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The role of forensic anthropology in the forensic excavation
of clandestine graves

Introduction

Among its many competencies, forensic anthropology deals with the iden-
tification of decomposed corpses and skeletal remains, thereby assisting in
answering questions of personal identification that arise during criminal in-
vestigations. Forensic excavations are particularly relevant in cases of vio-
lent crimes involving buried or concealed human remains, where bodies
often must be recovered, examined, and identified in an advanced state of
decomposition or skeletonization. The work of forensic anthropologists is
indispensable for detecting and clarifying such crimes.

The purpose of forensic exhumations

The primary aim of forensic exhumations is the professional recovery of
decomposed bodies or skeletal remains from the soil, particularly in cases
where conventional methods of identification are no longer feasible due to
the advanced stage of decomposition. Additionally, remains may someti-
mes have been buried in a dismembered state, making it crucial to recover
them while preserving contextual evidence and minimizing additional
damage. This is essential for establishing the circumstances, cause, and
time of death, as well as the identity of the deceased. Forensic anthropolo-
gists are especially important in the proper recovery and documentation of
skeletons and other remains, since the position, arrangement, injuries, or
deficiencies of bones may yield vital information about the circumstances
of death.
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The role of the scene, the crime scene investigator, the forensic anthro-
pologist, and the forensic archaeologist

Why is the professional documentation of the crime scene so important?
Much like in traditional crime scenes, the recovery of decomposed or ske-
letonized human remains represents the first encounter with evidence.
Consequently, such documentation holds vital information regarding the
perpetrator's modus operandi. These data can reveal the actions of the of-
fender and allow reconstruction of events surrounding the burial. Accurate,
systematic, and professional excavation is therefore indispensable.

At this point, forensic anthropology intersects with forensic archaeo-
logy, highlighting the multidisciplinary nature of forensic excavations. Fo-
rensic archaeology applies archaeological theory and methods within the
context of the law. A pioneer in this field in Europe is the Netherlands Fo-
rensic Institute (NFI), whose protocols and practices serve as reference po-
ints for the discipline. During forensic excavations, forensic archaeology is
responsible for locating, surveying, and documenting graves, as well as
cooperating with forensic anthropologists in the professional recovery of
decomposed or skeletonized remains. !

This raises the question: whose responsibility is the excavation—arc-
haeologists, anthropologists, or crime scene technicians? Ideally, all three.
Each professional contributes unique expertise to the process:

— The crime scene technician is skilled at producing precise and detai-
led photographic documentation and collecting samples for later la-
boratory analyses. However, they usually lack in-depth knowledge
of human osteology or taphonomic agents (the scientific study of

! the Netherlands Forensic Institute (2013) Forensic Archaeology: uncovering buried and
scattered evidence.

Available at: https://www.forensischinstituut.nl/binaries/nfi/documenten/publica-
ties/2013/08/01/forensische-archeologie/forensic-archeology-%?28engelstalige-bro-
chure%29 tcm35-32785.pdf

Accessed: 30.07.2025.
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postmortem changes, including environmental, plant, and animal
influences?).

The forensic anthropologist possesses specialised osteological
knowledge, can identify human interventions (e.g., dismember-
ment), and recognise certain taphonomic indicators (e.g., plant or
animal activity). However, they are less familiar with soil processes
and the formation of sediment.

The forensic archaeologist understands soil movement, sedimen-
tary processes, and site analysis, including alterations in vegetation.
In summary, the most effective forensic excavation would ideally
involve all three experts: the crime scene technician, the forensic
archaeologist, and the forensic anthropologist at the scene, followed
by anthropologists and medical professionals in the laboratory
examination of the recovered remains.

The process of locating and excavating graves

The following outlines, in broad terms, the steps of a forensic excavation
according to anthropological and archaeological standards. It is noteworthy
that actual digging begins only after several preliminary surface tasks,
many of which require anthropological expertise.

Observation of vegetation and soil, with special attention to ano-
malies and disturbances.

Detection of certain insect species, signs of animal activity, or the
presence of animal feces.

Pedestrian survey of the affected area and its inspection with tech-
nical equipment (e.g., ground-penetrating radar, drones, thermal
imaging, infrared photography, geophysical methods).
Identification and marking of the grave.

2 Bartosiewicz L. (2008): Taphonomy and paleopathology in archeozoology. Geobios 41,
pp. 69-77
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5. Removal of surface markers (gravestones, vegetation, objects) and
excavation of the first soil layer with documentation.

