10/02/2026 Recovering and identifying the deceased and human remains

Recovering and identifying the deceased and
human remains

This page is from APP, the official source of professional practice for policing.

First published 23 October 2013 Updated 7 February 2025
Written by College of Policing

38 mins read

Victim holding audit area

The victim holding audit area (VHAA) is often a temporary structure where deceased persons and
human remains retrieved from the scene of a major incident can be initially taken. They can then be
transferred to a designated mortuary.

A VHAA is usually established and located just outside the inner cordon. Where there are multiple
scenes, or the scene covers an extensive area, more than one VHAA may be established. In
maritime incidents, a VHAA could be established at each of the seaports or airports where
deceased people and human remains will be taken following retrieval from the scene.

A location may need to be identified and established before a formal VHAA is established in order
to receive and store bodies moved by other emergency responders. In these circumstances, the
police tactical commander takes responsibility for establishing an area which should be secure and
shielded from view. The VHAA will be formally established under the direction of the scene
evidence recovery manager (SERM) and consideration should be given to the deployment of police
disaster victim identification (DVI) teams to both the VHAA and casualty clearing station where
required.

Responders should be advised of the establishment of the VHAA and the circumstances under
which deceased persons or human remains should be taken there.

Restricting access

Restrict access to the VHAA. Keep a log of the name and role of every individual who enters and
leaves, along with the reasons for access and the time. The number of personnel deployed to a
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VHAA is determined by the number of fatalities. Disaster victim identification (DVI) trained officer(s)
are responsible for the accurate recording and storage of the deceased and exhibits.

Documentation

It is essential for the professionalism and integrity of the investigation that the correct
documentation is completed carefully and accurately. This is also essential for identifying deceased
persons and any human remains. Use the INTERPOL disaster victim recovery form to document
the recovery of deceased persons and human remains. Use the online INTERPOL disaster victim

recovery form if hard copy disaster victim recovery booklets are unavailable.

Contents of a disaster victim recovery form

The disaster victim recovery form contains a unique reference number and a bar code and scene
notes. The booklet also contains labels with the same bar code on them to ensure continuity.
Labels comprise:

¢ audit labels

e bag labels for deceased persons or human remains
e scene labels

¢ item labels for deceased person or human remains

DVI teams will be trained to use forms prior to deployment. One form must be used for each
deceased person or human remain.

Recovery teams may also use several other templates and forms at the scene in relation to:

e early intervention checks
¢ VHAA continuity

Determination of life and verification of death

The aim of the emergency services is to save lives. The injured are put into triage categories
according to various parameters, with P1 patients being the most serious. Ten-second triage (TST)
is now available to all responders, not just ambulance services. One possible outcome is that the
injured are put into a ‘not breathing’ category, indicated by a silver-coloured checked band, in line
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with TST.

TST is followed by reassessment by healthcare professionals when appropriate. Some of those
with silver triage bands on may be considered amenable to resuscitation. They will be retagged as
P1 and prioritised for treatment and evacuation.

For others, where a full assessment shows that ongoing care will be futile, or where the resources
required to allow any chance of successful resuscitation are unavailable, they will be recognised as
dead at this point.

There may be a lower threshold for resuscitation in children. Attempts should be made in ALL
cases unless there is a condition unequivocally associated with death. But the process described
below should be followed regardless of age if circumstances dictate.

An appropriately completed ‘dead’ tag must be applied and will contain the time, date and be
signed. The tag must be applied to the casualty/body. For any DVI/body recovery to be authorised,
the body must have been recognised as dead.

This process will usually be carried out by the ambulance service but can also be completed by a
pathologist or on direction of HM coroner or procurator fiscal.

Deceased patients should only be moved if they are obstructing an evacuation route for other
casualties, as the location is to be treated as a crime scene.

In all incidents (including major incident fatalities or mass fatality), HM coroner or procurator fiscal
assume the legal care and control of the body. They maintain responsibility for authorising the
following:

e recovery
e examination
e retention

Subsequent death of injured victim

If an injured victim subsequently dies of their injuries, HM coroner or procurator fiscal, in
consultation with the SIO and SIM, should decide whether to transfer the body to the designated
police mortuary for the incident. This allows for consistent management of the deceased and

https.//production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil -
emergenci es/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying- Page 3
deceased-and-human-remains



https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains
https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains
https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains

10/02/2026 Recovering and identifying the deceased and human remains

supports the process of identification and investigation. By channelling all fatalities through a single
mortuary with dedicated facilities, the police and health services will be able to better support the
bereaved.

Where a casualty dies in hospital, the bereaved must be made aware of procedure and kept
informed at each stage of the process, including:

e identification
e viewing the deceased
e releasing the deceased

Victim recovery teams

Personnel used to recover deceased persons from a scene of an emergency or major incident
should have completed a College of Policing-approved DVI foundation course.

Victim recovery teams work under the SERM and have a designhated team leader. They may also
work in conjunction with other search and rescue teams, such as urban search and rescue
capability (USAR). They will require additional training to an approved standard to work:

¢ in confined spaces performing confined area searches
e safely at height
e under chemical, biological, radiological or nuclear (CBRN) conditions

Responsibilities
Victim recovery teams are responsible for:

¢ recovering all victims in accordance with the approved training standard

e working according to the recovery strategy set by the senior identification manager (SIM)

e completing all necessary disaster victim recovery documentation

e completing the initial visual check on deceased persons and human remains and recording all
identification details revealed

e ensuring that all necessary photographs are taken at the scene

¢ sealing of body bags — the default position will be to seal the victim bags unless
the SIO/SIM indicate differently which must be recorded as a policy decision by the SIO/SIM
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e complying with all health and safety requirements

Search

The SERM establishes the number of victim recovery teams required to conduct recovery actions.
This will be informed by the timescales and parameters set by the SIM and gold commander.

