 
production, stockpiling and transfer of chemical weapons and their precursors. 
It also requires the destruction of all chemical weapon stockpiles. Destruction 
activities	must	be	verified	by	the	Organization	for	the	Prohibition	of	Chemical	
Weapons (OPCW). The Convention does allow for some very limited produc-
tion of certain controlled substances for research, medical, pharmaceutical or 
protective purposes.24 

INTERPOL GUIDE TO DISASTER VICTIM IDENTIFICATION
The	INTERPOL	Guide	to	Disaster	Victim	Identification	(DVI)	is	a	set	of	guide-
lines for police and forensic teams around the world to help them prepare for 
post-disaster	identification.	It	emphasizes	the	legal	system	of	the	disaster- 
stricken country being “internationally accepted and respected” and underlines 
the central requirement for cooperation between capabilities to identify victims 
successfully:

It is rarely possible to identify a victim of a major disaster by visual recog-
nition;	fingerprints,	dental	records	or	DNA	samples	are	often	required	for	a	
conclusive	identification.25

23 https://www.un.org/disarmament/wmd/bio/, accessed 27 May 2020.
24 https://www.opcw.org/chemical-weapons-convention?mc_phishing_protection_
id=28048-br78crf0s0v9c3erfi0g, accessed 27 May 2020. 

25	 INTERPOL,	“Disaster	Victim	Identification	(DVI)”:	https://www.interpol.int/How-
we-work/Forensics/Disaster-Victim-Identification-DVI, accessed 19 September 2019.

https://www.un.org/disarmament/wmd/bio/
https://www.opcw.org/chemical-weapons-convention?mc_phishing_protection_id=28048-br78crf0s0v9c3erfi0g
https://www.opcw.org/chemical-weapons-convention?mc_phishing_protection_id=28048-br78crf0s0v9c3erfi0g
https://www.interpol.int/How-we-work/Forensics/Disaster-Victim-Identification-DVI
https://www.interpol.int/How-we-work/Forensics/Disaster-Victim-Identification-DVI
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GLOSSARY

27	 Refer	to	IMAS	04.10	for	a	more	comprehensive	glossary	of	mine	action/EOD	terms.

The following table lists some of the common terms in forensics and mine 
action/EOD.27

Artefact: A non-human object recovered by (forensic) archaeological endeavour.

Booby trap: An explosive or non-explosive device, or other material, deliber-
ately placed to kill or injure when an apparently harmless object is disturbed 
or a normally safe act is performed.

Dead body management: The appropriate recovery, storage, documentation, 
identification	and	disposal	of	human	remains.

Forensic anthropology: The application of anthropological research and 
techniques to the resolution of medico-legal issues with a focus on human 
identification.

Forensic archaeology: The application of archaeological techniques for the 
search, documentation, recovery, and interpretation of buried human remains 
and associated evidence, including artefacts, for legal purposes.

Forensic odontology (dentistry): The handling, examination and evaluation 
of	dental	evidence	for	the	identification	of	human	remains.

Forensic genetics: The	forensic	application	of	DNA	profiling	and	associated	
techniques.

Forensic pathology: The examination of the deceased to determine the cause 
and the manner of death.

Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment: The process of identifying haz-
ards,	applying	mitigations	and	re-assessing	the	level	of	risk	and	effectiveness	
of mitigation.
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Humanitarian forensic action: The application of forensic research and tech-
niques to determine what happened to the missing, to recover and identify 
the deceased and to support the families of the missing, drawing primarily 
on forensic anthropology, archaeology, odontology, genetics and pathology.

Humanitarian mine action: Activities that seek to reduce the humanitarian 
consequences of landmines and explosive remnants of war. Humanitarian 
mine	action	has	five	so-called	“pillars”:	survey	and	clearance	of	contaminated	
areas, mine-risk education, victim assistance, advocacy, and destruction of 
stockpiles of prohibited weapons.

Improvised explosive device: A device placed or fabricated in an improvised 
manner incorporating explosive material, destructive, lethal, noxious, incendi-
ary,	pyrotechnic	materials	or	chemicals	designed	to	destroy,	disfigure,	distract	
or harass. They may incorporate military stores but are normally devised from 
non-military components.

Mine Action Authority: The national agency (either under military or civilian 
leadership) charged with the removal of mines and explosive remnants of war.

National Mine Action Standards:	Country-specific	mine	action	 standards,	
which regulate a country’s mine-action activities. They are legally binding 
and normally based on the International Mine Action Standards (IMAS).

National Institute of Standards and Technology: An agency of the United 
States Department of Commerce. Its mission is to promote innovation and 
industrial competitiveness. It was formerly known as the National Bureau of 
Standards.

Organization of Scientific Area Committees for Forensic Science: A collaborative 
body of forensic science practitioners and other experts from government, 
academia and industry. It is administered by the US National Institute of 
Standards and Technology and works to strengthen the use of forensic science 
by facilitating the development and adoption of technically sound forensic 
science standards.

