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The large-scale DNA identification of war victims emerged 
in the early 1990s as a response to unprecedented foren-
sic challenges posed by mass graves and highly degraded 
human remains during and after the wars in Croatia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. This historical perspective revis-
its the origins and long-term impact of the first systematic 
applications of DNA-based technology during the massive 
identification of mass grave victims during wartime, which 
started between 1993 and 1994 at the Clinical Department 
of Pathology, Forensic Medicine and Cytology, University 
Hospital of Split. Through the integration of classical fo-
rensic methods with early PCR-based DNA typing and the 
establishment of a kinship reference database, Croatian sci-
entists, in collaboration with leading American experts, de-
veloped a methodological framework capable of resolving 
complex mass-fatality cases under wartime conditions. This 
work was formally recognized in 1995 before the United 
States Congress, providing rare institutional validation of 
a forensic program operating outside established Western 
infrastructures. Over the following three decades, the ap-
proaches developed in this context evolved into a stan-
dardized forensic practice that incorporates STR analysis, 
mitochondrial DNA, and forensic genomics. Their applica-
tion has extended far beyond the regional context and has 
contributed to the global approach to disaster victim identi-
fication and post-conflict recovery. The Croatian experience 
thus represents an important moment in the transition of 
DNA analysis from isolated forensic use to a systematic, 
large-scale tool for human identification, with continuous 
scientific, institutional, and humanitarian implications.
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Introduction

The identification of missing persons is an essential step not only for achieving personal 
closure for families, but also for achieving post-conflict justice, where it often represents 
the only undisputed evidence (1). In the final decades of the 20th century, established fo-
rensic tools included dental records, fingerprint analysis, and ante- and post-mortem data 
comparison (2). DNA emerged as the most reliable method of identification only in the late 
20th century (3, 4), and its early application remained sporadic, largely limited to individual 
forensic cases and closed mass disasters (5–8). In Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, fol-
lowing the outbreak of the Homeland War in 1991 in the context of the aggression against 
Croatia and the subsequent conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina (9), more than 150,000 
individuals had died or gone missing by 1992 (10, 11). In this context, Croatian scientists, 
working under war conditions and without an established institutional framework, in 
close collaboration with leading American forensic experts, developed one of the earliest 
systematic, large-scale DNA-based identification programs for mass-casualty victims.

DNA-based methods in forensics before the Croatian initiative

The forensic use of DNA for human identification traces to Jeffreys, Wilson and Thein’s 
development of DNA fingerprinting at the University of Leicester in 1985 (3, 4). Its forensic 
potential was rapidly demonstrated in criminal investigations, most notably in the Colin 
Pitchfork case (12), where DNA evidence allowed both exclusion of a false confessor and 
identification of the true perpetrator through mass screening. Through the late 1980s and 
into the early 1990s, its forensic application remained essentially confined to criminal 
casework and isolated high-profile identity cases (8), such as the recovery of a murder 
victim from skeletal remains through mitochondrial sequencing (13). Early applications in 
mass-fatality contexts emerged in the early 1990s, including aircraft disasters and fire-re-
lated incidents, but these were limited in scale and methodological integration (5–8, 14–
18). At the time, international disaster victim identification protocols relied primarily on 
fingerprints, dental records, and anthropological comparison (2), as DNA-based methods 
were not yet systematically incorporated. These were primarily singular achievements, 
many of them relying on non-degraded or minimally degraded samples (5–8, 14–16, 18–
20). No institution had yet designed a framework capable of simultaneously recovering 
remains from multiple mass graves, constructing a kinship-based reference database at 
scale, and integrating DNA with the full framework of classical forensic disciplines within 
a unified identification protocol. This design challenge was systematically addressed at 
the University Hospital of Split, where the first systematic DNA-based identification of war 
mass-grave victims was carried out in 1993–1994, at a time when no comparable program 
had yet been implemented elsewhere (21). From a broader international perspective, the 
early 1990s represent a transitional phase in which forensic DNA analysis was beginning 
to move beyond criminal casework into mass-fatality identification. Initial applications 
were reported in incidents such as the Scandinavian Star ferry fire in 1990 (14, 15), the 
Airbus A320 crash at Mont Ste-Odile in 1992 (16), and the Waco disaster in 1993 (6), where 
DNA was used selectively alongside conventional identification methods. Subsequent 
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events, including the AMIA bombing in 1994 and the Spitsbergen aircraft disaster in 1996, 
demonstrated increasing methodological integration and the growing reliability of DNA-
based approaches (5, 18). Within this the Croatian experience represents one of the earliest 
documented examples of systematic DNA-based identification of highly degraded skeletal 
remains from mass graves in a wartime context. This approach combined field recovery, 
kinship-based reference sampling, and laboratory analysis into a unified identification 
framework (21, 22).

