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Ladies and Gentleman, Honored Guests 

I would like to thank our speakers for their outstanding presentations and our guests for their excellent 

contributions.   

 

We are at a point in the conference where we should reflect on what has been said and how to move forward.  

We should consider the elements that go towards defining a future agenda to address the issue of missing 

persons that takes into consideration the challenges that lie ahead.  

 

When ICMP was created over 17 years ago at a G-7 Summit in Lyon, France, like so many other fine initiatives 

from Bill Clinton, no one could have predicted what was going to happen next. I would also wager that none of 

the wise men and women who thought this up realized the broader relevance of what they had done.   

 

The only organization that may have had an inkling about ICMP’s potential to make a difference was the 

International Committee for the Red Cross, otherwise known as the ICRC. As the ICRC celebrates its 150 year 

anniversary this year, we are reminded of its pioneering work and its unremitting commitment to peace. Its work 



ICMP.DG.683.2.doc 
Sarajevo, 21

st
 October 2013 

Page 2 of 11 

is heroic and inspirational and we all support it in its efforts to ensure that the principles of the Geneva 

Conventions are upheld across the world. 

 

One of my former State Department colleagues once joked that ICMP is the child of Bill Clinton and the ICRC. I 

hesitate to think what exactly that makes ICMP…. Especially since the organization still does not have a birth 

certificate because ICMP was basically created by a White House press announcement at the Lyon G-7 Summit.…  

 

At the time when ICMP was created, the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia had just ended. It was a well-known 

fact that that tens of thousands of persons were missing and that many of the missing had been killed or 

executed and their mortal remains had been hidden in mass graves. As we heard yesterday, Physicians for Human 

Rights, another outstanding organization, sent Eric Stover to help the War Crimes Tribunal for Yugoslavia (ICTY) to 

find these mass graves… 

 

The international community understood that the existence of large numbers of missing persons from the armed 

conflicts of the former Yugoslavia posed an impediment to peace and justice and created a barrier to 

reconciliation. But no organization had ever been specifically designated to ensure the cooperation of 

governments, following the end of hostilities, to help account for the missing. In other words, after conflict when 

there are no longer “warring parties” how can we assist governments to develop normal, peacetime, rule of law 

processes for the benefit of citizens. 

 

At the time, ICMP’s purpose was controversial in some quarters. Some felt that unearthing the mass graves of the 

Balkan conflicts would reignite tensions. Others feared that the former “warring parties” would be reluctant, as 

indeed they were, to hand over information concerning the whereabouts of the missing especially given the link 

to war crimes. After all, if there is no body, there is no crime. Others argued that concealed mass graves sites are 
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political landmines that threaten the stability of societies for generations to come. 

 

Several historic events converged. The Dayton Peace Agreement ending the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia 

referred specifically to the obligations of parties to provide information to the ICRC. Simultaneously, the War 

Crimes Tribunal – ICTY - was preparing to send out an army of archeologists and anthropologists, to literally dig-

up evidence of war crimes to hold perpetrators to account. And, at about the same time ICMP was given a 

mandate in Lyon to “ensure the cooperation of governments.” 

 

That the international community was moving in several directions at the same time, I am sure, does not come as 

a surprise to any of you. However, these events mark a very important historical transition, which has not been 

fully played out and therefore remains a future challenge. It was perhaps inevitable that the ICMP should emerge 

– at least conceptually - during this time period given the simultaneous creation of the ICC, ICTY and ICTR. After 

all, these things happened in the same decade as the development of broader societal thinking about transitional 

justice and the application of the rule of law in dealing with war crimes and legacies of atrocity.  

 

I would like to highlight another historical transition that is also controversial and which presents a challenge to 

global efforts: The use of science to enable the accurate accounting for missing persons. To be specific, I am 

talking about the use of advanced and standardized forensic science.   

 

Back in 1999, in consultation with governments and families, ICMP made a decision to use DNA as the first line of 

identification. After initial efforts and the failure of “traditional means” ICMP determined that DNA was the only 

way to effectively and affordably account for the over 40,000 persons missing from the former Yugoslavia.   

