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Background of international mechanisms and standards 

for investigating arbitrary killings and enforced disappearances

Calls from families of victims of human rights violations during the 1970s and1980s 

for  the United Nations and the forensic community to 

establish mechanisms and develop standards to 

investigate disappearances and unlawful killings



Response from the United Nations

Development of standards and guidance:

UN Principles on the Effective Prevention and Investigation of Extra-legal, Arbitrary and 
Summary Executions, adopted by the UN Economic and Social Council and endorsed by the UN 

General Assembly in 1989 

Establishment of the  
United Nations Special Rapporteur 

on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions
1982

United Nations Manual on the Effective Prevention and Investigation
of Extra-Legal, Arbitrary, and Summary Executions 

(Minnesota Protocol)
adopted by the UN in 1991



SUMEX SRs 1982-2021

Amos Wako, Kenya 1982-1992 Bacre Ndiaye, Senegal, 1992-1998
Asma Jahangir, Pakistan, 1998-2004

(1952-2018)

Philip Alston, Australia, 
2004-2010

Christof Heyns, Africa del Sur, 2010-2016
(1959-2021) Agnes Callamard, Francia, 2016-2021



https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-executions



Principles on the Effective 
Prevention and Investigation of 

Extra-legal, Arbitrary
and Summary Executions

Adopted by Economic and Social Council resolution 1989/65
of 24 May 1989 

Legal framework for:
• Prevention
• Investigation, including 

forensics
• Accountability



UN 1991



Testing of the Minnesota Protocol 



Yugoslav war 1991- 2001

Vukovar massacre 
20 November 1991



Forensic investigation of alleged war crimes near Vukovar. 

M. Tidball Binz, The Lancet, Vol. 341: Mar 6, 1993



UN 1997 UNOHCHR - MEX 2000



The Minnesota Protocol served as model for the United Nations Manual on the Effective Investigation and 
Documentation of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (Istanbul Protocol)

UN 2001 UN 2022



Human rights forensic standards and guidelines:
Framework for developing

Humanitarian Forensic Action
"The use and application of forensic 

science to humanitarian activities"

Special edition on Humanitarian 
Forensic Science

Vol 285, Apr. 2018Vols 1 and 2
Wiley 2020

738 p.p.





Freely available in:
ENG
SPA
FRE
RUSS
CHI
ARA
+ several other languages





Principles and elements 
of investigations (1)

• Transparent• Independent 
and impartial

• Effective 
and 
thorough

• Prompt
Due diligence

Forensic 
science 

standards 

+

Q A & C 

Participation 
and protection 

of family 
members 
during an 

investigation

Professional 
ethics

Human and material resources

Profficiency & training

(1) Minnesota Protocol (2016) p.p. 7-11



Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions to the General Assembly, 
UN doc. A/70/304; Preamble to the UN Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to Remedy and Reparation

A failure to investigate 
a potentially unlawful death 
is a breach of the right to life



Some highlights on new MP

• Fully revised and updated 
• Framed by IHRL & IHL
• Applicable to enforced disappearances
• New section on duties of accountability and investigation as components of the right to life
• Professional ethics
• Principles and elements of investigations
• Recognition/protection of the rights of families
• Gender awareness
• Dignified management of the dead
• Recovery and analysis of skeletal remains
• Integrated scientific approach to forensic human identification
• New section on criminalistics, including crime scene management and documentation, forensic genetics, 

photography, telecommunications and digital forensics
• Expanded documentation of torture





Falkland Islands/Malvinas 2017 Libya 2011

The value of the MP for planning and implementation of complex forensic operations





Human Rights Council
Fiftieth session
13 June – 8 July 2022
Agenda item 3
Promotion and protection of all human rights, civil,
Political, economic, social and cultural rights,
including the right to development

Medico-legal Death Investigations (MLDIs)

Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, 
summary or arbitrary executions *

Available on:
A/HRC/50/34



Main issues identified
Structural and operational 

Medico-legal death 
investigation 

systems:
Sub-standard 
status-quo

Resources

Capacity

Independence

quality credibility

reliability







Guidance for use of the Minnesota Protocol 



Advice and technical support
for use of Minnesota Protocol

Tel Aviv October 2023



Headlines

MANILA, Philippines — The United Nations Special Rapporteur on extra-judicial 
summary or arbitrary will be visiting the country this week to help increase the 

capacity of local authorities to investigate extrajudicial killings.
Philstar.com

February 5, 2023



Manila, July 2023 Training on the Minnesota Protocol





Laws and regulations requiring use of the Minnesota Protocol 





















The Minnesota Protocol 
should have an 

“Addendum on Femicide”



A Model

https://lac.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/
Field%20Office%20Americas/Documentos/

Publicaciones/LatinAmericanProtocolForInvestigationOfFemicide.pdf 



The Minnesota Protocol 
should have an 

“Addendum on Femicide”







Thank you for your kind attention



Femicide investigation:
Key considerations



Femicide investigation: key strategic components




