Case Study: Who Is Missing? Problems in the Application of Forensic Archaeology and Anthropology in Colombia’s Conflict


Case Study Questions

[bookmark: _Hlk90131441]Please use the following questions and key terms as points of consideration when reading the case study below (Citation: Gómez López, Ana María and Andrés Patiño Umaña. 2007. ‘Who Is Missing? Problems in the Application of Forensic Archaeology and Anthropology in Colombia’s Conflict.’ In Forensic Archaeology and Human Rights Violations. Roxana Ferllini, ed. Pp. 170-204. Springfield: Charles C. Thomas Publisher, LTD.).  

As a point of warning, this reading deals with topics that some may find upsetting and troubling.  However, it is worth a careful read.  Not only do the authors shed light on mass violence and state instabilities in Colombia, they also offer a glimpse in the ways that archaeologists help communities and families find closure when family and friends have been murdered or disappeared.  As such, the reader sees how archaeology is not only an academic enterprise, but one oriented around applying its techniques and methods to help the living.

Define the following key terms and note their significance: 
1. Disappearances 
2. Antemortem
3. In Situ
4. Botaderos
5. No Name

Please use the following questions as points of consideration when reading the case study below. 
1. How do the authors define forensic archaeology and its scope?  
2. How is forensic archaeology used to understand the events in Colombia?  Please focus on:
· The ways forensic archaeology helps reconstruct past events (including the techniques used by archaeologists to find sites and to reconstruct the past)
· The types of obstacles encountered among forensic archaeologists (that is, how do dismemberment processes, mass-graves, clandestine cemeteries, among others complicate the archaeologists’ work). 
3. What are the roles of the state military and paramilitary forces in the human rights abuses that have unfolded in Colombia?
4. In what ways are scientific procedures used to help identify the human remains and determine peoples’ identities?
5. How might forensic archaeologists help families find a sense of closure to their traumas?  Why is this important at individual and community/state levels?
Case Study[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Reproduced in full from: Gómez López, Ana María and Andrés Patiño Umaña. 2007. ‘Who Is Missing? Problems in the Application of Forensic Archaeology and Anthropology in Colombia’s Conflict.’ In Forensic Archaeology and Human Rights Violations. Roxana Ferllini, ed. Pp. 170-204. Springfield: Charles C. Thomas Publisher, LTD. ] 


Who Is Missing? Problems in the Application of Forensic Archaeology and Anthropology in Colombia’s Conflict
Ana María Gómez López and Andrés Patiño Umaña

Introduction

Forensic archaeology is the application of archaeological techniques to the recovery of evidence and human remains in judicial contexts. Forensic anthropology, as a sister discipline, focuses on the analysis of human remains using biological anthropology. Human remains can be buried or hidden in a variety of circumstances, and forensic archaeologists and anthropologists are regularly employed to recover and analyze remains in order to investigate such deaths for legal and humanitarian purposes. Such deaths may range from domestic criminal cases to international human rights investigations. In the last decade, the forensic investigation of mass graves has been on the rise… These international investigations of human rights violations and crimes against humanity worldwide have benefited from the participation of forensic archaeologists[endnoteRef:2] and forensic anthropologists….  [2:  For complete citations and footnotes please see the authors’ original work.  Most in-text citations and footnotes have been removed from this reproduction. ] 

In Colombia, with particular reference to investigations of disappeared individuals related to the country’s ongoing political conflict, forensic archaeologists and anthropologists have the obligation of recovering all finds from mass graves in order to reconstruct what occurred, and to identify the human remains in question. Yet, achieving both of these related goals proves to be difficult when it is not clear who is missing in Colombia. There are currently no exact figures on how many individuals have disappeared due to the country’s conflict. This chapter will reflect on the use of forensic archaeology and anthropology in achieving these joint goals in Colombia, focusing on the challenges of locating clandestine cemeteries, and consequently, locating the disappeared. The authors will describe the different scenarios and obstacles encountered, as regularly posed by Colombian armed groups, with particular emphasis on the occurrence of unique clandestine graves in Colombia. Shortfalls of the Colombian authorities in tackling these different settings will be highlighted, in addition to suggestions on how these investigations can be improved. Finally, this chapter will shed light on the humanitarian needs of the victims’ families in Colombia, by providing relatives with information and the remains of their loved ones in order to affect closure.