Sources and approach

This article is based on a narrative and historical reconstruction of the early development 
of DNA-based identification of war victims in Croatia. The analysis integrates multiple cat-
egories of sources, selected for their direct relevance, contemporaneity, and evidentiary 
value in documenting both scientific and operational aspects of the identification process. 
Key sources underpinning this reconstruction include the following representative mate-
rials, presented in approximate chronological and evidentiary order:

–	 Perkin-Elmer Corporation. Early Development of DNA Identification in Croatia (1993) – 
documentary laboratory record showing the establishment of forensic DNA capability 
in Split and the first systematic DNA-based identification of war mass-grave victims, 
under wartime conditions (23).

–	 Farn K. Heroes of Hope (WTNH News 8, 1995) – television documentary providing direct 
visual documentation of exhumations, field conditions, and interaction between foren-
sic teams and victims’ families (24).

–	 Gunby P. Medical Team Seeks to Identify Human Remains From Mass Graves of War in 
Former Yugoslavia. JAMA (1994) – early international medical report describing the 
introduction of DNA methods in Croatia and collaboration with US experts (25).

–	 Slocum B. State team to identify war dead: AmeriCares leads in Bosnia aid effort. 
Connecticut Post (1994) – contemporaneous newspaper report documenting the early 
international involvement in establishing DNA-based identification capacity in Croatia, 
including AmeriCares support, Perkin-Elmer technology transfer, and collaboration 
with US forensic experts (26).

–	 Browne MW. DNA Experts Expect to Identify Massacre Victims. The New York Times 
(1994) – contemporaneous international newspaper report describing early forensic 
DNA efforts in the identification of war victims in Bosnia and Croatia, including field 
operations, involvement of international experts, and the emerging use of PCR-based 
methods in mass-fatality contexts (27).

–	 Marshall E. Tracing Croatia’s “Disappeared”. Science (1995) – report highlighting the 
scientific and humanitarian significance of DNA-based identification efforts in Croatia 
within a global context (28).

–	 Myers L. DNA Test May Solve War Mysteries in Croatia. Chicago Tribune (1994) –news-
paper report describing the early application of DNA analysis in Croatia, including in-
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ternational collaboration, technology transfer, and the involvement of forensic experts 
and humanitarian organizations in the identification of war victims (29).

–	 Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe. Mass Graves and Other Atrocities 
in Bosnia (US Congress, 6 December 1995) – official Congressional hearing transcript 
containing sworn expert testimony on the forensic work conducted in Split and its in-
ternational evaluation (30).

–	 Primorac D, Anđelinović Š, Definis-Gojanović M, et al. Identification of War Victims from 
Mass Graves in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina by the Use of Standard Forensic Methods 
and DNA Typing. Journal of Forensic Sciences (1996) – first scientific publication present-
ing the methodology and results of DNA-based identification in the Croatian wartime 
context (22).

–	 Post Mortem. People Weekly (1996) – contemporaneous media account reflecting public 
dissemination and broader awareness of forensic identification efforts (31).

–	 Promega Corporation. Profiles in DNA, Vol. 4, No. 3 – technical report summarizing 
methodological developments in DNA typing from skeletal remains and their applica-
tion in the Croatian context (32).

–	 Primorac D, Anđelinović Š, Definis-Gojanović M, et al. Identification of Skeletal Remains 
in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, Including the Homeland War – A 30-Year Review. 
Croatian Medical Journal (2024) – comprehensive retrospective synthesis of the long-
term scientific and operational impact of the Croatian program (21).

Perspective and limitations

This article presents a historical reconstruction based in part on the experiences and con-
tributions of individuals directly involved in the described events. As such, it reflects a 
perspective informed by first-hand participation, supported by contemporaneous doc-
umentation, scientific publications, and independent institutional records. While care 
has been taken to integrate multiple source types and include external validations (e.g., 
peer-reviewed literature, international reports, and Congressional testimony), the narra-
tive may emphasize aspects that were more visible or better documented within this spe-
cific collaborative framework. Accordingly, the account should be interpreted as a docu-
mented perspective on early developments in forensic DNA identification, rather than an 
exhaustive global history of the field.

The Kupres identifications and the emergence 
of a Croatian-American partnership

On 4 April 1992, Bosnian Serb forces attacked the Kupres region of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
killing Croat civilians and soldiers and burying many of them in mass graves (24, 33). The 
graves were later found to contain highly decomposed remains, in some cases with liga-
tures on the wrists and/or ankles, and even commingled human and animal bones, which 
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further complicated identification (22, 24). Families were left for months and years with-
out reliable information, while some were deliberately misled into believing that their 
relatives were still alive. As later described in the documentary material, they had lived 
on “false hope” (24).

Field recovery and exhumation, starting in 1993, were conducted under dangerous condi-
tions. Graves in the Kupres area had to be excavated carefully, as explosive devices had 
been placed inside them by Serbian forces to harm the excavators and further fragment 
the remains. The remains themselves were very fragile, so recovery was performed man-
ually. The forensic teams thus confronted immediate danger in conditions marked by di-
rect evidence of execution and concealment (24) (Figure 1).

