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This paper examines the current state and emerging potential of forensic archaeology in
Ukraine, particularly in the context of conflict-related investigations. While the discipline is
well established internationally, its development in Ukraine has been limited by institutional,
legal, and infrastructural challenges. The paper highlights the importance, interdisciplinary
trainingand improved coordination among stakeholders in order to begin to appreciate the
potential value of forensic archaeology in Ukraine. Ultimately, it advocates for a context-spe-
cific yet internationally informed approach to ensure forensic archaeology becomes a vital
tool in the pursuit of justice, truth, and memory in Ukraine.
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CynoBa apxeonorifi B YKpaiHi:
Ha WAAXY A0 NOBHOLHHOrO 3aCTOCYyBaHHA Ta iHTerpauii

HAap’a Yepkacvka, CopeH bnay, KeponaiinH Cmbo0di Koyn3

LocnidnceHo cyvyacHuli cmaH i nomeHyian cyoosoi apxeosnoeaii 8 YKpaiHi, 30Kkpema, y KOH-
mekxcmi po3cnidysaHs, Mo68’A3aHUX i3 KOHGaikmamu. Xoua ys ducyurnaiHa 0obpe sidoma
HQ MiXCHapoOHOMY pieHi, i po38UMOK 8 YKkpaiHi obmexceHull iHcmumyuyiliHumu, npasosu-

mu U iHgppacmpyKkmypHUMU npobaemamu. 30y8aHeHO 8AHCAUBICMb MiXOUCYUNAiHapHOT

nMi020moBKU ma MOKPAWEeHHs KOOPOUHYBAHHS MiMC 30UiKasAeHUMU CMOPOHAMU 3 MEMOH
yc8i0oMaeHHA nomeHyiliHoOi Kopucmi 8i0 3anposadiceHHs Cy008oi apxeosoaii 8 YKpaiHi.
HazonoweHo Ha 8axcaugocmi 3acmocy8aHHA Mioxo0dy, Wo 8paxo8y8amume He MisnbKu KOH-
KpemHuli KoHmeKcm, a U cnupamumemascs Ha Mi¥HapoOHo o6rpyHmosaHuli 0oceid, wobu
cy008a apxeos02is CMana Xummeso 8aHUBUM iIHCMPYMEHMOM | CrIpUsAsa 8i0HOB/AEHHHO
cnpasedausocmi, Npasou ma 36epexceHHIo Nam’smi e YKkpaiHi.

Knrovoei cnoea: 3HUKi 6e3sicmu,; Micys rnoxosaHs,; cy008a apxeosoais.

While the application of archaeologi- as far back as the early 19th century, the
cal methods and techniques to assist in  full potential first emerged in the Uni-
crime scene investigations can be traced ted States of America (USA) in the late
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1970s [1, p. 2; 2, p. 26] . Formalisation
of a dedicated discipline of “forensic ar-
chaeology” subsequently developed in
the USA, and later in the United King-
dom, Northern Europe (particularly in
the Netherlands), and Australia [3; 4,
p. 149; 5, p. 11]. Defined as “the applica-
tion of archaeological theory and meth-
ods to the resolution of medico-legal and
humanitarian issues” [6], forensic ar-
chaeology today has a solid foundation,
requiring practitioners to be aware of
the ethical obligations of the profession
and in many countries, to complete cer-
tification [7]. Forensic archaeologists are
employed by police forces in many ju-
risdictions to assist in the search for the
bodies of missing individuals.

Since the 1980s, forensic archaeol-
ogy has also played a crucial role in the
investigation of major crimes, including
genocide and crimes against humanity,
as well as mass disasters as it provides
systematic methods for locating, recov-
ering, and analysing human remains
and associated evidence within com-
plex and often concealed contexts. Fo-
rensic archaeologists provide detailed
information that may be pivotal to the
identification of the deceased as well
as for prosecution purposes. Forensic
archaeologists have used their skills in
investigations of conflict-related deaths
and disappearances in multiple con-
texts around the world including, but
not limited to, in the former Yugoslavia,
Rwanda, South Africa, Armenia, mul-
tiple countries in South America, and

Spain [8]. Cultural and social anthropo-
logists Francisco Ferrandiz and Antonius
Robben have contended that archaeo-
logical investigations — including exhu-
mations — have increasingly become
vital tools for reasserting the existence
of forgotten or unknown victims and for
reconstructing their history, including
their final minutes, hours, or days [9].
Moreover, investigations of mass graves
are becoming central to transnational
human rights discourses and transition-
al justice practices as evidenced by the
role exhumations play in truth commis-
sions.