Disappearances in Colombia’s Conflict 

Colombia is caught in a protracted internal armed conflict. Despite changing manifestations, there has been a historical continuity to Colombia’s violence, in which several geographic areas of the country have experienced ongoing conflict, perpetrated by official and illegal armed groups for at least five decades…. The Colombian state has traditionally been unable to protect the country’s civilian population, particularly in rural areas, where governmental institutions have limited reach or presence. Such lawless zones have permitted armed groups to flourish over rival state forces, and exercise strong territorial control… 
Currently, Colombia’s conflict is characterized by an alarming number of violations of international humanitarian law. Left-wing guerrillas, right-wing paramilitaries, and official security forces, regularly commit atrocious acts of violence toward Colombia’s civilian population. Confrontation between these armed groups is rare, and most victims are not killed in the crossfire, but due to direct attacks. Such attacks are motivated by the need for territorial control, during which armed parties will target social activists and community leaders, and will predominantly attack unarmed civilians accused of collaborating with, or belonging to, an enemy group. Individuals from marginalized Colombian communities, composed of Afro-Colombian, indigenous and peasant populations, bear the brunt of the country’s violence, which has left in its wake almost three million displaced individuals, with hundreds of thousands more dead or “disappeared.” 
Disappearances[endnoteRef:3] are one of the most serious violations of international humanitarian law in Colombia. Scores of individuals are missing in areas controlled by the country’s armed factions… While there are no exact figures on the number of the disappeared due to the Colombian conflict, international entities have regularly identified Colombia as a “hot spot” for disappearances worldwide. “The Missing” Project of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), an initiative which sets guidelines for the treatment of the problem of disappearances worldwide, has denounced disappearances as a practice regularly used to intimidate civilians by all parties in Colombia’s conflict…. [3:  “Disappearances” are defined by the Colombian Criminal Code as a crime committed by any armed actor. This definition is more wide-reaching than that found in international human rights legislation, but falls under the definition of “missing in conflict,” found in the 1949 Geneva Conventions, particularly in Additional Protocol II relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-International Armed Conflicts. For the purposes of this chapter, disappearances will be understood in light of the definition provided by international humanitarian law, which the authors believe is inclusive, and not mutually exclusive, of a strict human rights definition.] 


Different Disposal and Concealment Patterns by Colombian Armed Actors

The modus operandi of disappearances by Colombian armed actors makes archaeological recovery and anthropological analyses of human remains extremely difficult. Aside from committing disappearances and selective killings, many groups will go to elaborate lengths with regard to the disposal of the remains of their victims. This involves mutilating and dismembering human remains to ease their concealment, discarding remains in places of difficult access, or resorting to specific burial patterns, as has been observed in other international contexts.[endnoteRef:4] Each of these scenarios poses specific logistical difficulties for Colombian judicial investigators, creating contexts which require “flexible excavation strategies”… The identification of these methods of body dismemberment and disposal by Colombian-armed factions can provide valuable information with regard to the particular group involved in the crime, attempts made to hide evidence of the crime committed, or the given time period during which a disposal location was utilized…  [4:  Such patterns of concealment are recognized by the United Nations in its Report of the Secretary-General on human rights and forensic sciences submitted pursuant to Commission on Human Rights, Resolution 1992/24: “Aside from the political and practical reasons involved, adequate investigations may also be precluded by the fact that the bodies have been disposed of in a manner that prevents their use as evidence. For instance, bodies are sometimes burnt, thrown into rivers or seas or buried in shallow pits without any identification; they are sometimes blasted and the remains covered with soil or left uncovered as intimidating evidence of violence. In other cases, the killers deliberately mutilate the body before or after death, to thwart identification or to intimidate others.”] 


