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After attending this presentation, attendees will understand the growing role of forensic anthropologists in 

disaster operations within the medical examiner system. 
This presentation will impact the forensic community by demonstrating the growing role of anthropology 

and the additional training necessary in being a part of disaster operations. The diverse educational and 
professional backgrounds of anthropologists make them strong candidates for taking on roles that may seem 
less traditional for anthropologists in this setting. 

The skills of forensic anthropology are essential components in the normal operations within the medical 
examiner or coroner’s office. More recently, however, the importance of integrating anthropology in disaster 
operations has been noted. Such an instance was exemplified following the renewed recovery efforts of the 
World Trade Center site in 2006 in which the Office of Chief Medical Examiner-New York City (OCME-NYC) 
recognized the critical role of anthropology for these types of operations. The OCME-NYC is spending 
considerable time and resources in developing operational teams that specialize in recovering, processing, 
analyzing, identifying and managing remains from mass disasters. The goal of this presentation is to 
discuss the multi-level operations and highlight the role of forensic anthropology in each area of fatality 
management. 

Field Operations: The recovery of human remains following an incident is a multi-agency effort that, 
depending on the nature of the disaster, involves forensic anthropologists working in different capacities. 
The OCME-NYC has established a forensic anthropologist in the role of the Fatality Management Branch Director 
within the National Incident Management System – Incident Command Structure. This role is a lead player 
within the operations section and to relay scene information to the OCME Incident Commander, Investigative 
and Recovery Teams, and to other city agencies involved in supporting fatality management. The more 
common role of the anthropologist in field operations involves the application of archaeological methods (i.e., 
survey, mapping, excavation). It is in this role that training in archaeology is the essential component for 
ensuring that the most appropriate, comprehensive and accurate recovery techniques are utilized during this 
stage of the operation. Due to the potential hazards in mass disaster incidences, recovery operations might 
need to be conducted under HAZMAT conditions. Forensic anthropologists involved in these operations 
must have specialized training to work under these conditions and be familiar with appropriate personal 
protective equipment. Furthermore, the anthropologist must be able to recognize potential hazardous materials 
in order to alert specialists that characterize and mitigate such hazards. At the OCME-NYC, forensic 
anthropologists have also been integral part of developing specialized equipment for disaster field 
operations. For example, the OCME has developed a mobile sifting platform to expedite the recovery of 
remains from large volumes of soil, while maximizing forensic integrity. 

Morgue Operations: Following recovery operations, remains are accessioned into the disaster morgue. 
Before the remains can be processed through the various stations of the morgue they are triaged. In the case of 
fragmented or commingled remains, anthropologists are well- skilled to associate or segregate remains and 
establish appropriate case numbers. The anthropological analysis station within the disaster morgue is where 
the typical role the forensic anthropologist is instituted. The anthropologist works along side the medical 
examiner to develop biological profiles, conjoin fragmented bone, and assist with trauma analysis. The 
anthropologist may also assist Forensic Biology in making hard tissue selections for DNA analysis. 

Disaster Victim Identification (DVI) operations: The DVI process reconciles postmortem data from 
the recovered remains with antemortem data related to the victims. DVI at the OCME-NYC is operated by 
the Forensic Anthropology Unit with an anthropologist in the position of DVI Manager. The role of the DVI 
Manager is to review the collective work of the identification teams (e.g., DNA, odontology, fingerprints) and 
oversee the identification process. The DVI Manager also coordinates the Identification Review Board, which 
provides the final recommendation on all identifications. Anthropologists on the DVI staff may also be present 
in the morgue and the Family Assistance Center. Additionally, the DVI group has played a major role in 
the development of the Unified Victim Identification System (UVIS), a program developed at the OCME-NYC 
that allows access to all data related to an incident. 

The diverse educational and professional backgrounds of anthropologists make them excellent choices 
for work associated with disaster operations. The skills, knowledge, and training of personnel within New York 
City’s Forensic Anthropology Unit play an integral role in the City’s mass fatality response plan.  
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