 

DNA testing had never been used on such a scale before, but it has worked and in a manner which exceeded even 
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our own optimistic expectations. It provides scientific accuracy and objectivity in making identifications and in 

turn, provides irrefutable evidence for courts and for other purposes about who went missing, or who was killed. 

It has also been spectacularly successful in assisting the identification of persons missing from disasters, as our 

guests from INTERPOL, Thailand, the BKA, New York City, and other places know all too well.  

 

Although the power of this technology and its effectiveness has been demonstrated, its application also raises 

questions and concerns. How to use it? Who gets to use it? When to use it? What are the costs? Can anyone get 

hurt using it?    

 

In the category of how to use it, the most persistent question is: should the first line of identification be DNA? 

Should DNA be used to confirm other non-DNA methods? Or how should DNA be integrated with other methods, 

i.e. forensic archeology, anthropology, pathology, odontology, fingerprints, dental records, etc.?   

 

We must remember also that advanced forensic technologies such as DNA are highly specialized methods that 

cannot be put in place overnight. If we do continue to move forward with DNA as the first line of identification, in 

an integrated approach, then the world will have to catch-up, and carefully consider how to best make use of the 

latest scientific developments. 

 

This leads us to the next questions: Who in the world has access to such specialized methods as high throughput 

DNA identification? Should this extraordinary tool be restricted only to those countries with the resources to 

establish and maintain state-of-the-art facilities? Should each and every country be expected to maintain its own 

capacity in case of need? Will less wealthy or less scientifically advanced countries be urged and assisted to keep 

up as best they can? Or are there international mechanisms and shared resources or institutions that could 

provide standing capacity and cost effective, state of the art science that could serve the global community 



ICMP.DG.683.2.doc 
Sarajevo, 21

st
 October 2013 

Page 5 of 11 

instead of each country setting up their own individual costly system?   

 

This raises the question of when to access such a capacity? Thankfully, wars, disasters and other scenarios where 

persons go missing are largely not part of everyday life in most countries. Bearing in mind the random and 

thankfully rare nature of such events to individual countries, what is the best route to preparedness? For a single 

government, it is difficult to justify the maintaining of permanent laboratories of sufficient capacity and staff if 

they will be called upon only very rarely, but without warning. Given that missing persons are an aberration to the 

norm, isn’t it better to have a shared mechanism for standing capacity? 

 

What’s the cost? I can tell you what our costs are. ICMP maintains a standing capacity to conduct DNA-led, high 

throughput identifications for about 5 million Euro a year. Under optimum conditions the current system would 

permit the identification of over ten thousand missing persons per annum.   

 

With this system the ICMP has enabled the DNA identification of 19,000 persons worldwide. The basic laboratory 

cost of testing today is around 200 Euro per person. The cost of testing has decreased over time and will continue 

to do so.  

 

We will see in subsequent talks some of remarkable and increasing developments in DNA technology. I am 

providing you with these figures, not only to explain that ICMP is a cost effective organization, but to 

demonstrate that costs should no longer be used as the reason for not using DNA. This is especially true if a 

global, standing capacity is available and accessible. Building that capacity domestically to respond to a single 

country’s expected missing persons cases would be difficult to justify and certainly beyond consideration for most 

cash-strapped economies. 

 



ICMP.DG.683.2.doc 
Sarajevo, 21

st
 October 2013 

Page 6 of 11 

Can anyone get hurt using it? Yes, and that is probably our biggest concern. Like most scientific advances there 

are good sides and potentially bad sides. Applying scientific methodologies in post conflict, politically charged 

settings where governments have a vested political interest in the outcomes of scientific testing can be a real 

challenge. While its application may be less politically challenging following a disaster, the tendency towards 

heroic and rushed responses in both scenarios may lead to a lowering of standards. As we have seen time and 

again after conflict and after disasters, such haste does result in misidentifications with costly consequences.   