Dismemberment

Dismemberment is a common technique regularly attributed to Colombian-armed groups, particularly paramilitary forces. Victims are regularly mutilated, decapitated and dismembered prior to their disposal, often with the use of machetes and chain saws. Often, it is unclear if these acts were committed during, or after the person’s death. This gruesome method serves a twofold purpose, both as a form of torture and a concealment mechanism. In the former, dismemberment is a method of terror and a climate of fear among rural populations. For the latter, dismemberment allows for the ready disposal of remains in burial and non-burial contexts. 
There are many witness testimonies of victim dismemberment in Colombia, some of which will be described later on. However, there are currently no published studies on perpetrator dismemberment patterns in this country. Colombian judicial institutions do not record such patterns of dismemberment—it often rests on the initiative of individual official investigators to analyze this aspect of violence. Future anthropological analysis of mutilation and dismemberment patterns in recovered osteological material will prove useful in tracking perpetrators, understanding the circumstances of death of the victims, as well as compiling case studies that take into account contextual taphonomic assessments of these remains…

Non-burial Methods: Disposal of Remains in Rivers, Ravines and Chasms

There are numerous reports of cases in which Colombian-armed factions have disposed of remains in areas inaccessible to judicial investigators. These non-burial methods of concealing human remains take advantage of Colombia’s natural geographic features, as opposed to creating man-made burial sites. All such factors pose demanding professional challenges to judicial investigators, some of which have been explored in other countries in more depth.
Rivers are a frequent location in which remains are reportedly thrown, as has been reported with reference to several of Colombia’s large rivers, such as the Cauca and Magdalena. Two cases where this has been evident have received rulings by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. One concerns the death of 19 merchants who disappeared in 1987, while in the hands of paramilitaries commanded by Henry Pérez in the outskirts of Puerto Boyacá, province of Boyacá. In this case, the dismembered remains of the victims were thrown by the paramilitaries into a tributary that flows into the Magdalena River. The other case relates to the 1997 massacre of 49 inhabitants from the town of Mapiripán, who were tortured, dismembered, disemboweled, decapitated, and thrown into the Guaviare River by members of the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC).
Ravines and chasms are also locations used by Colombian-armed factions in order to dispose of human remains. An example of a well-documented case is the 2001 Naya massacre, in which the United Self Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC) conducted a killing spree along the Naya River, an isolated area between the provinces of Valle del Cauca and Cauca. The assassinations, which took place during Holy Week, targeted members of several indigenous and Afro-Colombian rural communities located along the Naya River area. Some of the remains of these individuals were allegedly thrown into nearby abysses. Another example in which remains were thrown into a river is that of Javier Francisco Montoya, a Colombian priest who was kidnapped and killed by the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP) in 2004. His body was found in early May, 2006, in a river mouth in the department of Chocó, close to the Colombian-Panamanian border. Javier Francisco Montoya’s case is representative of many other kidnapping victims who were killed in captivity, and whose remains were disposed of. There are reports of body disposal by Colombian-armed factions in places such as natural chasms, known informally as botaderos or “dumps.” This is particularly true of kidnapped individuals—it is common for armed factions not only to bury the body of a kidnapped person that dies while in captivity, but to dispose of it in areas that are difficult for recovery by the authorities. An illustrative example is that of Bernardo Vélez White, brother of Colombia’s current secretary of education Cecilia Vélez White, who was also kidnapped by the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP) in 2001. His body was abandoned in the aforementioned conditions, and discovered in 2004 near the township of Cañas Gordas, department of Antioquia. The body was inside a bag, and exhibited signs of torture and a bullet wound to the head. 
In many cases of non-burial body disposal, Colombian judicial officials have often failed to locate, or only succeed in partially recovering, the remains of missing individuals. In order to do so as completely as possible, a variety of methods will need to be applied to recover such remains from these difficult contexts. In the cases of rivers, these methods will range from the archaeological survey of riverbanks to searching within the riverbed…, taking into account the hydrological characteristics of the river (depth and current speed) that will determine fluvial transport of remains, such as crania… Ravines and chasms will also require equally special methodological approaches. Recovery experiences in other geomorphic microenvironments, such as caves, may be relevant for comparable logistical planning and taphonomic processes that have taken place…