Substitution: A situation in which an external organization conducts forensic 
activity in the place of civil authorities.
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Technical note: An International Mine Action Standards document outlining 
current best practice.

Weapon contamination: The term used by the International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement to describe the risks and consequences arising from 
mines, ERW, and chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear hazards.
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ANNEX A  
WORKED EXAMPLE

INTRODUCTION

28 The software used in this demonstration is built by https://remeody.com, a planning 
platform for prioritizing and scheduling explosive hazard clearance and other activities 
in	post-conflict	contexts.	Imagery	and	mapping	are	provided	courtesy	of	MapBox.

This section of the guide gives a more detailed explanation of how an oper-
ation to recover human remains in the presence of explosive hazards might be 
planned	and	conducted.	It	uses	a	fictional	location	and	a	simplified	task	list,	
but it shows how to approach such an operation in terms of process,28 once the 
principles outlined above have been accepted and understood.

The scenario involves the investigation of a former military barracks. The 
main site is a suspected sub-surface mass grave where regime opponents 
were allegedly shot and buried. Airstrikes also hit some of the accommodation 
buildings, causing partial collapse. Two rooms are thought to contain human 
remains.	There	are	 two	minefields	 to	 the	north	of	 the	camp,	one	of	which	
overlaps with the sub-surface gravesite. The area is also littered with UXO as 
fighting	in	the	area	was	intense.

ASSESS
The	 importance	of	early	assessment	and	transferring/transcribing	relevant	
information onto a map cannot be underestimated. The example below shows 
the kind of map that can be produced following a desktop assessment and 
on-site visits with relevant specialists.

Each group of similar items (often called a “feature class”) is contained within 
a	“layer”,	which	can	be	switched	on	or	off	as	required	as	the	map	is	zoomed	in	
and	out.	The	map	below	contains	the	following	layers:

 • roads and tracks

 • buildings

 • confirmed	minefields

https://remeody.com
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 • gravesites

 • spot hazards (UXO, etc.).

Figure 4. Overview of site showing all layers (suspected gravesites in blue).

Figure 5. Overview of site (satellite imagery).
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PLAN
Once the product of the initial assessments is mapped and understood, planners 
will likely want to divide the work site into meaningful sectors, either separate 
more	difficult	areas	from	the	easier	ones,	or	simply	for	ease	of	management.	In	
the picture below, the map shows the site divided into three sectors (A, B and C).

The	next	step	is	to	decide	what	effects	need	to	take	place	for	each	layer.	In	this	
example,	an	“effect”	is	a	set	of	sequenced	and	predefined	activities	that	need	
to happen to, on or with each item in a layer. These will form the basis of the 
project	plan	that	the	system	generates.	The	table	below	shows	the	effects	for	
each	of	the	layers	listed	above:

Layer Effect Activity/activities Description

Roads Sweep Search/EOD Roads to be checked for items of ordnance to allow safe 
access to the work site

Buildings Assurance EOD and Structural 
Assessment

Joint assessment by specialists in EOD and structural 
engineering

Mark Approach Marking of the common approach path

Minefields Minefield 
clearance

Technical Survey Exploration of the minefield using detectors and clearance 
assets to understand its makeup

Clearance Clearance activity – manual or mechanical

Quality Assurance Checking the quality of clearance activities

Gravesites Recover Recovery Core forensic operation

Spot hazards EOD spot 
clearance

Clearance Operation to destroy single (or a group of co-located) 
item(s) of UXO

Table 1. Effects and activities

At this point, there will need to be an agreed set of priorities as to how to pro-
ceed. Which gravesites are thought to contain the most bodies? What are the 
easiest	access	routes?	Is	it	imperative	to	clear	a	minefield,	or	just	a	part?	These	
priorities are captured on a per-item and sector-by-sector basis, by working 
with a group of concerned parties and relevant specialists.
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Figure 6. Prioritization by sector.

Once the overall approach is agreed, the next task is to publish the prior-
ities and produce an initial project plan. For each sector, the most important 
tasks	(as	defined	in	the	priorities)	appear	at	the	top,	followed	by	the	others	in	
descending order of importance.

Figure 7. Initial Gantt chart of activities (unprocessed).
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To use project management terminology, the “work breakdown structure” is 
essentially understood at this point. But resourcing realities have not yet been 
applied. If only a single EOD or forensic team is available, their work will need 
to be sequenced. The cost of each resource should be known at this point so 
that budgeting can be as accurate as possible.

This planning and resourcing activity is best performed using a suitable project 
management tool and the results shared using Gantt charts or similar sched-
ules. Ideally, a separate risk management framework should be used to address 
specific	risks.

Figure 8. Resourcing and sequencing the plan.

IMPLEMENT AND MONITOR
Once the plan has been produced and checked with those who will be executing 
it, the project enters the “implement” phase. Tasks should be tracked, down to 
an agreed level of detail, in order to provide an up-to-date operational picture.

Cost information should be included wherever possible, so that as the project 
progresses,	 committed	 funds	can	be	 linked	 to	benefits	 (however	 these	are	
expressed, e.g. in simple output terms such as “bodies recovered” or “mines 
cleared”). 