Then there is the question of the blatant misuse of scientific data. If a country or an international agency decides 

to use DNA to assist the identification of missing persons from conflict, disasters, human trafficking, drug related 

violence, or forced migration, then what is to prevent them from also misusing this information? Examples could 

include tracking of unwanted immigrants, the augmentation of criminal databases to include innocent people, or 

the exposure of family relationships that can be hurtful to individuals who voluntarily provided their private and 

genetic information to find their missing loved ones. 

 

While the science is moving quickly, the legislation that underpins the manner in which science may be used is 

lagging far behind. Ensuring that legislation catches up with scientific advances is another global challenge to 

accounting for the missing. International legal instruments that address the use of genetics do exist in the context 

of medical research, but generally do not provide guidance in the context of forensic applications.   

 

A notable exception is the U.N. Human Rights Council Resolution 10/26 on Forensic genetics and human rights 

(2009). This welcome resolution urges governments to apply forensic genetics in accordance with international 

standards, accepted by the scientific community, in identifying the remains of victims of serious violations of 

human rights.  

 

Values such as liberty, autonomy, privacy, informed consent and equality, on the other hand, are not scientific 
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categories. However, scientific advances, and the benefits they bring, are in the public interest. We need to keep 

in mind that the public interest must always be balanced with human dignity, and in particular with the right to 

self-determination.  

 

All missing persons work is ultimately about information. When we collect personal information from relatives of 

the missing, we do so to help them realize their rights to know the truth. By providing this information they 

should not be put in a position to waive the right to control the use of their personal information.   

 

To prevent that from happening we must ensure adequate protections, both technical and legal. Such basic 

protections should assure families and others, including governments and organizations that confront missing 

persons issues, that the information provided will only be used for the purpose intended.  

 

This issue will be extremely important as we increasingly develop capacities to link data and to locate missing 

persons on an international level, so that we may find missing migrants, trafficked persons, etc. The further 

development of such databases represents the future of addressing the missing.   

 

As I said, missing persons work is primarily about information. Today, this involves highly complex data processing 

systems. Many organizations have developed such systems for different situations: Plass Data, Fast ID, Bonaparte, 

Napoleon, we are working on Josephine….   

 

ICMP too has its own database, called the forensic database management system. We built it and by constantly 

using it every day for over a decade it’s getting better and better. It currently stores the protected genetic profiles 

of over 150,000 persons from around the world. It holds data collected from families of the missing and all data 

related to process of locating, searching for and identifying missing persons. Families can even access parts of it 



ICMP.DG.683.2.doc 
Sarajevo, 21

st
 October 2013 

Page 8 of 11 

online to check progress regarding their cases and it can be used in real time after a disaster to help families of 

the missing input data on missing persons and begin the search process. We are now working with groups from 

Syria to see how we can collect data on missing persons there, from among the refugee populations, to be used in 

the future.   

 

The key challenges will be how to share vital information that would be essential to searching for a missing 

person and, as noted earlier, protecting an individual’s privacy, or prevent the misuse of data. The recent events 

in Lampedusa, the search for the missing on the Mexican-American border and other scenarios illustrate the 

difficulties inherent in connecting information on a global level. What capacity does the small island of 

Lampedusa have to reach out to the families of missing migrants in Eritrea and Somalia?   

 

I spoke of domestic capacities to build high throughput DNA testing capabilities, but the more relevant and 

complex question is how to build the institutional infrastructure of a country to account for missing persons? In 

post-conflict scenarios we have not clearly defined what the role of a state is after the conflict, during peacetime. 

If a state exhibits the political will to search for missing persons from war or human rights abuses, which is 

unfortunately still far from a universal occurrence, how does it go about doing this? We heard extensively from 

the speakers on our first panel about these challenges. Ensuring non-discriminatory, rule-of-law based 

mechanisms in which families of the missing are actively engaged is critical to success. The establishment, by the 

state, of mechanisms to address the issue of missing persons that work in conjunction with domestic and/or 

international war crimes prosecutors and courts are also essential.  