Burial Methods: Remains Disposed in Clandestine Cemeteries 

For decades, Colombian armed factions have regularly deposited the remains of their victims in mass graves throughout the country. As is the case with all mass graves, those in Colombia present special challenges for judicial investigators. The presence of multiple, commingled remains make for demanding recovery and tasks; additionally, the analysis of contextual evidence can provide information on events which have transpired… However, there is an additional characteristic of mass graves produced in Colombia that leads to unique difficulties in this context; the remains of one mass gravesite in the country do not always correspond to one mass disappearance. While there are instances of group disappearances followed by collective burials in one gravesite, there are many examples of individuals being buried at one particular gravesite that is not related to the same incident. Increasingly in Colombia, people are individually and systematically killed from different places in one general region, and are buried in specific areas allocated by responsible parties. As the years go by and cases accumulate, these burial sites gradually become clandestine cemeteries, holding the remains of dozens, if not hundreds, of disappeared individuals. Thus, seemingly discrete and unconnected episodes of individual disappearances are related by the acts of perpetrators who bury these individuals in specific sites. Such clandestine cemeteries, which may contain many individual or mass graves, are often located in specific areas of armed control, such as haciendas (a large estate, often for livestock or agricultural plantations) or encampments…
	Clandestine cemeteries in these areas are sometimes concealed by perpetrators through modifications to the landscape, such as agricultural crops, artificial lakes, or wild vegetation coverage caused by abandonment…. 
This burial pattern has become increasingly public during the last couple of years, and has recently garnered the attention of the United Nations. During 2004 and 2005, there were several discoveries of clandestine cemeteries located throughout rural areas of Colombia, particularly in areas of paramilitary and guerrilla control. Perhaps the most publicized example is located in San Onofre, in the province of Sucre, where a clandestine gravesite discovered in 2005 at the Hacienda El Palmar is believed to hold the remains of hundreds of individuals disappeared since 1998. Some of the remains found in San Onofre were disarticulated through dismemberment, and were deposited in small, shallow graves. Other recent findings, such as in El Tarra, in the province of Norte de Santander, confirm that there are hundreds of disappeared individuals buried in specific areas of the country exposed to years of continuous violence, and controlled by Colombian armed factions…

Current Problems in Official Responses to Finding Disappeared Individuals

Given the country’s conflictive environment, it is little wonder that Colombia poses one of the most difficult contexts for searching and recovering human remains when compared with other situations globally. Aside from the challenges described above, ongoing violence in Colombian rural areas poses logistical difficulties for judicial investigators, who often have to work in active conflict zones and under the pressure of armed groups. Landmines are scattered in many of Colombia’s conflict regions, sometimes overlapping with areas where mass gravesites may be found. Colombia’s diverse geographic landscape, which ranges from plains and mountainous areas to deserts and tropical forests, also sets complicated settings for archaeological fieldwork…. 
Despite having judicial investigators that for the most part are well-trained and technically qualified, Colombian governmental offices fall short in responding to the sheer number of disappearance cases that require forensic archaeologists or anthropologists. This can be explained in part by the lack of material resources, logistical capacity, facilities, equipment and available personnel. However, Colombian authorities also lack effective plans of action required to properly address the challenges of finding disappeared individuals. This is evident in the lack of coordination between governmental offices dedicated to investigate disappearances in Colombia, which may lead to competing and overlapping activities. Forensic specialists working inside Colombia’s judicial system, public offices and police forces often do not share information or collaborate in search and recovery efforts on the ground. All these circumstances lead to improvisation, mishandling and other negligent shortcomings in forensic investigations.
Although Colombian legislation provides some tools for the creation of proper search strategies for missing individuals, there are several problems evident in the implementation of these laws. Perhaps the main one is not having a complete and comprehensive register of who is missing in Colombia. There are currently several separate databases on disappearances being maintained by governmental agencies. The National Institute of Legal Medicine and Forensic Sciences currently houses a register of disappeared individuals and unidentified corpses, which lists “. . . identity of the disappeared persons, the date and time of the disappearance, as well as lists of corpses, unburied human remains and unidentified persons, with an indication of the date of the findings and other relevant data.” (UNWGEID, 2006, Paragraph 34). However, the National Institute’s register is partial and deficient. This is partly attributable to Colombia’s conflict situation, where the presence of armed groups makes information-gathering on behalf of Colombian government authorities and the production of case statements from affected relatives difficult. But under-registration is largely due to internal problems in state entities, where records are often incomplete and outdated. There are also strong deficiencies in information-crossing between and within Colombian governmental offices. Legislation for the creation of a national registry of disappeared individuals in Colombia (known as the Registro Único de Personas Desaparecidas) was approved in 2005. While such a registry is beneficial, its full potential cannot be appraised until this legislation is implemented. 
Until this registry exists, this lack of comprehensive knowledge will continue to cause problems in the investigation of disappeared individuals for Colombian authorities, particularly when confronting a clandestine cemetery. The absence of a complete picture regarding who is missing has direct implications for the application of forensic archaeology and anthropology in the recovery and identification of disappeared individuals, as described below… 