The SERM may be advised by a:

e police search adviser on search matters or on recovery of deceased persons, human remains,
property or evidence

e crime scene manager on forensic and evidential recovery procedures

e bomb scene examiner

The victim recovery teams may be deployed as stand-alone teams. They may also operate in
conjunction with police search-trained personnel or other search personnel.

Open area searches

The SERM can initially deploy search teams or victim recovery teams in a sweep-type search. This
could be to cover larger areas with low numbers of deceased persons or human remains scattered
across the area.

The scene may be divided into sectors and zones. Each zone should consist of channels of a
suitable length and width for a victim recovery team to operate along. The size of the zone should
consider the terrain and the nature of the incident. Where the deceased persons or human remains
are concentrated, the width of the search channel should be reduced. Each channel should have a
start and stop position clearly identified. Both edges of the channel should be marked by orange
tape.

When deceased persons or human remains (including suspected human remains) are located, the
team leader should consider asking a doctor or another expert to examine the person or remains. A
member of the victim recovery team may then conduct an initial visual check of the deceased. The
team’s documentation officer or team leader commences the audit trail on the disaster victim
recovery form. They should use the approved label with the unique reference number and barcode.
This is recorded alongside the deceased or human remains while they are still in situ.
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Any personal property on or near the deceased or human remains is also recorded in situ to
provide context of the find. Where an incident is confined to a limited area, the victim recovery team
may be deployed in two pairs or work as a team of four. When working in a pair, one member can
undertake the search and recovery while the other acts as a monitor to ensure the health and
safety of the officer conducting the retrieval. The team leader may rotate pairs or larger teams in
difficult situations or deploy them together as appropriate to the circumstances.

Maritime incidents

Retrieving the deceased from the sea can be a challenging and complicated process and will
involve the Maritime and Coastguard Agency. Very careful consideration needs to be given before
police DVI teams are deployed in any maritime recovery.

In the event of a mass fatality incident occurring at sea, the police should send a liaison officer to
the Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre, which is in command and control of the offshore element
of the response to the incident. The liaison officer should identify locations where the deceased and
human remains will be brought ashore. These may include ports, harbours, slipways and airports or
helicopter landing sites. Wherever possible, the number of these landing locations should be kept to
a minimum. Ideally, a single landing site should be used so that documentation can be completed in
line with the DVI process. The documentation should be completed by the police victim recovery
team at the designated VHAA. To ensure continuity, national documentation should be used to
record details.

Police victim recovery teams should be sent to the designated landing location(s) to establish a
VHAA. The victim recovery team should assume responsibility for deceased persons and human
remains. The VHAA should be located close to a landing site where possible.

The vessels undertaking the recovery operations should be instructed to identify, wherever
possible, the coordinates of where the deceased person or human remains were recovered. The
vessel should land the deceased and human remains at the designated landing location(s).

Road traffic collisions

Retrieving the deceased from the scene of a fatal road traffic collision can be a challenging and
complicated process. Very careful consideration needs to be given to the deployment of
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police DVI teams at a fatal road traffic collision. See also APP on Roads policing.

Recovery actions

There are five aspects of recovery from a scene:

recovering deceased persons

recovering human remains

recovering personal property

recovering evidential property

recovering technical property - items that may be required for any technical enquiry being
conducted by:
¢ the Health and Safety Executive (HSE)
e Air Accident Investigation Branch (AAIB)
Rail Accident Investigation Branch (RAIB)
Marine Accident Investigation Branch (MAIB)
any other organisation

Where more than one aspect applies to a recovered item, the SIM, SIO and lead investigator (or
their representatives) must liaise with each other. They should agree how that item is to be treated,
who will take responsibility for it and its retention and disposal.

Recovering deceased persons or human remains

When deceased persons or human remains are located and the ROLE process has been
completed, a member of the victim recovery team should conduct an initial visual check. This is to
note any obvious evidence that may help to identify the deceased.

The situation of the deceased is recorded in situ. The team’s documentation officer or team
leader commences the audit trail on the disaster victim recovery form. They should use the
approved label with the unique reference number and barcode. This information is recorded
alongside the deceased or human remains while they are still in situ. Any personal property on or
near the deceased or human remains is also recorded in situ to provide context about the find.

Retrieving personal property
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The SERM should agree a protocol with the SIM and SIO for roles and responsibilities of recovery
teams.

The SIM should develop a policy for retrieving personal property, including the documentation and
audit trail required. This policy should include whether a separate property exhibits officer is
appointed to assume responsibility for items retrieved from the scene of a mass fatality incident.
Only items found on or attached to deceased persons should accompany them to the mortuary.
Other property, including property found lying on top of a person, should be treated as a separate
item and recorded as such.

There may be personal property linked to deceased persons or human remains that offers evidence
of potential identity. This could include identification documentation. These items should be
photographed with the body, giving the position in which, they were seen on the body. The item
may be removed for checking. A detailed record of the information given, as well as the location of
the item, should be made in the disaster victim recovery form scene notes section. These items
should be recovered with the deceased, placed in a clear property bag and physically attached to
the deceased in the same body. A photographic record of the process should be made.

This information will be used by the casualty bureau (CB) to apply the correct grading to a missing
person record. Where possible identity is established, it is likely that a family liaison officer (FLO)
will be allocated to the family of the deceased to begin antemortem procedures.

Retrieving evidence

Retrieving evidence is usually the SIO’s responsibility. The SIO and SIM should agree on a protocol
for retrieving evidence. The protocol should include when evidence recovery will be carried out in
relation to retrieving deceased persons, human remains and recovering personal property.

Separate documentation and audit trails are required for retrieving evidence, and
the SIO or SIM should appoint dedicated exhibits officers.

Technical property

This refers to any item that may be required for any technical enquiry being conducted by other
investigative agencies such as the HSE, AAIB, MAIB or Ministry of Defence.
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Antemortem procedures

In the context of DVI, antemortem refers to the processes that relate to identifying the victim prior to
death. This includes collecting and analysing material or property. Antemortem procedures also
refer to processes associated with survivors and managing missing person reporting.