6. Excavation and documentation of the second soil layer.

7. Excavation and documentation of the third soil layer.

8. Collection of samples from the soil above the remains and docu-
mentation of body positioning.

9. Sampling from the remains, recovery of the body/skeleton (detailed
procedure described later), and sampling of the soil beneath the
remains.

10. Documentation of grave features and associated artifacts buried
with the remains.

11. Restoration of the grave to its original condition. >

12. The number of soil layers depends on burial depth; typically, one
layer represents 20—45 c¢m, depending on environmental and soil
conditions. Generally, graves dug to conceal homicide victims are
shallower than conventional burial depths.

Additional precautions during recovery include adherence to the “His-
torical Anthropological Protocol” published by Pap et al. in 2009. * Key
points emphasized for forensic contexts include:

— In supine burials, the skull and pubic bone often lie about 10 cm
higher than the rest of the skeleton.

— When uncovering the skeleton, leave soil on the skull and pelvis,
and first expose the rest of the body.

3 Spennemann, D.H.R., Franke, B. (1995): Archaeological techniques for exhumations: a
unique data source for crime scene investigations, Forensic Science International, Volume
74, Issues 1-2, 5-15 Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/0379-0738(95)01733-Y

4 Pap, 1. — Fothi, E. — Jozsa, L. — Bernert, Zs. — Hajdu, T. — Molnér, E. — Bereczki, Zs.—
Lovasz, G. —Palfi, Gy. (2009): Historical Anthropology Protocol — For the handling, basic
processing and primary scientific examination of anthropological materials from archaco-
logical excavations. Anthropologiai Kézlemények 50., pp.105—-123
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Excavation should proceed from the outside toward the bones,
moving from the skull downward, following the natural orientation
of the skeleton.

Once bones emerge, only spatulas and brushes should be used,
leaving bones and artifacts in situ until full documentation is comp-
lete.

Special care must be taken with small and fragile elements such as
hand and foot bones, infant and child remains, and teeth.

The process of documenting excavated human remains is as follows:

1.

After exposure, photograph the grave, ensuring that a scale and
north arrow are placed beforehand.

. Record the exact position of the body (“body posture”). The

remains must be fully uncovered but left in situ until documentation
is complete. Artifacts found alongside the body should also be
documented, and detailed photographs taken.

. Prepare scaled grave drawings (typically 1:10). In cases of unusual

positioning, produce detailed sketches to accurately represent the
site.

Record the vertical and horizontal position of graves and skeletal
remains.

The process of collecting anthropological finds can be read below:

1.

Bones should ideally be recovered on the same day to prevent soil
hardening or warping due to sun exposure.

The bones should be extracted in the following order: hand and foot
bones, lower limb bones, followed by upper limb bones, pelvis,
sternum, clavicles, ribs, scapulae, vertebrae, and finally the skull.

. Bones must be removed intact; joints should not be broken. Pulling

from the midshaft is prohibited, as this risks breaking the bone ends.
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4. Soil should not be removed from inside the skull, as this reduces
fragility during transport.

5. Extra care must be taken with the delicate facial skeleton, nasal
bones, and teeth.

Conclusion

This study has aimed to highlight the multidisciplinary nature of forensic
excavations, in which forensic anthropology plays a central role. The par-
ticipation of forensic anthropologists ensures systematic and professional
recovery, minimizing the risk of evidence loss—an essential factor for both
laboratory analyses and criminal proceedings. “It is a truism that the foren-
sic value of material evidence studied at a forensic laboratory is only as
good as its recognition, documentation and recovery at the crime scene.
Since collection, analysis, interpretation and evaluation of physical evi-
dence goes hand in hand; evidence collection and evidence evaluation are
interdependent rather than independent. Collection and sampling of physi-
cal evidence are therefore subject to a selection process, based on the the-
oretical and methodological aspects and the background knowledge of the
available to the investigator. [.] If not recorded properly, the destructive
nature of an archaeological excavation will lead to loss of evidence at best,
but it could also lead to ambiguous or erroneous interpretation of the obta-
ined forensic record.” > Even the most advanced laboratory cannot replace
the accuracy of on-site work.

> Groen, W.J.M.: Forensic Archaeology (2018): Integrating Archaeology with Crimina-
listics and Criminology in Barone P.M. — Groen, M. (Eds.) Multidisciplinary Approac-
hes to Forensic Archaeology (1st ed.), Springer International Publishing, 1-16
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