Problems in Recovery of Materials and Identification of Remains from Clandestine Cemeteries

Not knowing which individuals are missing leads to partial archaeological recovery—and potential loss—of remains and material evidence found in situ at clandestine cemeteries in Colombia. Colombian judicial institutions, implementing strictly traditional manual archaeological methods… have demonstrated logistical capacity and technical ability in planning large-scale excavations, evident not only in cases like San Onofre, but also previously in landmark cases such as Bojayá and the Palace of Justice. Yet regretfully, in some cases, Colombian judicial investigators may temporarily suspend or terminate excavations without a complete recovery of all remains at a particular site.  The same investigators may also carry out individual spot searches for missing persons, favoring a case-by-case recovery rather than a complete excavation—even when the presence of a clandestine cemetery in that location is evident. Both situations inevitably lead to the loss of valuable information of not only the buried remains and evidence, but also of interment and site formation processes… Given that an archaeological intervention is by definition destructive…, clandestine cemeteries require the utmost care in the application of archaeological techniques for the recovery of remains and evidence… and normative guidelines for appropriate site management…
Carrying out a partial investigation brings with it the cost of unrecoverable site destruction without the benefit of complete remains recovery. However, partial investigation can also lead to the destruction of evidence by third parties. In a conflict situation like Colombia, where armed factions are still present in the very areas in which disappearances are committed, forensic missions often attract the unwanted attention of perpetrators. This increases the vulnerability of a crime site, as perpetrators may subsequently remove or destroy the evidence of crimes they have committed. 
Not knowing who is missing also leads to the impossibility of identification, as well as to the potential loss of remains and evidence. Many large-scale excavations are also regrettably unsuccessful with reference to affecting the identifications of all the victims involved, because of a lack of information as to who is missing. Identification is the Achilles’ heel of these investigations, where human remains may be recovered but not successfully identified. Colombian governmental officials are left with no choice but to temporarily store remains at relevant institutions, and later bury them in less than appropriate locations — such as in a mass grave at the back of a cemetery. 

NNs in Colombian Cemeteries: The Unfortunate Cost of Not Knowing Who Is Missing 

Individuals that are not identified by Colombian authorities, and are left unclaimed are regularly buried in the back of Colombian public cemeteries as “NNs” (an acronym which stands for “no name”); the system in turn does not have the capacity to store large amounts of remains in official installations for long periods of time. Such unidentified deaths are not only a result of Colombia’s conflict, but also of other criminal homicides, emergencies or natural disasters. Hundreds, if not thousands of “NNs,” are buried in Colombian cemeteries every year… 
While current legislation in some areas of Colombia now requires cemeteries to bury non-identified individuals in separate graves, most are still buried in a manner throughout the country that does not always comply with international recommendations. Thus, the remains of disappeared individuals are often found commingled with other remains in collective mass graves located in Colombian cemeteries, where the individuality of the remains may not always be adequately preserved and indicated. Poor cemetery records also make it extremely difficult to track when and where remains were buried… Morgue files and judicial institutions tend to not be much more reliable in providing information. As mentioned earlier, remains may be found, but are then poorly analyzed by Colombian judicial investigators. This leads to the virtual documentary “disappearance” of these people, as well as to the loss of their remains — and evidence of the killings and other associated crimes committed against these disappeared individuals…
The costs of this careless burial behavior in cemeteries are enormous for investigative purposes. A tragic example is the Pueblo Bello case. Pueblo Bello is a town from which 43 campesinos (peasants) disappeared in 1990 by a paramilitary group led by Fidel Castaño Gil. The campesinos were allegedly tortured and assassinated in Fidel Castaño’s hacienda, known as Las Tangas, located in the outskirts of the city of Montería, in the province of Córdoba. In April 1990, Colombian police carried out an exhumation in Las Tangas, where the remains of 24 men were allegedly recovered — using a bulldozer. Six were identified by visual recognition, and the remaining eighteen, all badly destroyed due to the effects of heavy machinery, were subsequently buried as NNs in a cemetery in Montería… 
It is clear that not knowing who is missing in Colombia contributes to a lack of success in investigations carried out at clandestine cemeteries to recover disappeared individuals. This lack of success manifests itself in two ways: (1) the recovery of evidence and materials as legal evidence, and (2) the identification of individuals for humanitarian purposes. On the one hand, not knowing who is missing leads to mechanical excavations at a clandestine cemetery without a quantitative yardstick from which to measure the complete recovery of remains and materials. Evidence and remains can thus be lost, both through archaeological destruction and by third parties. On the other hand, not knowing who is missing denies the possibility of identification, leading also to the loss of remains and evidence in the confines of a public cemetery. It is this vicious cycle that leads many official investigations of disappeared individuals to fail. 

