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A22 Decomposition in Concrete:  Los Angeles Style

Elizabeth A. Miller, PhD*, CSULA, Dept of Anthropology, 5151 State University Drive, Los Angeles, CA 90032; and Margaret A. 
Kaleuati, MS, 1104 N Mission Road, Los Angeles, CA 90033

After attending this presentation, attendees will understand how concrete impacts the decomposition process and the importance of 

D�PXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\�WHDP�IRU�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RI�FRQFUHWH�³EXULDOV�´
This presentation will impact the forensic science community by serving as an instructional guide to assisting in the determination 

RI�3RVWPRUWHP�,QWHUYDO��30,��IRU�ERGLHV�UHFRYHUHG�IURP�FRQFUHWH�
'LVSRVDO� RI� KXPDQ� UHPDLQV� LQ� FRQFUHWH� LV� D� UDUH� RFFXUUHQFH� LQ� /RV�$QJHOHV�&RXQW\�� KRZHYHU�� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ� RI� UHPDLQV� IURP�

VXFK� FRQWH[WV�PD\� OHDG� WR� VLJQL¿FDQW� LQIRUPDWLRQ� LQ�KRPLFLGH� LQYHVWLJDWLRQV�� �2QH�RI� WKH� LPSRUWDQW� DVSHFWV� RI� LQYHVWLJDWLRQ� LV� WKH�
GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�RI�30,���$V�ZLWK�DQ\�HVWLPDWLRQ�RI�30,��PDQ\�LQWULQVLF�DQG�H[WULQVLF�IDFWRUV�PXVW�EH�WDNHQ�LQWR�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ���'HVSLWH�
WKHVH�IDFWRUV��DQ�DQDO\VLV�RI� WKUHH�FDVHV�UHFRYHUHG�E\� WKH�/RV�$QJHOHV�&RXQW\�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�0HGLFDO�([DPLQHU�&RURQHU� LOOXVWUDWHV�
commonalities between bodies recovered from concrete.

)RXU�FRPPRQDOLWLHV�ZHUH�GRFXPHQWHG�������ERGLHV��HYHQ�ZKHQ�GLVPHPEHUHG��DUH�JHQHUDOO\�FRPSOHWH������WKH�FRQFUHWH�LV�JHQHUDOO\�
SRRUO\�PL[HG������WKH�ERGLHV�DUH�VHFUHWHG�LQ�D�VHFRQGDU\�IDVKLRQ�DV�ZHOO��DQG������FRQFUHWH�PD\�DFW�DV�D�SUHVHUYDWLYH�RI�ERWK�UHPDLQV�DQG�
identifying features.

Case 1 was an adult recovered from a sandy soil in the yard of a residence.  The remains were buried in a shallow grave adjacent to 

the dwelling, clothed but without additional wrapping.  A thin layer of poorly-mixed concrete was poured over the remains, but did not 

cover the entire decedent.  Soil was placed over the concrete.  The decedent was discovered approximately 13 years postmortem and 

ZDV�FRPSOHWHO\�VNHOHWRQL]HG��ZLWK�H[FHOOHQW�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RI�ERQH���7KH�FRQFUHWH�SUHVHUYHG�D�PROG�RI�WKH�IDFH�DQG�RQH�KDQG��IURP�WKHVH�
SUHVHUYHG�PROGV�FDVWV�ZHUH�PDGH�DQG�¿QJHUSULQWV�ZHUH�REWDLQHG�IRU�SRVLWLYH�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHFHGHQW��

Case 2 was a child approximately four years old, wrapped in a plastic garbage bag, and encased in concrete in a cardboard box.  The 