Antemortem team

This team will be appointed by the SIM and be constituted according to the scale and specific
requirements of the incident. It will:

e input information from the yellow antemortem forms onto the chosen technological solution (the
internationally recognised Plassdata if being used) after being quality assured by the family
liaison coordinator (FLC) or antemortem coordinator (AMC)

e prepare a list of missing persons believed to have been involved in the disaster
e obtain evidence of the likelihood that the missing persons were involved

e create a database of antemortem procedures evidence for comparison with that from the post-
mortem procedures documentation (for assessment by the identification commission)

e provide a single point of contact for the FLC and FLO and provide appropriate assistance to
them.

Antemortem coordinator

The antemortem coordinator (AMC) works with the appointed FLC. They manage tasking FLOs and
crime scene investigators to collect suitable comparative samples. These samples are used for
analysis and comparison during antemortem procedures.

The AMC is responsible for compiling data in respect of each person reported missing and believed
to have been involved in the incident. This includes people not yet accounted for or not yet
identified as deceased. They are also responsible for the quality of the data. This data is compared
with all available data collected from post-mortem procedures to provide identification during the
reconciliation process.
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The AMC's responsibilities can be undertaken by the FLC or CB manager working directly to the
SIM. In the event of a large-scale incident, consideration should be given to appointing a deputy
SIM to oversee this area of work.

Family liaison strategy

The gold commander ensures that a family liaison strategy is developed and implemented by the
SIM.

The key aims of a family liaison strategy are:

e providing an effective family liaison response to incidents of major/mass fatality incidents

e assisting in the investigation into the identification of those who have been graded as highly likely
to have died by gathering information, evidence and antemortem data

e working with the family to comply with their right to receive all relevant information connected to
the enquiry, subjected to the needs of the investigation, in a way that is proportional to their
fundamental right to privacy and family life

e securing the confidence, cooperation and trust of the family, thereby enhancing their contribution
to the investigation. This can have a positive effect on the wider issues of community trust and
confidence, as well as bringing positive benefits to the investigation

e gathering material from the family in a manner which contributes to the investigation and
preserves its integrity

e ensuring that the family are given information about support agencies and that referrals, as
appropriate, are made to the Victim Support Homicide Service / National Road Victim Service
(NRVS) / victim / witness support / NHS specialist services and other identified credible agencies
in accordance with the family’s consent and wishes

Objectives

The objectives of family liaison are:

e assisting in the identification and repatriation process as directed by HM coroner or procurator
fiscal and the SIM

e in the event of a foreign national being reported missing/deceased, provide effective
communication with relevant embassies in compliance with the Vienna Convention
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¢ gathering evidence and information from the family in a manner which contributes to the
investigation and preserves its integrity

¢ working with the family to comply with their right to receive all relevant information connected with
the enquiry (in compliance with the Code of Practice for Victims of Crime in England and Wales
2020), subject to the needs of the investigation and in a way that considers their human rights

¢ ensuring that the family are provided information about the support available and, where
appropriate, that referrals are made to the relevant support services in accordance with the
consent of the family and general data protection regulation

e explaining coronial and victim identification procedures and criminal justice processes to families

e explaining the police communication and media strategy and assisting the family in managing the
potential impact the media may have on them and the investigation

¢ ensuring the health and wellbeing of the FLOs

e concluding or withdrawing family liaison deployments

Antemortem sample collection

A thorough, comprehensive and exhaustive search for evidence should be conducted. The utmost
care must be afforded when handling and storing the personal belongings of a missing person.
These items can hold great sentimental value for the families.

Gathering this information for identification raises the expectation with the families that their loved
one has died. This is hugely distressing for the families. Searching for the antemortem data can
disturb the environment of their loved one.

Relatives may want to preserve the integrity of the environment at all costs. It is essential to explain
the need of the search and be sympathetic and empathetic with the family, acting with respect and
dignity for both the families and the deceased.

The FLO should supervise the collection of antemortem samples in conjunction with a crime scene
investigator. The continuity of the sample from collection to laboratory examination needs to be
carefully recorded and a method of sample labelling needs to be established by the SIM, FLC/FLA
or AMC.

Any personal effects of a missing person must have evidence of provenance in the form of
documented witness accounts and an audit trail.
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Antemortem dental comparison and odontology

Antemortem dental comparison samples may be collected from dental practices and orthodontic
practices. Samples can also be collected directly from the family or home of the missing person
believed to be the deceased.

Dental records do not follow the patient. The FLO should ask the family for the names of the

missing person’s current and previous dentists. This will ensure that all relevant dental information
is collected.

Requesting samples

When requesting samples from professional medical and dental sources, it is important to ask for
the original:

dental charts and all dental records
X-rays

models (casts)

specialist records and relevant correspondence

medical and dental clinical photographs

Antemortem evidence
Antemortem evidence that may be collected from the family or home may include:

e recent photographs of the person smiling and showing their teeth
e recent photographs of the person from the side and the front

Antemortem DNA sample collection

DNA comparison is most efficient when a DNA profile from deceased persons or human remains
can be matched against a comparative sample held on the national DNA database.

Four types of DNA can be obtained as part of the antemortem data collection strategy.

1. Reference DNA
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A profile that is stored on the national DNA database. A national DNA database record will only be
available if the deceased had previously come to police attention.

2. Surrogate DNA

A profile obtained from objects and materials that are likely to yield the DNA profile of the
deceased. These are usually personal objects used exclusively by the deceased. Examples
include:

blood
saliva

sweat

seminal fluid

e skin cells
Consider personal objects used exclusively by the missing person:

e hairbrush/comb

¢ clothing

e toothbrush

e razors

e headwear

e chewing gum

e lipstick

e cigarettes

e mobile phones/tablets/laptops
e jewellery

e glasses

e gum shields

¢ wind instruments (the reed)
o footwear

e gloves

e medical inhalers

3. Familial DNA
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A profile obtained from known, close blood relatives of the deceased. These are the deceased’s:

e natural mother
e known natural father
e confirmed children

4. Elimination DNA

A profile obtained to confirm or eliminate a surrogate or familial DNA profile. For example, a sample
from a sibling of the same sex may be provided. The DNA profiles can then be compared to
demonstrate that they are indeed siblings. For a UK-based incident, the national DNA database
crime stain kits (eight-series barcodes) should be used. This ensures that each individual sample is
labelled with a unique barcode. The reference sample kits should be submitted to the laboratory as
soon as possible. If there is to be any delay in submission, the kits and DNA samples should be
frozen.