Scientific Contributions to Colombian Disappearance Cases

When confronting a clandestine cemetery, knowing who is missing helps to answer the two main questions necessary for recovery and identification efforts. These are: (1) who of Colombia’s missing may be buried at this site, and (2) what is the complete picture of what needs to be recovered. In addition to this, application of forensic archaeology and anthropology, in conjunction with the use of other scientific disciplines, can help remedy — and avoid — the problems in recovery and identification that characterize official investigations of clandestine cemeteries in Colombia. 

Determining Who is Missing

There are two sources of information on the missing in Colombia: general reports on missing persons, and the antemortem data of these individuals. General reports on missing individuals, preferably those from regions around clandestine graves, should be collected in order to determine an estimated figure of the number of disappeared individuals. Such documentation can come from a variety of sources, such as records from morgues, hospitals, and judicial institutions, reports from human rights and civil society organizations, and direct testimonies from families involved. 
After getting a grasp of how many individuals may be missing at one particular site, plans for antemortem data collection may then fall into place. The names of some missing individuals will be provided by the reports used to calculate the “universe” of missing individuals, yet there may also be others who need to be found. Antemortem data of both named and unnamed individuals will need to be collected in as many cases as possible, through the use of social networks, such as government offices, churches, and civil society organizations. These records on the missing and their antemortem information need to be as complete as possible on the outset of an investigation, be it at a local, regional or national level, in order to improve the chances of identifying remains that are recovered. 

Scientific Prospects and Limitations of Recovering and Identifying Individuals 

In their article “Exhumation of mass graves: Balancing legal and humanitarian needs,” Stover and Shigekane (2004: 88) state that, “. . . [International forensic teams] brought with them new technologies and scientific advances designed to bring greater accuracy to their investigations. Satellite imagery made it possible to generate maps to be used in pinpointing graves hidden in remote locations. Electronic mapping systems had replaced the archaeological technique of a baseline and string grid, which meant the teams could now save time and produce more accurate data . . . advancements in DNA analysis meant that scientists could identify some remains that had confounded more traditional anthropological methods.” The promises of such scientific advances in the investigation of mass graves serve to shed light on the Colombian situation. Recovering and identifying remains in Colombia poses many challenges, and positive results may not always be achievable. Difficult archaeological contexts frequently make recoveries a complex task, and the lack of antemortem data may make positive identifications unattainable in many cases. Regardless of such issues, … satellite imagery and genetics, in addition to other fields such as statistics, may prove useful in complementing such forensic investigations, so as to minimize the possibility of failure.