ANNEX A WORkED EXAMPlE  49

Live-reported information like this can feed into decision-making dashboards, 
which play an important role in both the planning and implementation phases.

Figure 9. Dashboard showing task progress.

EVALUATE
Once outcomes and impact can be measured, these can then be assessed against 
the total project cost. These metrics are unlikely to be collected immediately 
and, as anyone familiar with Results-Based Management will know, they can 
be	nebulous	and	difficult	 to	capture	–	especially	 for	more	abstract	 impacts.	
But using a planning and review cycle like the example given in this guide 
this	makes	this	process	–	and,	therefore,	producing	a	cost-benefit	analysis –	 
significantly	easier.
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ANNEX B  
PLANNING IN HUMANITARIAN 
CONTEXTS

29	 Center	for	Theory	of	Change,	“What	is	Theory	of	Change?”:	https://www.theoryof 
change.org/what-is-theory-of-change/. 

30	 Wikipedia,	“Results-based	management”:	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Results- 
based_management. 

Two similar planning approaches are common in the humanitarian sector. The 
first	is	Theory	of	Change	(ToC),	which	is	defined	as	“essentially	a	comprehen-
sive description and illustration of how and why a desired change is expected 
to happen in a particular context”.29 The second, Results-Based Management 
(RBM), is “a tool for monitoring and managing the implementation of strat-
egy favoured particularly by organizations and agencies that are part of or are 
linked to the United Nations”.30

Both approaches require the organization to set objectives and indicators. This 
section provides guidance on completing these two tasks.

OBJECTIVES
Below are sample objectives for forensic interventions or projects. They are 
provided as a starting point to assist planners in formulating appropriate out-
puts and outcomes.

 • High-level objective:
  Forensic: The remains of deceased victims are appropriately searched for, 
recovered,	documented	and	otherwise	managed	 in	a	dignified	and	pro-
fessional manner, in line with forensic best practices and internationally 
accepted data protection standards. All attempts have been made to restore 
the identities of the deceased and return their remains to their loved one(s). 
All necessary policies, procedures and practices are in place to prevent (as 
much as possible) the remains of the deceased from becoming unaccounted 
for/mismanaged	and/or	their	identities	unknown.		

https://www.theoryofchange.org/what-is-theory-of-change/
https://www.theoryofchange.org/what-is-theory-of-change/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Results-based_management
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Results-based_management
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 • Supporting objectives:
  Forensic: Relevant stakeholders clearly understand the means, methods 

and requirements involved in the proper management of the dead and 
demonstrate increased willingness to respond appropriately and adequately 
to the needs. Likewise, they are willing to implement all necessary pol-
icies, procedures and practices to prevent the remains of the deceased from 
becoming	mismanaged	and/or	unaccounted	for	and	to	prevent	their	iden-
tities from becoming unknown.

  EOD:	Staff,	partners	and	populations	are	safe	from	explosive	hazards	in	the	
pursuance of the objective.

  Civil engineering:	Staff	and	partners	can	safely	access	areas	within	struc-
tures that have been involved in explosive events.

INDICATORS
Selecting appropriate indicators and metrics is a challenge in most contexts. It is 
especially	difficult	to	select	and	track	indicators	that	will	foster	the	right	behav-
iour and desired qualities on the ground. When thinking in ToC or RBM terms, 
indicators are meant to show when an objective or output has been met and, 
therefore, when a higher-level objective or outcome might start to be realized.

Mine	action	specialists	are	used	to	quantifiable	indicators,	such	as	how	many	
square metres or devices they have cleared. Tensions can arise, however, when 
they	are	working	for	an	organization	with	a	different	aim.	Some	aspects,	such	as	
mine	action	capacity-building,	are	also	quantifiable	(in	terms	of	teams	on	the	
ground	and	their	likely	outputs).	But	genuine	outcomes	–	in	terms	of	benefits	
to the people or communities the organization is assisting – only become clear 
when they are linked explicitly to other capabilities (e.g. a water pumping sta-
tion cleared, or forensic progress made).

Forensic science, meanwhile, has plenty of quantitative metrics that can be 
applied.	Examples	include	the	number	of	people	on	the	missing	list	identified,	
or	the	number	of	unidentified	people	remaining.	Other	qualitative	indicators	
could include capacity-building, forensic capability, and substitution vs. support 
or mentoring (i.e. how much support to agencies need to do the job?). Qualitative 
metrics relating to forensic capacity are likely to be especially useful when 
considering a country’s medico-legal activities. 
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As well as making sure that each capability area is using appropriate metrics, 
it is also helpful to establish some joint-working metrics. These might include 
the ratio of working time spent on enabling (mine action) vs. main capabil-
ity	(forensic)	activities,	concurrency/efficiency	(idle	hours	for	all	capabilities),	
and accidents and near misses (safe operations). 

