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Abstract
The proper management of the dead from catastrophes is an essential component of
humanitarian response, together with the rescue and care of survivors and the
provision and rehabilitation of essential services. Sadly, insufficient recognition of the
importance of ensuring proper management of the dead and of caring for the needs of
the bereaved, coupled with the frequent collapse of forensic services in the aftermath of
catastrophes, contribute to perpetuating the tragedy and trauma suffered by survivors
forever unable properly to bury and mourn their dead. In 2006 the Pan American
Health Organisation (PAHO) and the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC), together with the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), published guidelines for
the management of the dead, to help improve the management of the dead after
catastrophes. The publication, Management of Dead Bodies after Disasters: A Field
Manual for First Responders, offers practical and simple recommendations to non-
specialists for the proper and dignified management of the dead in catastrophes and
for the care of bereaved relatives. It also helps to dispel the principal myth which often
complicates this difficult task: the unfounded association of cadavers with epidemics.
The manual has proven to be a valuable tool for first responders, including
humanitarian workers, for disaster response and preparedness in various operational
contexts.

* Morris Tidball-Binz, M.D. (Argentina, 1957), is forensic co-ordinator for the Assistance Division of the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). He is a specialist in the application of forensic
sciences to human rights and humanitarian investigations, including the search for the missing.
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As illustrated by many examples analysed during that meeting, including
from countries affected by the tsunami, existing guidelines and manuals for
forensic practitioners on disaster victim identification (DVI), including the guide
prepared by the International Police Organisation (Interpol), are of little or no
practical use for non-specialists. On the other hand, specialists are often not at
hand during the immediate aftermath of catastrophes – for days and sometimes
weeks after events – to help in the recovery and identification of the dead.

During this critical period local residents and volunteers are the only
people available to handle the dead. Worldwide, they require simple, practical and
easy-to-follow guidelines for helping to ensure the proper and dignified
management of their dead, including taking all necessary steps to aid future
efforts by forensic specialists and investigators to identify them and clarify the fate
of the missing. For this purpose, the simple procedures outlined in Management of
Dead Bodies after Disasters: A Field Manual for First Responders for proper
handling and storage of bodies and collection of basic information are
complementary to professional requirements for disaster victim identification,
including Interpol’s DVI guide and forms.

Although the manual was drafted and designed for contexts with limited
or unavailable forensic services, it has also been well received in countries with
well-resourced and highly developed forensic services and disaster-response
agencies as a useful tool for disaster preparedness.

The manual has proven so far to be a useful tool for humanitarian
workers and first responders managing the dead in contexts of armed conflict and
situations of internal violence,4 where the ICRC is promoting its use in
combination with its other guidelines aimed at such contexts, including its
Operational Best Practices Regarding the Management of Human Remains and
Information on the Dead by Non-specialists for All Armed Forces, for All
Humanitarian Organizations.

Contents of the manual

The 47-page manual is divided into eleven short chapters covering the main
aspects of management of the dead in catastrophes, including the needs of
bereaved families. Each chapter summarizes principal recommendations and
practical advice for their implementation. It also includes a chapter with questions
and answers for first responders, and annexes with forms for the collection and
management of information on the missing and the dead.

4 After its publication in early 2006, in English and Spanish, a second edition was published at the end of
that year in order to meet growing demands from the field worldwide. Limited editions of the manual,
in Urdu, Sinhalese, Tamil, Bahasa Indonesian and French, were prepared by the ICRC during 2006 to
meet specific needs in Pakistan, Sri Lanka and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Similarly, editions in
Arabic, Japanese and other languages are under consideration at the time of writing.
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The manual has two main purposes: first, to promote the proper and
dignified management of the dead and ensure respect for the bereaved, and,
second, to enable the identification of human remains.

Following catastrophes, implementing simple measures early on can
significantly improve the opportunity for their successful identification. However,
after the majority of catastrophes the immediate management of human remains is
done by local organizations and communities and not by specialist teams of
national and international experts. Consequently the manual focuses on practical
recommendations for non-specialists.

In the immediate aftermath of a catastrophe there is little time to read
guidelines, so the manual dedicates one chapter to each key task and uses bullet-
points for brevity and clarity. Local co-ordinators can photocopy and distribute
the relevant chapters to individuals responsible for specific tasks, such as body
recovery.