When applied to sites of genocide
and mass violence, forensic archaeolo-
gy must be guided by both international
standards and local legislation. In any
context, including Ukraine, this neces-
sitates the development of comprehen-
sive protocols that include non-invasive
techniques, ethical exhumation practi-
ces, and culturally sensitive approaches
to recovery and documentation.

The investigation of World War 2
mass graves sites in Ukraine included
archaeologists and the results played
a pivotal role in demonstrating the
value of the discipline at certain crime
scenes. However, since this time, foren-
sic archaeology, although holding prom-
ising potential, has not yet developed in
Ukraine. One of the most pressing ob-
stacles is the limited engagement and
oversight by national authorities. In the
absence of clear legal frameworks and
institutional supervision, activities such

1 Forensic archaeology relates to different fields of knowledge depending upon the country. For
instance, in the USA forensic archaeology and physical anthropology are considered a subfield
of anthropology, but in the UK and some other countries, they are a separate discipline of

forensic science.
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as the search for and exhumation of
mass graves (both historical and recent)
remain vulnerable to being undertaken
by amateurs, risking the loss of poten-
tially crucial forensic evidence.

Encouragingly, this situation is evol-
ving. The full-scale invasion of Ukraine
by Russian Federation in 2022 has cata-
lysed significant engagement from both
Ukrainian and international experts in
documenting war crimes and crimes
against humanity [10; 11]. This collab-
oration has already fostered a deeper
institutional understanding of forensic
archaeology and the potential the dis-
cipline may play in documenting poten-
tial war crimes.

The success of future forensic ar-
chaeological initiatives will depend heav-
ily on coordinated efforts among various
stakeholders, including academic insti-
tutions, governmental bodies and local
communities. International experience
shows that respectful, inclusive, and
transparent approaches produce the
most ethically sound and rigorous out-
comes. Sites of mass violence must be
treated as crime scenes, irrespective of
whether investigations are legally de-
fined as criminal proceedings. Conse-
quently, international best practices and
forensic standards must be adapted to
the Ukrainian context [12; 13].

A significant challenge is still the lack
of effective communication and coordi-
nation between institutions and individ-
uals. Improved networking, information
sharing, and professional collabora-
tion — especially among state organi-
sations, international forensic experts,
and non-government — will be vital
to advancing the field. Furthermore,

training programmes such as summer
schools, academic mobility schemes,
and interdisciplinary workshops should
be developed to ensure that profes-
sionals are equipped with the necessary
forensic, archaeological, and ethical ex-
pertise. As demonstrated in internation-
al practice, the likelihood of successfully
locating and identifying missing persons
is significantly influenced by the exist-
ing forensic infrastructure, technical ca-
pabilities, and — most crucially — the
presence of political will, both in indi-
vidual cases and from a broader, sys-
temic perspective [14, p. 200-201].

However, recognition of the lim-
itations of current scientific methods,
along with the practical obstacles to ac-
cessing certain areas, underscores the
need to raise awareness of another cru-
cial component in forensic archaeolog-
ical investigations concerning missing
persons: the importance of maintaining
realistic expectations — both on the
part of investigators and among stake-
holders, including family members [12].

The integration of remote sens-
ing technologies presents a promising
frontier. Since 2022, there has been
a marked increase in the availabili-
ty and use of satellite imagery, which
could prove instrumental in locating his-
toric and more recent mass grave sites.
However, comprehensive analysis re-
mains limited due to the ongoing War,
which restricts access to up-to-date sat-
ellite data.

At the same time, the war has ac-
celerated the development of forensic
infrastructure in Ukraine. The growing
number of missing persons and burial
sites has made forensic identification
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and documentation a national priority.
This is evidenced by the establishment
of the Unified Register of People Went
Missing Under Special Circumstances
in Ukraine (Algorytm dii dlia rozshuku
znyklogo bezvisti ta otrymannia z Reye-
stru osib, znyklykh bezvisti za osobly-
vykh obstavyn 2022), and discussions
between relevant Ukrainian authorities
and the International Commission on
Missing Persons (ICMP) about the im-
portance of an integrated data manage-
ment system. In addition, a special leaf-
let on safeguarding illicit burial sites,

based on the Ukrainian context, was
published by the ICMP in 2023.

In summary, while challenges re-
main considerable, there is growing
momentum for the institutionalisation
and advancement of forensic archaeol-
ogy in Ukraine. With continued interna-
tional support, legal reform, academic
training, and public engagement, foren-
sic archaeology can become a crucial
tool for uncovering historical truths,
ensuring justice, and commemorating
the victims of both past and ongoing
atrocities.
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