It	may	also	be	beneficial	to	track	public-health	outcomes	related	to	mental	
health, reconciliation and community resilience.
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ANNEX C  
HUMANITY AFTER LIFE: 
RESPECTING AND PROTECTING 
THE DEAD
ADVISORY SERVICE ON INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW
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The	bodies	of	people	who	die	during	armed	conflict	or	situations	of	violence	
falling	below	the	threshold	of	armed	conflict	–	or	who	have	perished	in	disasters	
or in the course of migration – must be handled respectfully and their dignity 
protected;	and	the	remains	of	unknown	individuals	must	be	identified.	Failure	
to discharge the obligations set out in international and domestic law on man-
aging the dead – or to meet pertinent international and national standards, 
and implement the necessary policies and practices – could add to the number 
of people who are unaccounted for; it might also show a lack of respect for the 
dead, and disregard the rights and needs of their relatives and prolong their 
suffering.	
 
International humanitarian law (IHL) is a set of rules that applies during 
armed	conflict.	It	seeks	–	for	humanitarian	reasons	–	to	protect	persons	who	
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are not or who are no longer directly participating in hostilities, and to restrict 
means and methods of warfare. The treatment of the dead during armed con-
flict	has	always	been	a	subject	of	cultural	and	religious	concern.	IHL,	too,	has	
a long history in this regard. In particular, it requires that the remains of those 
who	have	died	during	armed	conflict	be	properly	managed	and	their	dignity	
protected. It also requires searching for, collecting, and evacuating the dead, 
to help ensure that no one is unaccounted for.31

Other branches of international law, such as international human rights law 
and international disaster response law, contain provisions to ensure proper 
management of the dead, and protection for their dignity; they also contain 
provisions to clarify the fate and whereabouts of people missing not only in 
connection	with	armed	conflict	but	also	in	circumstances	such	as	those	men-
tioned above.

APPLICATION OF RELEVANT IHL PROVISIONS
The dead must be respected and protected during international or non- 
international	armed	conflict,	as	required	by	specific	provisions	of	the	1949	
Geneva	Conventions	(GC	I–IV)	and	their	two	Additional	Protocols	of	1977	(AP I	
and AP II), and by customary international humanitarian law (CIHL). 

Obligation to search for, collect and evacuate the dead
Whenever circumstances permit, and particularly after an engagement, every 
party	to	conflict	must,	without	delay,	take	all	possible	measures	to	search	for,	
collect	and	evacuate	the	dead	without	adverse	distinction	(GC I,	Article 15(1);	
GC II,	Article 18(1);	GC IV,	Article 16(2);	AP I,	Articles 32	and	33;	AP II,	Article 8;	
and CIHL Study,32	Rule 112).33

31 For more information, see the ICRC’s factsheet Missing Persons and their Families, 
which	is	available	at:	https://www.icrc.org/en/document/missing-persons- 
and-their-families-factsheet. 

32 Jean-Marie Henckaerts and Louise Doswald-Beck, Customary International 
Humanitarian Law, Volume I: Rules,	ICRC/Cambridge	University	Press,	2005:	 
http://www.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/home. Subsequent references are to 
the “CIHL Study”. 

33	 For	more	information	on	the	prohibition	against	adverse	distinction,	see	in	particular:	
ICRC Commentary on the First Geneva Convention, 2016 – and, in particular,  
paras	565–580	of	the	commentary	on	Article	3	common	to	the	Geneva	Conventions –	
available at https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/full/GCI-commentaryArt3; and GC I,	
Art. 12; GC II,	Art. 12; GC III,	Art. 16; GC IV,	Arts 13 and 27(3); AP I, Arts 9(1), 69(1), 
70(1), and 75(1); AP II,	Arts. 2(1), 4(1), and 18(2); and CIHL	Study,	Rule 88. 

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/missing-persons-and-their-families-factsheet
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/missing-persons-and-their-families-factsheet
http://www.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/home
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/full/GCI-commentaryArt3
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=B97B83DC12AC4998C12563CD00519F56
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=B97B83DC12AC4998C12563CD00519F56
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=A30C39F7F85D71CDC12563CD0051A5CF
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=39B218BB41F52C6EC12563CD0051ABAE
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=DC3ED5AE9C6F7419C12563CD0051BAA4
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=FFCB180D4E99CB26C12563CD0051BBD9
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=7439E453D5D867FEC12563CD0051D771
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=D1D446618BF1B143C12563CD0051DF82
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=609876DAFD3EEEACC12563CD0051DF9A
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=086F4BB140C53655C12563CD0051E027
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=BCB53BC974303D8EC12563CD0051E751
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=F9CBD575D47CA6C8C12563CD0051E783
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Article.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=C97EBA985969303BC12563CD0051E90B
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule88
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Parties	 to	 an	 international	 armed	 conflict	may	 also	 appeal	 to	 the	 civilian	
population and aid societies to search for the dead and report their loca-
tion	(AP I,	Article 17(2)),	and	shall	endeavour	to	agree	on	arrangements	for	
teams	to	search	for,	identify	and	recover	the	dead	from	battlefield	areas	(AP I,	
Article 33(4)).	At	sea,	parties	may	appeal	to	commanders	of	neutral	vessels	to	
collect	the	dead	(GC II,	Article 21).	In	both	international	and	non-international	
armed	conflict,	obliging	victims	to	collect	the	dead	bodies	of	other	members	of	
their ethnic group is not acceptable and may amount to torture.34