The term ‘‘dead bodies’’ is used instead of the more respectful and
technically correct term ‘‘human remains’’ because the term ‘‘dead bodies’’ is less
ambiguous for readers whose first language is not English.

The manual does not provide a comprehensive framework for forensic
investigation. However, following the recommendations will aid the work of
forensic specialists when they arrive at the scene. Its recommendations will also
help communities for whom forensic expertise is unavailable to collect basic
information that may aid identification of the deceased. Nevertheless, the manual
does not replace the need for specialist forensic identification of victims, including
the need to collect thorough ante-mortem data (AMD) of the missing and to carry
out thorough post-mortem examinations whenever possible. The use of the
manual is expected to contribute towards and facilitate the later task of forensic
investigators, including Interpol DVI teams, once they gain access to the areas
affected by a catastrophe and become operational.

Co-ordination

The coordination of activities related to the management of the dead after
catastrophes is a core component of disaster response and it is required at several
levels: local, regional/provincial and national. Early coordination is vital for the
following tasks:

to manage information and co-ordinate assessment activities;
to identify required resources (e.g. forensic teams, morgues, body bags,

etc.);
to put into practice and manage a plan of action for the management of

dead bodies and corresponding information;
to disseminate accurate information to families and communities about

identification of the missing and management of dead bodies.
The recommendations outlined below help to guide early coordination

efforts.
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Effective local coordination

N As soon as possible, and in accordance with existing disaster preparedness
plans, identify an agency and name a person to serve as a local coordinator with
full authority and responsibility for the management of dead bodies (e.g.
coroner, local governor, police chief, military commander, mayor, community
leader).

N The choice of medical or hospital directors as co-ordinators for the
management of the dead in catastrophes should be discouraged, as their
primary responsibility is the care of the living and injured.

N Within the emergency operations center establish a team to coordinate
management of the dead. Include key operational partners such as the military,
civil defense, fire service, local emergency or rescue organizations, National Red
Cross/Red Crescent Society, and local funeral homes, morticians, and coroners,
etc.

N Appoint persons to be in charge of one or more of the following tasks and
provide them with a copy of the relevant chapter in this manual:

body recovery
storage
identification
information and communication
disposal
support for families
logistics

Effective regional and national coordination

N As soon as possible, someone with the required level of responsibility should be
appointed as the national or regional coordinator, and provided with the
necessary authority to oversee the management of dead bodies (e.g. Minister,
Governor, coroner, Police Chief, Military Commander, Mayor).

N Refer to the mass fatality section of your disaster response plan or major
incident procedures manual, if available.

N Establish a coordination group including key individuals to advise on:
Communications with the public and the media.
Legal issues about identification and death certification.
Technical support for identification and documentation.
Logistical support (e.g. military or police).
Liaison with diplomatic missions, intergovernmental and international

organizations (e.g. United Nations, World Health Organization,
International Committee of the Red Cross, International Federation
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies; in particular and with regard
to the management of the dead, Interpol should be contacted as soon
as possible for DVI advice and assistance).
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Infectious disease risks

The fear that the dead will cause epidemics after catastrophes is often deeply
ingrained, despite growing evidence to the contrary. Research has shown that the
dead, including decomposing bodies, do not spread diseases after catastrophes
unless they are in direct contact with drinking water. Instead, the surviving
population is the most likely source of epidemics. The unfounded belief that the
dead spread diseases is swiftly disseminated by the weary public after catastrophes
and is often promoted by the media and on occasions even by misled sanitary
authorities. The political pressure brought about by this belief too often causes
authorities to call for hasty mass burials and cremations of unidentified bodies and
for the use of ineffective ‘‘sanitary’’ measures, such as the use of masks and
spraying the dead with so-called ‘‘disinfectants’’, which may truly pollute water
sources.

The mismanagement of dead bodies resulting from such hasty procedures
may cause serious and long-lasting mental distress to bereaved families and
communities exposed to the undignified handling of their dead and left unable to
mourn their loved ones.

Infections and dead bodies

N Victims of catastrophes are normally killed by trauma (injuries), blasts,
drowning, or heat – not by disease.

N At the time of death, victims are not likely to be sick with epidemic-causing
infections (i.e. plague, cholera, typhoid and anthrax).

N A few victims will have chronic blood infections (hepatitis or HIV),
tuberculosis or diarrheal disease.

N Most infectious organisms do not survive beyond 48 hours in a dead body. An
exception is HIV which has been found six days post-mortem.