Antemortem fingerprint sample collection

A crime scene investigator should collect latent fingerprint marks, which should be compared on an
automated fingerprint identification system, such as IDENT1.

There may be other means of obtaining a set of latent fingerprint marks which the FLO should
explore, including:

¢ fingerprints taken by the police and held by the Criminal Records Office
¢ fingerprint records in biometric passports or on digital devices

e workplace biometric data, which may include fingerprint records held by the human resources
or personnel department

Where possible, fingerprint experts should have relevant fingerprint data collected during post-
mortem procedures when attending the antemortem data collection site. This may speed up and
simplify the identification process and significantly reduce the stress of such procedures for the
family.
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Support for families
Getting help and further support

Grief can manifest itself in many ways. To what extent depends on many factors, including the
relationship with the person who has died and the way they died. After a traumatic death, such as
losing a loved one, those feelings of grief can be magnified.

It is imperative that support is offered and the families are signposted to support to help them.

Should the incident under investigation be declared a criminal investigation, it should be discussed
with the Victim Support Homicide Service as soon as reasonably possible.

The definition of a major criminal incident is where a crime:

e causes multiple fatalities and/or serious injuries
e requires a response under one or more of the emergency services’ major incident plan
¢ is such that some degree of central government support or coordination may become necessary.

Characteristics of a major criminal incident often include the following.

¢ A large number of victims and witnesses (often involving loss of life and serious injury, but also
longer-term trauma and impact on victims’ and witnesses’ lives).

e Wide-ranging and complex needs for support (such as wider community, health, emotional and
practical support).

¢ A coordinated government response to address immediate, short-term and longer-term needs of
victims and witnesses and, where fatalities occur, bereaved families.

e Extensive media coverage of the incident.

The national homicide service

The national homicide service should be activated if the incident is declared a major criminal
investigation. The service provides a dedicated caseworker who conducts a needs assessment,
which is used to develop and agree a support plan. The caseworker can help support a wide range
of needs, including emotional and practical support.
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This will be tailored to individual needs and can include referral to therapy for trauma and
bereavement; help with needs such as debt, welfare benefits or housing issues; advocacy through
domestic homicide reviews; and support throughout an inquest.

The homicide service also offers a peer support network where people can be matched with a peer
supporter, attend group peer support sessions or access the online peer support platform.

There is no time limit on support. People can enter, leave and re-join the homicide service at any
point if their needs change.

The homicide service supports families bereaved by, eyewitnesses to and children or young people
affected by a homicide or major incident where a crime has caused fatalities.

A bereaved family member means a person resident in England and Wales who is:

¢ the spouse, partner, civil partner, parent, child, sibling, stepparent, step-child, step-sibling or a
dependant of the victim

e another family member where there are none of the above connected to the victim

e a carer to the victim prior to their death; and/or

e a carer (either before or as a result of the death) to one or more of the dependants of the victim

where a:

e dependant is a child under 18, over 18 and in full-time education or an adult with additional
vulnerabilities or needs, meaning they need someone to fulfil a caregiving role; and

e carer is someone who has or had a substantial role in looking after the deceased, a family
member, partner or friend (this can include foster parents, but not carers provided by local
authorities such as home help)

An eyewitness means an individual who has directly witnessed a homicide or death due to a major
criminal incident.

In addition, children and young people (up to the age of 24) who fall outside the above criteria but
are affected by a homicide or major criminal incident are eligible for outreach support. This is a
short-term intervention providing up to three group and one-to-one emotional and practical support
sessions in the community in the immediate aftermath of a homicide or major criminal incident.
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The FLO should inform families of the service and a notification form should be completed as soon
as practicable. If they consent to share information, they should be referred into the service.

In the event that the families do not wish to be referred onto the homicide service, they should be
given information that they can self-refer by calling 0300 303 1984 or completing an online form at
Victim Support.

If the homicide occurred abroad, bereaved families can call 020 7008 5000, selecting the option
‘Consular services for British nationals’ to seek support. The FCDO can submit a referral, as well as
families self-referring to the homicide service directly.

National emergencies trust

The national emergencies trust is an independent charity that collaborates with charities and other
bodies to raise money for people affected by national emergencies in the UK. The trust initiates
nationwide fundraising appeals to raise funds for survivors and their families. The funds raised are
distributed as financial gifts to those impacted.

A national emergency is defined as a major incident (such as a terror attack, major fire, pandemic
or natural disaster) that is of national significance, even if the need is local. The national
emergencies trust currently responds to disasters in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland.

Donations support survivors in four ways.

Physical rehabilitation
Mental health support
Bereavement support

H w NP

Financial assistance

See National Emergencies Trust for further information.

Additional resources

Other organisations that can assist are as follows.

e Assist Trauma Care
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e Good Grief Trust
e Support after Murder and Manslaughter (SAMM)

e Disaster Action
e INTERPOL
e Embassy support

e HM coroner or procurator fiscal support services

e Samaritans
e Cruse Bereavement Care

¢ Victim Support (in cases of criminal investigation)
e British Red Cross
e Embrace

e Brake
e LBT Global

Post-mortem procedures

Identification criteria

The criteria used to identify the deceased are set by HM coroner or procurator fiscal or in
consultation with the SIM. The lead pathologist is also consulted.

The agreed criteria determine which primary identifiers should be used, which, in turn, define the
antemortem data collection strategy. Secondary and supporting identifiers are usually used to
support primary identifiers.