The Use of Remote-sensing Information 

Large-scale excavations can be better planned, often with concrete information pertaining to the location and size of mass graves. This is particularly true in Colombia, where a clandestine cemetery can cover a considerable area of land and hold a number of individual or collective gravesites. New archaeological data acquisition techniques, such as aerial photography and remote sensing, can also be used for planning excavations at a distance. Analyzing images obtained by aircraft and satellite observation can assist in the determination of exact locations, in addition to areas of disturbance in ground surface composition, thereby adding information to known sites difficult to discover at ground-level. This allows investigators to design an archaeological plan of action prior to going to the area in question. 
Aerial photography and satellite imagery complement the application of traditional archaeological techniques in finding of remains and contextual evidence, particularly in burial depositional contexts… Colombian mass gravesites require the proper application of archaeological methods, as well as the careful documentation and analysis of stratigraphy and the spatial distribution of remains and contextual evidence, in order to guarantee a rigorous recovery of the gravesite’s contents and a complete understanding of the temporal sequence of their deposit and the site’s formation. However, these can prove to be difficult to implement in Colombian conflict regions, where the attention of armed factions in such areas should not be unnecessarily drawn. Thus, instead of determining the area to be investigated in the field, forensic missions should attempt to plan the excavation as much as possible prior to commencing work….  In Colombia’s active conflict, aerial photography and remote sensing may prove to be an excellent non-invasive method for planning excavations without going to the ground and alerting armed actors of attempts to find graves, reducing the possibility for evidence destruction. Chronological series of satellite images can also be matched with information on temporal and spatial trends found in statistical analyses of disappearance records...




The Use of Genetic Testing

In many areas of the world where violent conflict has left behind scores of missing individuals, positive identification of all victims may not always be possible… Given the scarcity of antemortem data in rural Colombian populations, such as dental and medical records, positive identification is not always possible through anthropological methods. DNA analysis is thus the best way to identify bodies… Yet, given the high costs of genetic testing in Colombia, presumptive identification is often more feasible than positive identification through DNA. 
Despite this situation, positive identification should be a goal of forensic investigations of disappeared individuals. Large-scale genetic testing is costly, but not impossible. New genetic testing techniques used in countries where antemortem information on large numbers of disappeared individuals is partial, such as Bosnia-Herzegovina…, allow for mass identifications of victims to be made without the use of individual DNA records, making large-scale genetic testing feasible…

The Use of Statistics

In order for DNA analysis to be remotely successful, forensic scientists need to have an idea of who the remains found at a mass gravesite belong to. Genetics, as well as any form of forensic identification, is based on a one-to-one correspondence between found remains and the biological information of who those remains may belong to. Thus, aside from knowing who is missing, it is necessary to correlate these records with specific gravesites, in order to potentially match the profiles of the missing with remains found….
Statistical analysis is useful in forensic investigations of disappeared individuals for two reasons. The first is that, through a complete register of missing persons and mass gravesites in Colombia, these fields can identify temporal and spatial trends in order to match missing individuals with particular dates and sites. In other words, quantitative analysis can establish time-space trends of missing person data (i.e., where and when these disappearances took place) that can be matched with the date formation and location of mass gravesites. This can allow investigators to establish hypotheses about the identity of persons found in certain burials. 
The second reason statistics are useful in such forensic investigations is to determine under-registration. In a country such as Colombia, where there is a significant level of underreporting, statistical analysis provides a necessary framework, and facilitates understanding of the dimension of the problem at a regional level, based on limited records. The number of cases of particular human rights violations in a given time and place can be elucidated through the use of incomplete or distorted data… Thus, with only a partial base of information, statistical analysis may assist in establishing the general universe of missing persons in Colombia — and help guide information gathering pertaining to unknown cases…