Risk to the public

N The risk to the public is negligible because they do not touch dead bodies.
N There is the potential risk of contamination of drinking water supplies by fecal

material released from dead bodies.

Risk to body handlers

N Individuals handling human remains have a small risk through contact with
blood, body fluids and feces (bodies often leak feces after death) from the
following:

HIV
tuberculosis
diarrheal disease
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military, police or civil-defence personnel
N Coordination of these groups is needed to encourage the use of procedures and

health and safety precautions recommended in this manual.

Methods and procedures

N Bodies should be placed in body bags. If these are unavailable, use plastic
sheets, shrouds, bed sheets, or other locally available material.

N Body parts (e.g., limbs) should be treated as individual bodies. Recovery teams
should not attempt to match the body parts at the disaster scene.

N Body recovery teams work most effectively in two groups: one to take bodies to
a nearby collection point and a second to take them to identification or storage
areas.

N Noting the place and date where the body was found helps future
identification.

N Personal belongings, jewellery and documents should not be separated from
the corresponding remains during recovery, but only during the identification
phase (see ‘‘Identification of dead bodies’’).

N Stretchers, body bags and flatbed trucks or tractor-trailers can be used to
transport bodies. Ambulances should not be used for this purpose as they are
best used to help the living. Whenever possible, bodies should be concealed
during transportation, to protect their dignity.

Health and safety

N Body recovery teams should wear basic protective equipment (heavy duty
gloves and boots) and wash their hands with soap and water after handling
dead bodies (see ‘‘Infectious disease risks’’).

N Recovery teams often work among debris or collapsed buildings. First aid and
medical treatment should be available in case of injury.

N Tetanus is a serious risk for unvaccinated workers. Local medical teams should
be on the alert for tetanus-prone injuries.

N Many different people or groups are involved in body recovery.
Communication and coordination with them is often difficult.

N This part of the process can be essential for identification and should be read in
conjunction with the section ‘‘Identification of dead bodies’’.

N Body recovery only lasts a few days or weeks, but may be prolonged following
catastrophes.

Storage of dead bodies

Once recovered, bodies awaiting identification should be stored in a proper and
dignified way. Dead bodies decompose rapidly in warm weather. For example, in
hot climates the decomposition of a body may be too advanced within just 12–48
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N If no photographs have been taken, if possible also record:
apparent race
estimated stature (from heels to top of head)
color and length of hair
color of eyes (only in very fresh cadavers)

N The Human Remains Information Form should include the same unique
referencing number used for the body or body part.

Secure

N Personal belongings should be securely packaged, labeled with the same unique
reference number, and stored with the body or body part. This is mandatory.

N Clothing should be left on the body.

Release of bodies

N A dead body should only be released to the next of kin when identification is
certain and the corresponding death certificate is signed. The release should be
duly recorded.

N A body should only be released by the responsible authority, which must also
provide documentation of the release (a letter or death certificate).

N Whenever possible visual recognition should be complemented, albeit at a later
date, with other methods of forensic human identification, including
fingerprints, dental traits and genetics, and information such as identification
of clothing or personal effects.

N To increase reliability of visual recognition (see warning above), viewing
conditions should minimize emotional stress to bereaved relatives.

N Although there may be no alternative following catastrophes, the psychological
impact of viewing dozens or hundreds of dead bodies may further reduce the
reliability of visual recognition as a method for identification.

N Viewing photographs of the highest possible quality may be a better approach.
N Data of the missing person should be used to cross-check visual recognition of

a dead body before their release.
N Record the name and contact details of the person or relatives who claimed the

body together with the body’s unique reference number.
N Bodies that can not be identified should be properly stored for further

examination and future identification (see ‘‘Storage of dead bodies’’) until
forensic specialists can investigate.

N Care should be taken before releasing bodies that are not whole, as this may
complicate subsequent management of body parts.

Information management

State authorities bear primary responsibility for the proper handling of
information about the dead and missing in catastrophes. This information is
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also required for coordination activities (see coordination). Even after relatively
small disasters large amounts of information about the dead and missing will be
collected and processed. Necessary resources (human, technical and financial) for
information management should be planned and allocated accordingly.

Organizational arrangements

N Information centers should be established at regional and/or local levels.
N Local centers act as focal points for collection and consolidation of information

on the dead and for attending to the public. They are particularly necessary for
receiving tracing requests, leaving photographs and information about the
missing, and for the release of information on persons found or identified.