Treatment of the dead
Parties	to	an	armed	conflict	must	take	all	possible	measures	to	prevent	de	-
spoilment	of	the	dead	(GC I,	Article 15(1);	GC II,	Article 18(1);	GC IV,	Article 16(2);	
AP I,	Article 34(1);	AP II,	Article 8;	and	CIHL	Study,	Rule 113).

ll-treatment	and	mutilation	of	dead	bodies	is	prohibited	(GC I-IV,	Article 3(1)(c);	
AP II,	Article 4(2)(a);	CIHL	Study,	Rule 113).35 

Identification 
Parties	to	an	armed	conflict	must	record	all	available	information	before	dis-
posing of the dead, with a view to identifying these dead bodies or human 
remains	 at	 a	 later	 date	 (GC  I,	 Article  16(1);	 GC  II,	 Article  19(1);	 GC  III,	
Article 120(2);	CIHL	Study,	Rule 116).	Identification	is	an	“obligation	of	means”	
that requires parties to do all that they can with all means available to them. 

Parties	to	an	international	armed	conflict	shall	prepare	and	forward	to	each	
other	certificates	of	death	or	duly	authenticated	lists	of	the	dead	giving	all	
particulars	 necessary	 to	 identify	 the	 deceased	 (GC  I,	 Article  16(3);	 GC  II,	
Article 19(3);	GC III,	Article 120(2);	and	GC IV,	Articles 129(2	and	3)	and	138).	

Return of human remains and personal effects of the dead
Parties	 to	an	armed	conflict	must	endeavour	 to	 facilitate	 the	return	of	 the	
remains of the deceased upon request of the party to which they belong or 

34 ICRC, Commentary on the First Geneva Convention, 2016 – and, in particular,  
the	commentary	on	common	Article 3,	para.	639	–	available	at:	https://ihl-databases. 
icrc.org/ihl/full/GCI-commentaryArt3.

35 The prohibition against mutilating dead bodies is also set out in the section  
on	“war	crimes”	in	the	Statute	of	the	International	Criminal	Court:	it	falls	under	 
the category of ‘committing outrages upon personal dignity’ (Arts 8(2)(b)(xxi)  
and 8(2)(c)(ii)).

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/full/GCI-commentaryArt3
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/full/GCI-commentaryArt3
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upon	the	request	of	their	next	of	kin	(GC I,	Article 17(3);	GC III,	Article 120(6);	
GC IV,	Article 130(2);	AP I,	Article 34(2	and	3);	CIHL	Study,	Rule 114).	Return	of	
the dead to their families can be considered a basic humanitarian goal, recog-
nized in both conventional and CIHL.36

Parties	to	an	international	armed	conflict	must	return	the	personal	effects	of	
the	deceased	to	their	next	of	kin	(CIHL	Study,	Rule 114).	Parties	and/or	national	
information bureaux must collect and forward – in sealed packets – last wills 
or other documents of importance to the next of kin, money and in general all 
articles of an intrinsic or sentimental value that are found on the dead, together 
with	a	complete	list	of	the	contents	of	the	packets	(GC I,	Article 16(4);	GC II,	
Article 19(3);	GC III,	Article 122(9);	GC IV,	Article 139;	and	AP I,	Article 34(2)).

Wills
Detaining	Powers	in	international	armed	conflicts	must	facilitate	the	execution	
and authentication of the wills of prisoners of war and of civilian internees, in 
particular	by	allowing	these	prisoners	and	internees	to	consult	a	lawyer	(GC III,	
Articles 77	and	120(1);	and	GC IV,	Article 113).	Wills	of	prisoners	of	war	and	of	
civilian	internees	must	be	transferred	for	safe	keeping	(GC III,	Article 120(1);	
and	GC IV,	Article 129(1)).

Burial and cremation
The	dead	must	be	disposed	of	in	a	respectful	manner	(GC I,	Article 17;	GC II,	
Article 20;	GC III,	Article 120;	GC IV,	Article 130;	AP II,	Article 8;	and	CIHL	
Study,	Rule 115).	

Parties	 to	an	 international	armed	conflict	have	additional	obligations	con-
cerning deceased members of the armed forces. They must carry out a careful 
(medical) examination of the body before burying or cremating it, in order 
to	confirm	death,	establish	 identity	and	enable	a	 report	 to	be	made	 (GC  I,	
Article 17(1);	GC II,	Article 20(1);	and	GC III,	Article 120(3)).	

Cremation of dead bodies, which prevents any future documentation and iden-
tification	of	the	deceased,	is	allowed	only	in	exceptional	circumstances:	(i)	for	
imperative reasons of hygiene (it is worth noting that, in most cases, dead 
bodies do not spread disease); (ii) on religious grounds, based on the religion 

36 ICRC, Commentary on the First Geneva Convention, 2016 – and, in particular, the 
commentary	on	Art. 17,	para	1645	–	available	at:	https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/
full/GCI-commentaryArt17.