Normally, one primary identifier is sufficient for identification. However, following the best evidence
rule, this can be accompanied by secondary and supporting information to ensure accurate
identification. Visual identification is not in itself a reliable, accurate form of identification.

Primary identifiers
These include:

e odontology (forensic dental examination)
e ridgeology (includes fingerprints, palm prints and planter/foot print)
e DNA

https.//production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil -
emergenci es/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying- Page 18
deceased-and-human-remains



http://www.thegoodgrieftrust.org/
https://www.samm.org.uk/
http://www.disasteraction.org.uk/
http://www.interpol.int
http://www.gov.uk/world/embassies
https://coronerscourtssupportservice.org.uk/#:~:text=The%20Coroners%27%20Courts%20Support%20Service%20(CCSS)%20is%20an%20independent,Inquest%20at%20a%20Coroner%27s%20Court.
https://www.copfs.gov.uk/services/
http://www.samaritans.org/
http://www.cruse.org.uk/
http://www.victimsupport.org.uk/
http://www.redcross.org.uk/
http://www.embracecvoc.org.uk/
http://www.brake.org.uk/
http://www.lbt.global/
https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains
https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains
https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains

10/02/2026 Recovering and identifying the deceased and human remains

For further information, see identification evidence.

Secondary identifiers

These include:

¢ unigue medical identifier — serial number of an implant
e marks

e scars

e tattoos

e medical records

e medical images, such as x-ray, CT scan

¢ unique identifiable jewellery

¢ personal effects

e distinctive or unique clothing

e physical disease, amputations etc

Assistance only

These include:

jewellery

clothing
location

description

visual appearance of the deceased

Mortuary management team

Local authorities are responsible for providing mortuary facilities and arranging a licence for
emergency mortuaries with the Human Tissue Authority (HTA). The MFCG should also appoint a

mortuary facilities manager, who sits on the mortuary management team and works alongside the
police mortuary operations coordinator (PMOC).

Members
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Members of the mortuary management team may include:

e police mortuary operations coordinator (PMOC)

e mortuary facilities manager/emergency mortuary coordinator (normally local authorities or Health
Service)

¢ |lead pathologist

e designated individual under the Human Tissue Act 2004

e HM coroner or procurator fiscal's officer

e mortuary exhibits officer

e antemortem coordinator (AMC)

¢ health, safety, welfare and wellbeing coordinator

e resources manager

¢ senior radiographer or radiation protection supervisor
e specialist advisers as required

Responsibilities
The responsibilities of the mortuary management team include:

e supervising mortuary procedures

e coordinating supplies, equipment, services and staff)

e liaising with the police media liaison officer at the gold tier of command, government departments
and press offices

The mortuary management team must record all decisions made in preparation for a mass facility
incident, during the response and during post-incident reviews.

Mortuary facilities manager

If an existing public or NHS facility is used as an emergency mortuary, local authorities or an NHS
trust should have appointed a manager to run the facility. This person usually undertakes the role of
mortuary facilities manager, if that mortuary is used for DVI or for a mass fatality incident.

Responsibilities
The specific responsibilities of the mortuary facilities manager include:
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e liaising with the HTA to arrange for any necessary licensing of the venue

e arranging logistical support to all areas of the mortuary facility

¢ working with the police mortuary operations coordinator (PMOC) to oversee all relevant staffing
requirements, including welfare issues

e arranging for a qualified first aider to be on site and available at all times of operation

¢ working with the supervising forensic pathologist to ensure there is appropriate consideration and
enforcement of all relevant health and safety legislation and hygiene practices

e managing the provision, use and stockpiling of personal protective equipment, stationery, office
supplies and mortuary staff refreshments (mortuary facilities)

e arranging for the proper handling, storage and disposal of clinical waste

e supervising cleaning all parts of the mortuary facility

e organising and supervising commissioning and decommissioning the mortuary facility (including
ensuring that all necessary cleansing and repairs are undertaken in advance)

Mortuary documentation officer

In a large-scale incident, the PMOC may require additional assistance and may appoint a mortuary
documentation officer. This post is held by a DVI-trained police officer who is responsible to
the PMOC.

Responsibilities
The responsibilities of a mortuary documentation officer include:

e (uality assuring the documentation in the mortuary in relation to the post-mortem examination of
victims

collating post-mortem data documentation

liaising with the pathologist, odontologist and other specialists to agree and establish the
appropriate documentation, ensuring consistency within the submission process for reconciliation

liaising with the major incident room regarding all evidential documentation and other disclosable
data created within the mortuary

liaising with the reconciliation team (if created) to provide post-mortem information

Mortuary exhibits officer
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This will be a trained police officer or police staff member who is responsible to the PMOC.

Responsibilities
The responsibility of a mortuary exhibits officer include:

e recording details of all property received from the post-mortem team

e listing the property against the relevant deceased person or human remains

e ensuring the correct packaging and labelling and continuity of all exhibits generated during the
post-mortem process

¢ recording details of all movement and storage of exhibits

e providing secure storage of property taken from the deceased

e liaising with the major incident room as necessary

¢ arranging all forensic submissions in line with the policy decisions of HM coroner or procurator
fiscal the senior investigating officer (SIO) and senior identification manager (SIM)

e consulting with the family liaison coordinator (FLC) about which items of property the relatives
wish to be returned in due course

e liaising with the FLC, the SIO and funeral directors about restoring property to family and friends

¢ disposal or release of property in accordance with instructions from HM coroner or procurator
fiscal the SIO and/or SIM

Mortuary arrangements

Local resilience forum (LRF) plans for mass fatalities should include details of mortuary
arrangements. The requirement for mortuaries depends on the number of deceased, their condition
and the required level of post-mortem investigation. There are three options for mortuary
arrangements:

e existing mortuaries
e existing mortuaries with additional storage facilities arranged
¢ local emergency mortuary arrangements (including regional arrangements, where they exist)

The deceased should be taken to a mortuary in line with the identification policy, and reception and
documentation arrangements should be agreed between HM coroner or procurator fiscal and
the SIM. The general principle is that one mortuary should be used. Decisions about mortuary
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arrangements are usually made by the MFCG.