The Needs of Families and Communities in Colombian Disappearance Cases

The disappearance of a relative, and the lack of their remains causes unresolved grief and emotional strain for many families and communities in Colombia… Without the remains of their missing loved ones, victims are not only left without legal reparation for these crimes, but perhaps more seriously, without the possibility of completing closure… In reality “One of the most powerful barriers to healing, or reconciliation, and rebuilding of societies following [war or civil unrest] is the psychologically unsettling issue of missing persons. Families of the disappeared are suspended in a “no-man’s land” of psychological and spiritual existence. This is compounded by a perceived lack of justice, as none has been administered to those responsible for the disappearance (and hence unknown status) of their loved one(s)” (Keough et al., 2004:271). 
Some families of missing individuals continue to live in the same areas where their relative(s) disappeared, and where the perpetrators may still be active. Such families also endure the stress of living in a conflict zone, vulnerable to threats and the fear of reprisals from armed factions if they attempt to search for their loved ones. Mental health constitutes a grave public health problem, particularly in conflict areas of Colombia, where violence is the leading cause of death. International mental health experts have reported that considerable numbers of individuals inhabiting these violence-stricken areas seek medical assistance for physical symptoms often experienced by those forced to live in fear… Many of these individuals rarely get general medical assistance, much less psychological support. Thus, families and communities in Colombia often face the double burden of grieving the loss of a missing loved one, as well as struggling for day-to-day survival amidst the violence. Victims are left without a feeling of control, not only because of the environment of terror in which they live, but also because they lack the support of an agency which actively searches for their loved one(s). 
Recovering remains is a key element of assisting families of the disappeared to gain control over what has happened…, an event that will have a multiplier effect throughout the community. Although disappearances in Colombia occur in a systematic individual manner, the regional manifestation of disappearance and effects on many populations throughout the country make disappearances a collective experience… with an impact on a community’s “social fabric”…. The very regional manifestation of disappearances, and the formation of clandestine graves in Colombia require community-based participation in forensic investigations. Burying remains and carrying out memorials can also prove to be essential in restoring the community’s physical and social environment… Thus, communities undergoing search and exhumation processes require special support from psychosocial experts…, a process which has been monitored by local and international organizations. 
Family and community participation has increasingly been identified by forensic experts to be a vital part for investigatory success in conflict settings… In Colombia, participation of families is fundamental to forensic investigations. On the one hand, identification is not possible without antemortem information of a victim’s family, or, by default, a genetic sample. On the other hand, remains need to be identified and returned to families, so that they can properly grieve the loss of a loved one. The participation of families needs to be facilitated by scientific investigations that promote the use of procedures respectful to the needs of family members, where relatives are active participants in all stages of the investigation…. Here, as in other places, timely collaborative proposals to meet the humanitarian needs of families and the legal needs of forensic investigators will need to be implemented… In summation, it is essential for families to participate in the search process, and to be “actively involved in the consultative and decision-making processes of locating, exhuming, reburying, and memorializing their dead” (Stover and Shigekane, 2004: 98). 
Complete recovery and identification of remains also fulfills the rights of victims in knowing what has happened. Reconstruction of the events from material found in mass graves that relates to the disappearance of their missing loved ones is not only legally relevant, but also historically relevant … The right of families to know the fate of their relatives also includes knowing completely what happened and to whom, and for which complete recovery and identification becomes necessary. 

Conclusion

The unfortunate result of many current investigations regarding the disappeared in Colombia is that costly and time-consuming forensic missions are unfruitful, valuable information is lost, and additional anguish is created to the families of victims who must already bear the absence of a loved one. This chapter hopes to establish that investigations of disappeared individuals in Colombia will only be effective when knowing who is missing is a part of the strategy. In order for the application of forensic archaeology and anthropology in investigations of clandestine cemeteries to be successful, both in recovering evidence and identifying remains, it is necessary to have information on who is missing, in order to know what to recover as legal evidence and how to identify what is found, thereby fulfilling the humanitarian needs of families. Not having this information implies the possible loss of remains and evidence in situ, or its subsequent loss in a public cemetery through NN burials. Recovering and identifying the remains of all missing individuals in Colombia is not only daunting, but perhaps impossible. Despite this, no tasks with regards to the proper collection and identification of remains should be sacrificed. As stated by Dirkmaat et al., “The perception is that if a detailed forensic archaeological recovery of such features is attempted, the sheer size of the feature, the large number of victims interred, and apparent complexity of the feature will result in tremendous overruns in both time and resources . . . [which] is often couched in terms of delaying the return of victims to families,” (2005:15). However, knowing who is missing, along with adequate planning “with a scientific/forensic perspective” of Colombian clandestine cemeteries should ultimately lead to the acquisition of “proper, contextually-based recovery of forensically significant evidence” that should allow, if not enhance, the possibility of remains identification (Dirkmaat et al.,2005:15). In other words, the appropriate forensic investigations of the disappeared in Colombia “should encompass all those observations and procedures which are necessary and practicable to enable… identification of the human remains,” a task which in no way “derogates from the serious justice-related purposes” of these investigations (Cordner and McKelvie, 2002: 878). Thus, legal-related purposes match the humanitarian needs of families in these investigations, and together, help to conclusively resolve the issue of missing individuals in Colombia. It is in this way that forensic investigations of disappearances transcend the legal and criminally punitive aspects of remains and material recovery, and have broader impacts for societal healing…, an aspect of deep-seated importance in a country plagued by decades-long conflict such as Colombia.
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