GHFHGHQW�ZDV�PRGHUDWHO\�GHFRPSRVHG��KDYLQJ�EHHQ�NHSW�LQ�D�EDWKWXE�IRU�IRXU�GD\V��VWRUHG�IRU�D�WLPH�LQ�DQ�LFH�FKHVW�RYHU�LFH��WKHQ�HQFDVHG�
LQ�FRQFUHWH���7KH�GHFHGHQW�ZDV�UHFRYHUHG�IURP�D�FDU�WUXQN�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�VL[�PRQWKV�SRVWPRUWHP���7KH�GHFHGHQW�ZDV�GLVPHPEHUHG�DQG�
VKRZHG�VNLQ�DQG�KDLU�VOLSSDJH��ERG\�IDW�OLTXHIDFWLRQ��DQG�VRIWHQLQJ�RI�WKH�WLVVXHV��EXW�ZDV�UHPDUNDEO\�ZHOO�SUHVHUYHG�

Case 3 was an infant recovered in a plastic bin wrapped in a plastic sheet and buried in a shaded area on public land.  Scavengers 

had attempted to uncover the remains, but were prevented from doing so by heavy plastic sheeting.  The decedent was clothed and in a 

GLVSRVDEOH�GLDSHU��ZUDSSHG�LQ�D�ÀHHFH�EODQNHW��SODFHG�RQ�D�IROGHG�VHFRQG�ÀHHFH�EODQNHW�LQ�WKH�FRQWDLQHU��FRYHUHG�ZLWK�D�WRZHO��DQG�WKHQ�
covered with approximately seven inched of poorly mixed concrete.  The container was sealed before the concrete fully set, leaving a 

moist, anaerobic environment for decomposition.  The remains were recovered approximately one month after they were placed in the 

container and buried.  The infant showed advanced decomposition changes in the area of the abdomen, with hard adipocere formation 

across the remainder of the body. 

Based on these case studies, a preliminary hypothesis that concrete encasement slows the decomposition process was formed.  

/RV�$QJHOHV�&RXQW\�FRQWDLQV�D�PLQLPXP�RI�¿YH�PLFURFOLPDWH�]RQHV��LQFOXGLQJ�FRDVWDO��YDOOH\��PRXQWDLQ��KLJK�GHVHUW��DQG�ORZ�GHVHUW���
7HPSHUDWXUH�YDULDWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�PLFURFOLPDWHV�FDQ�EH�DV�PXFK�DV����)�DQG�KXPLGLW\�GLIIHUHQWLDOV�DUH�GUDPDWLF�EHWZHHQ�WKH�FRDVWDO�
DQG�GHVHUW�DUHDV���7KLV�OHDGV�WR�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�UDWHV�RI�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKHVH�PLFURFOLPDWH�]RQHV���,Q�JHQHUDO��GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�
studies conducted at California State University, Los Angeles in thesis research and personal experience demonstrate that, with the 

H[FHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�KLJK�GHVHUW�DQG�PRXQWDLQ�]RQHV�GXULQJ�WKH�ZLQWHU�PRQWKV�RU�LQ�FDVHV�ZKHUH�PXPPL¿FDWLRQ�RFFXUV��LQIDQWV�DQG�FKLOGUHQ�
GHFRPSRVH�UDSLGO\��UHDFKLQJ�VNHOHWRQL]DWLRQ�LQ�DV�OLWWOH�DV�RQH�ZHHN�LQ�VRPH�FDVHV�DQG�UDUHO\�H[FHHGLQJ�WKUHH�PRQWKV��

$V�WKHVH�WKUHH�FDVHV�LOOXVWUDWH��30,�IRU�ERGLHV�LQ�FRQFUHWH�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�GHFLSKHU�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�PDQ\�H[WULQVLF�DQG�LQWULQVLF�IDFWRUV�
LQKHUHQW�LQ�WKH�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�SURFHVV���,W�LV�K\SRWKHVL]HG�WKDW�WKH�DQDHURELF�HQYLURQPHQW�DQG�ODFN�RI�LQVHFW�DFFHVV�VORZ�WKH�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�
process in concrete-encased bodies regardless of the state of decomposition when they are placed in the concrete.  Additional research 

is currently underway to test the phenomenon of decomposition delay in concrete.

Decomposition, Concrete, Adipocere