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/full/GCI-commentaryArt17
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/full/GCI-commentaryArt17
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of the deceased; or (iii) where the deceased prisoner of war or civilian internee 
has	expressly	stated	 this	 to	be	his/her	wish,	 for	 instance,	 in	a	will	 to	 that	
effect	(GC I,	Article 17(2);	GC II,	Article 20(2);	GC III,	Article 120(5);	GC IV,	
Article 130(2);	and	CIHL	Study,	interpretation	of	Rule 115).	In	the	exceptional	
cases where cremation is permissible, the circumstances and reasons for cre-
mation	must	be	included	in	the	death	certificate	or	duly	authenticated	list	of	
the	dead	(GC I,	Article 17(2);	GC III,	Article 120(5);	and	GC IV,	Article 130(2)).	

Detaining authorities must ensure that the dead are honourably buried, if 
possible	according	to	the	rites	of	the	religion	to	which	they	belonged	(GC I,	
Article  17(3);	GC  III,	Article  120(4);	GC  IV,	Article  130(1);	 and	CIHL	Study,	
explan	ation	 of	 Rule  115).	 Detaining	 authorities	 must	 ensure	 that	 where	
deceased prisoners of war depend on the same Power, they are interred in the 
same	place	(GC III,	Article 120(4)).	States	shall	facilitate	access	to	gravesites	
for	relatives	of	the	deceased	and	for	representatives	of	official	graves	registra-
tion	services	(AP I,	Article 34(2)(a)).	

Collective graves
Parties	to	international	armed	conflict	must	ensure	–	to	the	extent	permitted	 
by	circumstances	–	that	bodies	are	buried	or	cremated	 individually	(GC I,	
Articles 17(1)	and	20(1);	and	CIHL	Study,	interpretation	of	Rule 115).	Deceased	
prisoners of war and internees must be buried in individual graves unless 
unavoidable	 circumstances	 require	 the	 use	 of	 collective	 graves	 (GC  III,	
Article 120(5);	and	GC IV,	Article 130(2)).	

Lists of graves
Parties	to	international	armed	conflicts	shall	organize	at	the	commencement	
of	hostilities	an	official	graves	registration	service	to	ensure	the	identification	
of bodies and possible transportation to home countries; these services must, 
no later than at the end of hostilities, exchange lists showing the exact location 
and marking of graves together with particulars of the dead interred therein 
(GC I,	Article 17(3	and	4);	and	GC II,	Article 20(2)).	In	order	that	graves	of	pris-
oners of war may always be found, all particulars of burials and graves must 
be recorded with the graves registration service established by the Detaining 
Power; and lists of graves and ashes, and particulars of those interred, shall 
be	communicated	to	the	Power	on	which	these	prisoners	depended	(GC III,	
Article 120(6)).	As	soon	as	circumstances	permit,	and	no	later	than	at	the	close	
of hostilities, the Detaining Power shall forward lists of graves of deceased 
internees to the Powers on whom the deceased internees depended, through 
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the national information bureau; such lists shall include all particulars neces-
sary	for	identifying	deceased	internees	and	the	exact	location	of	graves	(GC IV,	
Article 130(3)).	Where	evacuated	children	have	died	before	being	returned	to	
their families, the party that arranged the evacuation shall send a card to the 
Central Tracing Agency of the ICRC bearing, wherever possible, information 
related to the child, including the date, place and circumstances of the child’s 
death	and	the	site	of	his	or	her	interment	(AP I,	Article 78(3)).
 
Marking, respecting and maintaining graves
Parties	to	the	conflict	shall	ensure	that	graves	are	respected	–	and	if	possible,	
grouped according to nationality – properly maintained and marked; this 
includes the graves of deceased prisoners of war and internees, and of 
people	whose	deaths	took	place	in	circumstances	related	to	occupation	(GC I,	
Article  17(3);	GC  II,	Article 20(2);	GC  III,	Article  120(4);	GC  IV,	Article  130 
(1	and 3);	AP I,	Article 34(1,	2	and	3);	and	CIHL	Study,	Rules 115	and	116).

Exhumations
During	international	armed	conflicts,	the	official	graves	registration	service	
shall allow exhumations of remains in a State in whose territory gravesites 
are	situated	(GC I,	Article 17(3);	and	GC II,	Article 20(2)).	Exhumation	shall	
be permitted only when the States concerned have concluded an agreement 
to	facilitate	the	return	of	the	remains	of	the	deceased	and	of	personal	effects	
to the home country, or when exhumation is a matter of overriding public 
necessity, including cases of medical and investigative necessity; in the latter 
instance, the State undertaking the exhumation shall give notice to the home 
country of its intention, together with details of the intended place of reburial 
(AP	I,	Article 34(2,	3	and	4)).	