N A national system for management and coordination of information should
centralize all information on the dead and missing in disasters and
catastrophes. Tracing services of the International Committee of the Red
Cross and National Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies may assist in this task.

N Data should flow in both directions between the national and local level.

Information for the public

N The population should be promptly and clearly informed about the response
and procedures adopted for:

searching for the missing;
recovery and identification of dead bodies;
collection and release of information;
support for concerned families and communities.

N Information can be provided through the local or regional centres.
N A wide range of media can be used:

radio, television, newspapers, etc.
noticeboards
the Internet

Information about dead bodies

N Basic information must be collected about all dead bodies when possible (see
‘‘Identification of dead bodies’’).

N Likewise, information on missing persons which may aid their identification
should be collected as soon as possible using a Missing Persons Data Form.
More detailed information may be collected later (i.e. using the Interpol DVI
forms) and this information entered into an electronic databases at a later
stage.

N Information is likely to include valuable personal items and photographs which
require careful and secure handling (better to photograph and properly record
instead).
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N Engage proactively and creatively with the media:
A Media-Liaison Officer should be assigned both locally and nationally.
Establish a Media-Liaison office (as near as possible to the affected area).
Co-operate proactively (prepare regular briefings, facilitate interviews, etc.).

Working with the public

N An information center for relatives of the missing and the dead should be set
up as soon as possible.

N A list of confirmed dead and survivors should be made available, and details of
missing individuals recorded by official staff.

N Information should be provided about the processes of recovery, identification,
storage and disposal of dead bodies.

N Arrangements for death certification may also need to be explained.

Working with relief agencies

N Humanitarian workers and relief agencies, including UN agencies, the
International Committee of the Red Cross, and Red Cross/Red Crescent
Societies, have direct contact with affected communities and may act as a
source of local information.

N Aid workers are not always the best informed about some technical aspects
related to the management of the dead, and may give conflicting and
unfounded information, including about the infectious risks of dead bodies.

N Providing correct information to aid agencies on management of the dead will
further help to reduce rumors and to avoid incorrect information (see
‘‘Frequently asked questions’’).

Information management

N Journalists, both local and international, often arrive on site soon after the
events.

N Care is needed to respect the privacy of victims and relatives.
N Journalists should not be allowed direct access to photographs, individual

records or the names of victims. However, authorities may decide to release
this information in a managed way to help with the identification process.

N Soon after the disaster a decision must be taken whether or not to provide
information about the number of victims. The disadvantage of this is that these
estimates will undoubtedly be wrong. The advantage is that official statistics
may prevent exaggerated reporting by the media.

Support to families and relatives

The dignity of the dead and the needs of the bereaved should be respected at all
times throughout the response to catastrophes. The priority for affected families is
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to know the fate of their missing loved ones. Therefore mistaken identifications
should be avoided, and honest and accurate information should be provided at all
times and at every stage of the recovery and identification process.

A sympathetic and caring approach is owed to bereaved families; and
psychosocial support for families and relatives should be considered. Their
cultural and religious needs should be respected.

Identification of victims

N A family liaison focal point should be established to support relatives and also
to help collect information to help identify the missing.

N Families should be informed about findings and the identification of their
loved ones before anyone else.

N Families of the dead and missing must be given realistic expectations of the
process, including the methods used and timeframes for recovery and
identification of remains.

N Families should be allowed to report a missing relative and provide additional
information.

N Identification should be conducted as speedily as possible.
N Children should not be expected to aid in the visual identification of dead

bodies.
N The need for relatives to view the bodies of their loved ones as part of the

grieving process should be respected.
N Once identified, bodies should be released as swiftly as possible to their next of

kin.

Cultural and religious aspects

N The overwhelming desire of relatives from all religions and cultures is to
identify their loved ones.

N Advice and assistance from religious and community leaders should be sought
to improve understanding and acceptance of the recovery, management and
identification of the dead bodies.

N Undignified handling and disposal of dead bodies may further traumatize
relatives and should be avoided at all times. Careful and ethical management of
dead bodies, including disposal, should be ensured, including respect for
religious and cultural sensitivities.

Providing support

N Psychosocial support should be adapted to needs, culture and context and
should consider local coping mechanisms.

N Local organizations such as the National Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies,
NGOs and faith groups can often provide emergency psychosocial care for
those affected.
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