 

Speaking on behalf of all of my fellow Commissioners –we believe that it is the state itself; emerging from conflict 

or trying to overcome a legacy of human rights abuses, or decades of organized crime, that must assume the 

ownership of the issue of missing persons in an accountable and transparent manner. Yes, international 
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mechanisms can certainly assist but unless and until a state takes ownership, there can be no effective progress. 

In this context and to return briefly to the issue of DNA for a moment -- if there is no political will, or institutional 

infrastructure, accountability or transparency; it is improbable that countries trying to emerge from cycles of 

conflict, violence or human rights abuses will be able to reliably use scientific methods to account for the missing. 

Regarding the domestic capacity to respond to persons missing from disasters, I found the presentations 

describing the response by New York City to 9-11 to be fascinating. New York is probably one of the wealthiest 

cities in the world. Not every city, let alone country, can afford the over 4 billion dollars that have gone into New 

York’s heroic efforts. However, as Frank de Paolo said, New York has learned many lessons and today it is far 

better prepared to deal with these issues than it was 12 years ago.  

 

Given that all countries are vulnerable to both natural and manmade disasters and given that very few of them 

have the means or capability to respond, the proposition that INTERPOL has put forward with others, is worthy of 

serious consideration. The disaster victim identification platform, or DVI platform, based on ICMP’s current 

standing capacity, would be a cost effective, efficient, standardized and protected mechanism that could respond 

globally to disasters. INTERPOL and ICMP tested this mechanism in the Philippines in 2008 to respond to 1,500 

missing persons cases from a typhoon.  We worked together with a local DVI police forensic team - that had 

experience from the 2004 Tsunami - to rapidly collect reference samples from families and post-mortem samples 

from victims. Using ICMP’s standard protocols and databases, we were providing literally hundreds of accurate 

identifications within four weeks of deployment. The key to a future INTERPOL led DVI platform would be to train 

police forces around the world to become first responders in a DVI scenario. This training would also have the 

benefit of improving the forensic capabilities of the world’s police forces and – critically – ensuring that they are 

able to communicate with each other in the same terms when international disasters happen.     

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, we cannot return to a time when missing persons were not found. We must recognize 
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that the nature of war has changed and that missing persons from conflict share common attributes with human 

rights abuses, organized violence, including human trafficking and drug related violence. We need to 

acknowledge that missing persons cases must be properly investigated and that law based mechanisms and 

modern forensic methods should be employed, so that justice can be done and criminals held to account. We 

must ensure that families of the missing are actively engaged and that reliable and accurate information is 

provided to them and we must safeguard their privacy and their rights. 

   

To conclude, the global challenges include:  

1. Ensuring that there is an international mechanism and standing capacity available that  can provide a 

structured and sustainable response to all missing persons cases, whether from conflict, human rights 

abuses, organized violence, migration or other causes and to rich and poor countries alike; 

2. Clarifying the roles and responsibility of governments in addressing missing persons cases following 

armed conflict; 

3. Defining legal responsibilities, ensuring standards and having adequate data protection in addressing 

missing persons. This would also allow scientific advances to be effectively harnessed to help in providing 

assistance in accounting for the missing; 

4. Developing capacities to link data to locate missing persons on an international level in a manner that 

protects the privacy of those who volunteer information to search for missing persons. 

 

I look forward to hearing from our distinguished guests on this final, but vital panel discussion.   

 

I now have the honor to invite the distinguished scientist, Dr. Henry Erlich, to the podium. As we look forward to 

what the future of science and missing persons may hold in terms of promise, it will be instructive to turn to Dr. 

Erlich. His career has been at the forefront of one of mankind’s greatest scientific revolutions, and, in fact, the 
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novel methodology brought forward in the late 1980’s that made all of modern forensic DNA analysis possible.   

With his unique view of this exponentially expanding increase in scientific capabilities, we look forward to Dr. 

Erlich’s story of how quickly the paradigm of science can change, and where the next, currently unfolding 

revolution may take us. 