Exhumed bodies and ashes shall be kept until they can be disposed in 
accordance	with	the	wishes	of	the	home	country	(GC I,	Article 17(3);	GC II,	
Article 20(2);	and	GC III,	Article 120(6)).	Practice	suggests	that	exhumations	
combined with the application of forensic methods may be an appropriate 
method of identifying the dead after they have been buried (CIHL Study, inter-
pretation	of	Rule 116).	

Death in detention
In	international	armed	conflicts,	every	death	of	a	prisoner	of	war	or	civilian	
internee	must	be	followed	by	an	official	enquiry	by	the	Detaining	Power,	which	
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must take all necessary measures to prosecute those responsible, as appropri-
ate	(GC III,	Article	121;	and	GC IV,	Article 131).	
 

OTHER RELEVANT BODIES OF LAW
International human rights law
States can, in connection with the dead, be held responsible for interfering 
with rights set out in human rights law, such as the right to life, the pro-
tection of human dignity, the right to private and family life, the right to an 
effective	 remedy	and	 the	prohibition	 against	 cruel,	 inhuman	or	degrading	
treatment or punishment. The pertinent rules are contained in various inter-
national instruments such as the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR), the 1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
the 1984 Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment (CAT), and the 2006 International Convention for 
the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (ICPPED), and in 
various regional treaties such as the 1950 European Convention on Human 
Rights (ECHR), the 1969 American Convention on Human Rights (ACHR) and 
the 1986 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (AfCHPR). 

UN Treaty Bodies and regional courts have interpreted the provisions of these 
instruments to require States to comply with certain obligations regarding the 
dead and the related rights of their relatives.

The	procedural	obligations	stemming	from	the	right	to	life	(ICCPR,	Article 6;	
AfCHPR,	Article 4;	ACHR,	Article 4;	 and	ECHR,	Article 2)37 require that an 
effective	investigation	be	carried	out	when	a	violation	of	that	right	is	alleged.	
This could oblige a State to carry out ex officio38	an	effective	investigation39 into 
acts committed prior to the death in question, acts that have led the State to 

37 See also UDHR, Art. 3.
38 Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACtHR), Manuel Cepeda Vargas v. Colombia, 

2010, para. 117; European Court of Human Rights (EctHR), Tanrikulu v. Turkey,  
no.	23763/94,	1999,	para.	103;	UN	Human	Rights	Committee,	CCPR,	General	
Comment	36,	CCPR/C/GC/36,	para.	28;	ECtHR,	Guide on Article 2 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights: Right to Life,	2018,	para.	129,	available	at:	https://www.
echr.coe.int/Pages/home.aspx?p=caselaw/analysis/guides&c; African Commission  
on Human and Peoples’ Rights, General Comment No. 3 on the African Charter  
on Human and Peoples’ Rights: The Right to Life (Article 4), 2015, paras 2 and 7.

39 ECtHR, Rantsev v. Cyprus and Russia,	no.	25965/04,	2010,	paras	232–233.

https://www.echr.coe.int/Pages/home.aspx?p=caselaw/analysis/guides&c
https://www.echr.coe.int/Pages/home.aspx?p=caselaw/analysis/guides&c
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establish the truth with regard to the circumstances leading to the deprivation 
of life.40 

In	addition,	courts	have	determined	in	some	cases	that	the	suffering	caused	to	
family members by the post-mortem treatment of a dead relative’s corpse may 
be regarded as reaching the threshold of inhuman or degrading treatment41 
(ICCPR,	Article 7;	ACHR,	Article 5;	AfCHPR,	Article 5;	and	ECHR,	Article 3),42 
when	such	suffering	is	different	in	nature	from	the	distress	or	sorrow	caused	
by the death itself.43 

Relatives may also invoke their right to private and family life (ICCPR, 
Article 17;	AfCHPR,	Article 18;	ACHR,	Article 11;	and	ECHR,	Article 8)44 when 
they are denied the possibility of visiting their relative’s grave, participating 
in the burial ceremony, having the body returned to them without excessive 
delay, or given no information on the location of the grave.45

The	ICPPED	imposes	certain	obligations	on	States	Parties:	to	locate,	respect	
and	return	the	remains	of	the	deceased	(ICPPED,	Article 24(3));	to	assure	the	
compilation	and	maintenance	of	official	records,	including	the	circumstances	
and cause of death and the destination of the remains, in the event of death 
during	the	deprivation	of	liberty	(ICPPED,	Article 17(3)(g);	and	to	afford	one	
another the greatest measure of mutual assistance with a view to exhuming, 
identifying	and	returning	the	remains	(ICPPED,	Article 15).	

40 ECtHR, Kaya v. Turkey,	no.	22535/93	2000,	para.	126;	ECtHR,	Ergi v. Turkey,  
no.	23818/94,	1998,	para.	85;	ECtHR,	Yasa v. Turkey,	no.	22495/93,	1998,	para.	104;	
IACtHR, Neira Alegría et al. v. Peru, 1995, para. 71; UN Human Rights Committee, 
CCPR, General Comment 36	CCPR/C/GC/36,	paras	27–29.	

