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Management of the dead is one of the most difficult aspects of disaster
response. It has profound and long-lasting consequences for survivors
and communities. Globally, disasters claim thousands of lives each year.
However, care of the deceased is often overlooked in disaster planning
and the absence of guidance for first responders has recently been high-
lighted following several large disasters.

Immediately after a major disaster, identifying and disposing of human
remains are often done by local communities. Forensic specialists may
not be available or unable to rapidly access the affected area. There are
simple steps that first responders can take to ensure the dead are treat-
ed in a dignified way and that can assist in their identification.

This Field Manual for First Responders presents simple recommenda-
tions for non-specialists to manage the recovery, basic identification,
storage and disposal of dead bodies following disasters. It also makes
suggestions about providing support to family members and communi-
cating with the public and the media.

This manual will be useful during the immediate response to a disaster
and where forensic response is unavailable. Furthermore, it will be use-
ful for those preparing mass fatality disaster plans. The recommenda-
tions are relevant for local, regional and national authorities as well as for
non-governmental organizations.

The principles outlined in this document are being implemented and pro-
moted by a variety of organizations, including the Pan American Health
Organization, the World Health Organization, the International
Committee of the Red Cross and the International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies.

This document can be viewed on Internet at:
www.paho.org/disasters (click on Publications Catalog)
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V

Management of the dead is one of the most difficult aspects of disaster response, and
natural disasters, in particular, can cause a large number of deaths. Although the human-
itarian community has been aware of these challenges for over 20 years, the massive
loss of life following the South Asian tsunami in 2004 highlighted limitations in our
current capacity to respond. Several large natural disasters in 2005, including Hurricane
Katrina in the United States, Hurricane Stan in Central America, and the earthquake in
Northern Pakistan and India, further reveal the need for practical guidance. 

Natural disasters frequently overwhelm local systems that care for the deceased.
Consequently, the responsibility for the immediate response falls on local organiza-
tions and communities. The absence of specialist advice or mass fatality planning
amplifies the problems, often resulting in the mismanagement of human remains.
This is significant because the way victims are treated has a profound and long-last-
ing effect on the mental health of survivors and communities. In addition, correct
identification of the dead has legal significance for inheritance and insurance that can
impact on families and relatives for many years after a disaster. 

This manual marks an important step toward promoting better treatment of victims
and their families. It recognizes the vital role of local organizations and communities
and the exceptionally difficult task of managing human remains following disasters.  

We are pleased that the principles outlined in this document are being implemented
and promoted by a variety of organizations, including the Pan American Health
Organization, the World Health Organization, the International Committee of the Red
Cross and the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.  

Mirta Roses Periago
Director

Pan American Health Organization
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