Local emergency mortuary arrangements

Each LRF and local authority should have a plan for activating an emergency mortuary. This should
include locations identified as suitable (as agreed by HM coroner or procurator fiscal that comply
with Home Office (2004) Guidance on dealing with fatalities in emergencies, Annex B

Mortuary Requirements.

Where an LRF has been unable to identify suitable existing local mortuary facilities, they may have
a formalised arrangement with a private sector company to use emergency mortuary facilities.

Reception arrangements

Deceased persons and human remains are transported from the scene (usually from the VHAA)
under arrangements agreed by HM coroner or procurator fiscal the SIO and the SIM.

Transportation is subject to local arrangements and may be undertaken by:

e police
e funeral directors
e private ambulances

Mortuaries usually have a designated reception area to which all arriving deceased people and
human remains are taken. On arrival, police personnel should check that the correct documentation
has accompanied the deceased or human remains. They should also check that the audit trail is
intact and should record the details. The deceased or human remains are then accepted into the
mortuary and conveyed to the relevant storage area.

The personnel working in the reception area should be briefed on the nature of the scene.
Appropriate personal protective equipment should be provided to enable them to undertake their
work safely.

Documentation in the mortuary

All mortuary procedures including documentation will be in line with nationally agreed standards. .
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The recovery of the deceased and human remains should have been documented on the
INTERPOL disaster victim recovery booklet as previously outlined. The pink post-mortem
forms should be used throughout the post-mortem procedures in conjunction with the forms below:

mortuary process register

early information forms

mortuary movement logs
exhibit books

Internationally agreed methods of identification
evidence

Forensic odontology

Odontology is a branch of forensic medicine involved with dentistry. The teeth are the hardest
tissue in the human body and are the most resistant to trauma, decomposition, water immersion
and fire. Odontology may be the primary method of identification in cases where there are more
extreme levels of damage or decomposition of a deceased body.

When loose or individual teeth are found at the scene of a major disaster, they should never be
destroyed, as they are likely to still hold DNA and offer valuable clues to identity later on. If dental
items such as false teeth, crowns, bridges, dentures and fillings are found, they should also be
retrieved and documented, as they may be unique to the owner and may lead to identification of
that individual.

Ridgeology
Friction ridge skin from the hands and feet can be used for identification purposes.

Prints are taken from deceased persons or human remains. They can be compared with those that
have either been taken at an earlier time or have been gathered as part of antemortem procedures.
An individual’s fingerprints may have been taken previously and added to IDENTL1, or the United
Kingdom Border Force databases.

A team of fingerprint specialists and crime scene investigators should physically take the prints. A
recognised fingerprint expert should quality assure the recovery process.
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Prints may be used in the reconciliation process as part of identification.

DNA

DNA profiling may be used as a primary tool to reunify remains and identify victims of mass fatality
incidents. DNA profiling techniques may be particularly useful if the victims’ bodies are disrupted or
decomposing. DNA may still be successfully obtained from teeth or bone samples in those cases.

DNA profiling is a comparative technique. In order for the identification commission to make a
positive identification, two different samples are required. The first is a post-mortem DNA sample
taken from the victim. The second is a DNA sample collected during antemortem procedures from
the person believed to be the potential victim.

In managing the DNA identification process, the SIM may need to establish a DNA reconciliation
team. This team has three functions:

e DNA post-mortem team for sample profiling
¢ DNA antemortem team for sample profiling
e DNA data reconciliation team for data matching

DNA samples may be used within the reconciliation process as part of identification.

Forensic anthropology

The human skeleton is a hard tissue that is resistant to decomposition and survives disruption.
Forensic osteology is a sub-discipline of anthropology and can be of assistance when bones are
being examined. The identification process involves selecting and cleaning bones for examination.
This can be done in a mortuary.

Benefits of an osteological examination

An osteological examination may provide information on:

age
e sex

racial characteristics

physical stature
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congenital and developmental disease
medical conditions

healed fractures

anomalies or abnormalities, including surgical hardware and prosthetic devices

perimortem trauma (trauma caused during death)

the anatomical location of body parts
distinction between human and non-human material

CT scanning

HM coroner or procurator fiscal or pathologist may wish to perform CT scanning to assist in
identifying a body or material. CT scanning can be used for the whole body and the teeth to find
clues to the cause or manner of death. A CT scan can diagnose a specific injury, disease or
abnormality. It may also help to screen deceased persons or human remains for foreign material
such as:

pacemakers

implants
metallic items

explosives devices

firearm projectiles

CT scanning is of particular use in response to a CBRN mass fatality incident, as it enables the
pathology team to view the contents of a body bag in detail before exposing themselves to the risk
of opening the bag.

Investigative human samples

All requests for invasive forensic procedures regarding deceased persons or human remains
(including removing samples, organs or limbs) must be made to HM coroner or procurator fiscal.
These processes should only be done in accordance with the Human Tissue Act 2004.

Samples taken during a post-mortem examination or under a special examination may have
separate or dual status under coronial jurisdiction and as evidence under the Police and Criminal

Evidence Act 1984. The SIO and SIM should agree on the nature of samples required for
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investigation and identification purposes. The decisions that come under dual jurisdiction should be
recorded in the respective policy books. Once agreed, they should consult HM coroner or
procurator fiscal or to authorise the samples to be taken. The lead pathologist may arrange for
these samples to be taken in conjunction with the PMOC.

The deceased’s next of kin should be kept informed in respect of any samples taken during the
post-mortem process. They should be informed why the samples were taken, as well as the
retention arrangements. HM coroner or procurator fiscal and the SIM should discuss and agree the
most appropriate way for the family to be informed. This will be either by the FLO or HM coroner or
procurator fiscal’s officer.