41 IACtHR, Moiwana Village v. Suriname, 2005, paras 98–100; IACtHR, Masacres de Río 
Negro v. Guatemala, 2012, paras 151–165. 

42 See also UDHR, Art. 5.
43 ECtHR, Akkum et al. v. Turkey,	no.	21894/93,	2005,	para.	258;	Khadzhialiyev et al. v. Russia, 
no.	3013/04,	2008,	para.	121;	IACtHR,	Nadege Dorzema v. Dominican Republic, 2012, 
paras 117 and 252.

44 See also UDHR, Art. 12.
45 ECtHR, Sabanchiyeva et al. v. Russia,	no.	38450/05,	2013,	para.	138.	See	ECtHR,	Guide 

on Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights: Right to Respect for Private  
and Family Life, 2018, paras 99–104.
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International disaster response law
International disaster response law includes a number of “soft- law” instru-
ments related to forensic activities and the management of the dead. The 
2011 Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response 

– published	by	the	Sphere	Project	–	sets	out	a	number	of	universal	minimum	
standards	for	disposing	of	dead	bodies	in	a	manner	that	is	dignified,	culturally	
appropriate and based on good public-health practice. The Sphere Project also 
provides guidelines for handling the remains of the dead following a natural 
disaster.	During	armed	conflict,	however,	IHL	rules	on	the	management	of	the	
dead will apply and take precedence.

Domestic implementation 
States have an obligation to adopt measures for implementing IHL domestic-
ally, including measures related to respect for the dead. Such measures must 
be taken in both peacetime and wartime.46

ICRC SUPPORT
During	armed	conflict,	and	in	situations	of	violence	falling	below	the	threshold	
of	armed	conflict	and	other	circumstances	requiring	action	by	a	specifically	
neutral and independent body, the ICRC strives to ensure that people are pro-
tected from any threat to their lives, physical integrity or dignity. This includes 
seeking to ensure that deaths are documented, the dead respected and when 
possible,	identified,	and	preventing	people	from	going	missing.	

The ICRC provides advice, support and training to local authorities and forensic 
professionals in searching for, recovering, managing, analysing, and identifying 
the dead for humanitarian purposes.

The ICRC focuses on building sustainable local forensic capacities. It promotes 
the	use	of	scientific	best	practices	and	provides	the	necessary	training.	It	has	
supplemented	these	efforts	by	producing	the	following	publications:	

 – Management of Dead Bodies after Disasters: A Field Manual for First Responders 

(revised in 2016)47

46 For more information on turning IHL rules into action, please refer to the ICRC’s 
factsheet Implementing International Humanitarian Law: From Law to Action, which  
is	available	at:	https://www.icrc.org/en/document/implementing-international- 
humanitarian-law-law-action.

47	 Available	at:	https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0880-management-dead-bodies-
after-disasters-field-manual-first-responders. 

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/implementing-international-humanitarian-law-law-action
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/implementing-international-humanitarian-law-law-action
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0880-management-dead-bodies-after-disasters-field-manual-first-responders
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0880-management-dead-bodies-after-disasters-field-manual-first-responders
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 – Forensic Identification of Human Remains48

 – Operational Best Practices regarding the Management of Human Remains  

and Information on the Dead by Non-Specialists49

 – Guidelines for Investigating Deaths in Custody50

 – Missing People, DNA Analysis and Identification of Human Remains: A Guide  

to Best Practice in Armed Conflicts and Other Situations of Armed Violence51

Finally, the ICRC Advisory Service on IHL advises and assists States in imple-
menting IHL and other relevant norms domestically. In this regard, the ICRC 
has drafted Guiding Principles/Model Law on the Missing, which may be useful 
to States wishing to adopt domestic measures on missing persons, including 
the dead.52

48	 Available	at: https://shop.icrc.org/forensic-identification-of-human-remains-pdf-en. 
49	 Available	at:	www.icrc.org/en/publication/0858-operational-best-practices-

regarding-management-human-remains-and-information-dead. 
50	 Available	at:	https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4126-guidelines-investigating- 

deaths-custody. 
51	 Available	at:	https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4010-missing-people-dna-
analysis-and-identification-human-remains-guide-best-practice. 

52	 Available	at:	https://www.icrc.org/en/document/guiding-principles-model-law-
missing-model-law. See also the ICRC’s factsheet Missing Persons and Their Families.

https://shop.icrc.org/forensic-identification-of-human-remains-pdf-en
http://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0858-operational-best-practices-regarding-management-human-remains-and-information-dead
http://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0858-operational-best-practices-regarding-management-human-remains-and-information-dead
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4126-guidelines-investigating-deaths-custody
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4126-guidelines-investigating-deaths-custody
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4010-missing-people-dna-analysis-and-identification-human-remains-guide-best-practice
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4010-missing-people-dna-analysis-and-identification-human-remains-guide-best-practice
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/guiding-principles-model-law-missing-model-law
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/guiding-principles-model-law-missing-model-law
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