Aftercare of the deceased

After the identification examination process, deceased persons and human remains are stored in a
new body bag with the same label details. Using colour-coded bags at this stage may assist the
system for storing the deceased.

Viewing the deceased

The MFCG should consider the options for the family and/or bereaved to view the deceased. This
should take place at either:

¢ a funeral director’s premises after the deceased person or human remains have been released by
HM coroner or procurator fiscal
¢ a designated family viewing area at a location separate from a main emergency mortuary

The mortuary management team should consider the privacy, confidentiality and dignity of the
deceased and their family.

If the bereaved wish to view, this process should be facilitated and will normally take place once
formal identification has been confirmed. Each case will be unique, and it should be carefully
explained to the bereaved that it may be necessary for investigators to put special arrangements in
place.

Viewing arrangements
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Where viewing arrangements are available, HM coroner or procurator fiscal’s office will give the
next of kin information on arrangements for viewing the body as soon as possible, if they wish to do
so. In all cases, HM coroner or procurator fiscal’s office will advise the next of kin or their
representative of the procedure for viewing the body, the family and/or bereaved should be briefed
by an FLC or FLO on mortuary and viewing procedures.

The PMOC will maintain a log of all visitors and will ensure that suitable arrangements are in place
for any visitors to the facility, including crime scene log protocols. All visits should comply with
health and safety and risk management advice and guidance.

Releasing the deceased

HM coroner or procurator fiscal will authorise the release of the deceased to their family and
complete the appropriate documentation. Assumptions should not be made about the identification
of a family. Difficulty may arise where the deceased has been estranged from the whole or part of
their family prior to their death or may have relationships with people who are unknown to other
members of the family.

Where a situation exists that the deceased person’s family cannot be reconciled in order to be
assisted by one FLO, the SIM may decide to treat elements of one family separately and appoint
more than one FLO to separate elements of the same family.

During the identification process, the FLO and/or HM coroner or procurator fiscal’s officer should
make the bereaved aware of the condition of the deceased. They should then ascertain the family’s
wishes regarding the release of the deceased person or human remains. The FLO or HM coroner
or procurator fiscal’s officer should also discuss with the bereaved what is likely to happen if further
human remains are recovered and identified during the investigation. The bereaved should be
asked about their wishes for those human remains and whether or not they may consent to any
communal arrangements. The family’s wishes should be relayed to HM coroner or procurator fiscal.

Fragmented and commingled human remains

Where fragmented and commingled human remains cause additional challenges, families should
be consulted as to their preferred release and repatriation options. Some families may choose to
wait for the end of an operation before any repatriation or funeral. Other families may have different
wishes, such as whether or not they are informed regarding any further identification of additional
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remains.

Unclaimed deceased

HM coroner or procurator fiscal decides on the procedures in cases of deceased persons who
remain unclaimed.

If a deceased person is unclaimed, local authorities arrange for burial or cremation in accordance
with their statutory obligation imposed by the Public Health (Control of Disease) Act 1984. Such

a disposal should be in accordance with any identified faith requirements. In circumstances where
the next of kin is identified, but does not wish to claim the deceased, they must still be advised of
the time, date and location of a burial or cremation.

Evidence

Fragments of evidence may be recovered at the mortuary or discovered during radiography or
during a post-mortem examination. In terrorist incidents, trained exhibits officers from the counter
terrorism unit are attached to the mortuary in order to provide specialist skills for processes such as
the forensic examination, retrieval, recording and storage of samples and property. Counter
Terrorism policing is responsible for the safe keeping of all exhibits recovered following a terrorist
incident.

Property

Caution should be used before cleaning, restoring or disposal of property without first consulting
family members through the FLC and FLO. Certain faiths require that all parts of a deceased
person are buried or cremated. This may include bloodstained clothing. In addition to ascertaining
the wishes of families, the SIM or SIO should seek advice on the health and safety implications of
returning unclean items to relatives. A photograph of each item should be retained before the item
is returned to family members.

Following a mass fatality incident, it is likely that a great deal of property will need to be collected
and managed. In these circumstances, the SIM may appoint a property manager. In the event of a
third part provider being appointed, the property manager will oversee the implementation of the
property strategy. This will include plans for arbitration of any disputes of ownership.
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Property manager

The property manager implements the predetermined strategies on identifying, investigating,
obtaining or seizing, retaining and returning personal property and evidence. They must also
complete the appropriate documentation.

Their responsibilities include:

e ensuring that all property is stored securely
e documenting all decisions and the rationale for them

Reconciliation procedures

Reconciliation is the process by which data collected during antemortem procedures is analysed
against the data collected during post-mortem procedures, in order to identify the deceased and
reunite human remains from the same human body.

The SIM should create an identification strategy.
This should include the:

e manner in which the process will be undertaken

appointment of a reconciliation coordinator

membership of the reconciliation investigation unit
e use of information systems technology

use of unigue features to make provisional identifications
format of the reports to be sent from the reconciliation investigation unit to the identification

commission

The reconciliation coordinator should be in frequent contact with the AMC and the CB manager to
ensure that information is passed between the two teams. The PMOC also provides the
reconciliation investigation unit with relevant information regarding the examinations of the
deceased.

The reconciliation coordinator should ensure that procedures are in place to make provisional
identifications as soon as possible. The SIM should have a strategy on:

https.//production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil -
emergenci es/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying- Page 30
deceased-and-human-remains



https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains
https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains
https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/disaster-victim-identification/recovering-and-identifying-deceased-and-human-remains

10/02/2026 Recovering and identifying the deceased and human remains

e the communication of information to and from the family. No information should be passed to
relatives without the approval of the SIM and HM coroner or procurator fiscal.

¢ the information that will be provided to families and friends at which stage of the identification
process

¢ the issue of early provisional identification criteria (possible, probable and established
identification)

Reconciliation coordinator

The reconciliation coordinator should be a trained DVI manager such as a PMOC or in complex and
protracted incidents a trained SIM with knowledge of the DVI process and forensic techniques.
They may have a team of people, including specialists, who are independent of the data collection
processes.

The role of the reconciliation coordinator is to:

e liaise with the SIM to implement the identification strategy and reconciliation process

e coordinate activities within the reconciliation investigation unit

e ensure that all reconciliation unit staff are equipped, trained and qualified

e ensure that there is continuity within the identification process

e assume responsibility for all aspects of documentation in relation to the identification process

e ensure the quality control of submissions, including the return of any samples to the victim

¢ collate and manage data captured from antemortem and post-mortem procedures in respect of
each victim

¢ Utilise technological solutions for data collection and analysis

e ensure compliance with the Human Tissue Act 2004

e liaise with the FLC, CB manager and forensic providers

e manage the health, safety, welfare and wellbeing of all personnel in the reconciliation unit,
ensuring that the appropriate risk assessments are documented

e document all personal decisions and the rationale for them

e coordinate logistical support and security for the reconciliation unit

e compose reconciliation files for HM coroner or procurator fiscal

e act as presenting officer at the identification commission, as appropriate

Reconciliation investigation unit
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The reconciliation investigation unit collates and matches data collected during post-mortem
procedures with data collected during antemortem procedures. It processes textual and scientific
data to support the identification process. The reconciliation team will prepare a file of evidence for
presenting to the identification board or commission.

The core functions of the unit include:

e processing post-mortem and antemortem data and physical exhibits

e establishing victim identifications by forensic specialists in ridgeology, DNA and forensic
odontology

¢ validating potential forensic identifications

e preparing reconciliation files for established identifications, prior to presentation at the
identification commission

Reconciliation files

The reconciliation coordinator is responsible for preparing reconciliation files on behalf of the SIM
for presentation at the identification commission.

The report should contain a summary capturing:

o family name of the deceased
forenames of the deceased

name by which known to family and friends
date of birth
place of birth

nationality

missing person nominal number(s)

disaster victim number(s)
Responsibility for reconciliation standards and training rests with the College of Policing.

Police mortuary operations coordinators are trained in the function of coordinating reconciliation
investigations (room manager) which includes compilation of the identification report. Senior

identification managers are also trained in coordinating reconciliation investigations. For large or
more complex incidents, consideration should be given at an early stage to the appointment of a
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gualified SIM to undertake the role of reconciliation coordinator.

Principles of equality, diversity and inclusivity should be applied, considered and reflected in both
approach and terminology. In written reports, inclusive language should be used to ensure respect
for individuals’ identities, avoiding terms or descriptions that could be exclusionary or offensive.

Reconciliation reports should always reflect INTERPOL identification standards using the
internationally approved documentation. However, when issues relating specifically to United
Kingdom legislation (for example, the Equality Act 2010) guidance and procedures, when protected
characteristics relating to gender identity, sex or sexual orientation are being discussed,
investigators should be aware of biases and assumptions.

Principles of equality, diversity and inclusion should be considered and reflected in their approach
and terminology. Language and communication styles can be perceived as offensive and
discriminatory, and can cause upset to victims and bereaved families so we should be respectful
and inclusive in our language and in our communication styles.

Investigators may refer to a gender recognition certificate (GRC) if one has been provided and
liaise with the HM coroner or procurator fiscal prior to the inquest, regarding any inconsistency in
documentation or description which relates to the victim's biological sex at birth and gender
identity at death.

Concerning the record of Inquest which may have recorded biological sex at birth and gender at
death. Should this bring to light considerations that the bereaved families need to be aware of, then
this should be dealt with in a sensitive and a compassionate manner prior to any publication. HM
coroner or procurator fiscal may also choose to record the birth name (as on the birth certificate) as
well as any other name used subsequently, as well as gender pronouns.

Identification board or commission

This is a formal step in the DVI process. In the UK, HM coroner or procurator fiscal hears evidence
and approves official identification of the deceased. It is chaired by HM coroner or procurator fiscal,
who decide whether an identify has been established.

The formal Identification commission may be convened for larger incidents, often where citizens of
a number of countries are involved. Countries that have lost citizens may be allowed to participate
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in or observe the identification commission.

The format and location of the identification board or commission will be a decision for HM coroner
or procurator fiscal. For operations involving a low or manageable number of fatalities, successful
identification may take place in a less formal setting. Whatever the scale of the operation, a
reconciliation file detailing how identification has been achieved needs to be completed and
presented to HM coroner or procurator fiscal.

Careful consideration needs to be given to any information released to families prior to formal
establishment of identity by the identification board. Prematurely informing families that a case is to
be presented for identification can cause problems and is not recommended. This is particularly the
case where the panel defers the case and decides that further investigation is required.

Repatriation

Once a deceased person has been formally identified, HM coroner or procurator fiscal orders the
formal release and repatriation of the deceased person or human remains to the agreed next of kin.

In consultation with HM coroner or procurator fiscal officer, the FLO will determine the wishes of the
family and/or bereaved regarding repatriation of the deceased person and their personal property.
This information is then given to HM coroner or procurator fiscal and the SIM. If the deceased is a
foreign national, the deceased person’s embassy or consul may advise the repatriation officer of
the wishes of the next of kin.

There are strict international rules in respect of the carriage of a deceased person or human
remains abroad. An undertaker with the necessary experience should be consulted. If appropriate,
the undertaker should complete the necessary forms and procedures on behalf of the repatriation
officer and the next of kin.

‘Out of England’ authority guidance

Regardless of how or when a death occurred, the next of kin may wish to remove a deceased
person or human remains from England and Wales for burial or cremation elsewhere. In these
circumstances, HM coroner or procurator fiscal should be asked to grant an ‘Out of England’
authority. HM coroner or procurator fiscal will consider any request and make a judicial decision on
whether the deceased person or human remains can be released, or whether they need to be
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retained. The ‘Out of England’ authority should contain the unique reference number(s) allocated to
that deceased person or human remains during the victim recovery process.
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