During that period, it became evident that most human remains would not be identifiable 
using standard forensic methods. Recognizing the limitations of conventional pathology, 
Šimun Anđelinović, then Head of the Clinical Department of Pathology, Forensic Medicine 
and Cytology, reached out to Dragan Primorac, who at the time was a postdoctoral fellow 
at the University of Connecticut Health Center. Primorac was deeply engaged in molec-
ular biology research, focusing on the molecular mechanisms underlying osteogenesis 
imperfecta and a form of osteochondrodystrophy called nanomelia. He was among a se-
lect group of exceptionally promising young physicians sent abroad by Matko Marušić of 
the Zagreb School of Medicine, with a clear mission: to acquire advanced knowledge and 
transfer cutting-edge scientific expertise back to Croatia (34).

Figure 1. Mass grave exhumations in the Kupres region during the early phase of forensic investigation, showing recov-
ery procedures and multidisciplinary team involvement.
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Understanding the urgency and historical importance of the moment, Primorac immedi-
ately contacted Henry C. Lee from Connecticut State Police. What was initially intended 
to be a brief ten-minute meeting evolved into an intense and visionary discussion lasting 
more than two and a half hours, during which they explored the scientific, ethical, and 
logistical foundations of potential of using forensic genetics for human identification. That 
conversation laid the groundwork for Lee’s first visit to Croatia and marked the beginning 
of a transformative collaboration that would profoundly shape the future of mass grave 
victim identification through forensic DNA analysis.

The recovery was conducted by Croatian forensic teams, joined by American experts, in-
cluding Henry C. Lee, and by other forensic specialists such as Michael Baden and Barbara 
Wolf, within a broader Croatian-American collaboration that combined field investiga-
tion, laboratory development, and international documentation of the events (24, 28). As 
part of this effort, a US television crew (WTNH News 8, Channel 8) was brought to Croatia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina, where, for the first time, the exhumations and their context 
were recorded and broadcast to the American public (24).

In one of these documentary records, “Heroes of Hope” from 1995 (24), the conditions of 
exhumation were captured directly, including the statement that “we have to do whatever 
we can do the best”, reflecting the operational constraints under which the work was car-
ried out (24). The same material documents the human dimension of fieldwork. Henry Lee 
noted that “as an individual, I wish I could do much more to help them”, while Kendra 
Farn described the encounter with survivors as something that “went beyond words” (24) 
(Figure 2, Figure 3).

Figure 2. Henry C. Lee with journalist Kendra Farn during the investigation, with an improvised structure 
used as a temporary autopsy facility.

http://st-open.unist.hr


ED
IT

OR
IA

L

2026 Vol. 7 • e2026.2619.3

st-open.unist.hr7

In March 1994, the first operational mission established a DNA-based identification capac-
ity at the University Hospital of Split. At that point, there was no functioning forensic DNA 
laboratory, and the expectation was that building one would take months (23). Instead, 
the team set up the laboratory “from scratch in less than two days”; by the third day, bone 
samples were ready for extraction, and by the fifth day, the team had obtained DNA from 
a control case involving a child and confirmed the result with parental blood samples (23). 
This result showed that PCR-based DNA typing could be applied to degraded skeletal re-
mains from the war context and to advance the identification of victims from Kupres (21–
23). Following recovery, the remains were transported to the University Hospital of Split, 
where identification continued in direct contact with families of the missing (Figure 4).

In this phase, the scientific process acquired its full humanitarian dimension. As Anđe
linović stated, “our whole hospital is some sort of their last hope” (24). The first victims 
from the Kupres area were identified using AmpliType PM + HLA DQA1 PCR Amplification 
and Typing Kits (22, 23). This development was critical because conventional methods 
alone were insufficient. This was further demonstrated in subsequent analyses of skel-
etal remains from mass graves, where multiplex short tandem repeat (STR) systems 

Figure 3. The forensic team meets community members at the local school in Kupres.
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Figure 4. Identification of missing persons through visual comparison of personal belongings and associated photo-
graphic documentation by family members (University Hospital of Split Archives).

Figure 5. Forensic identification in practice: joint Croatian-American autopsy work at the University Hospital of Split on 
victims recovered from Kupres mass graves.
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Figure 6. Timeline of key events in the development of DNA-based identification of war victims (1985–present). Track 
badges indicate concurrent process domains: field = exhumation and biological sample collection; laboratory = ana-
lytical and methodological development; international = collaborative, media, and institutional recognition; context/
legacy = armed conflict chronology and long-term institutional outcomes. Blue diamonds denote scientific milestones 
and orange diamonds denote international milestones. The Kupres mass graves (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 1992) are 
highlighted as the central case driving development of the systematic DNA-based identification program at Clinical 
Hospital Center Split. B&H – Bosnia and Herzegovina, ICMP – International Commission on Missing Persons, ICTY – 
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, ISABS – International Society for Applied Biological Sciences, 
JAMA – Journal of the American Medical Association.
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(AmpFlSTR® Profiler®, Profiler Plus™, COfiler™ and PowerPlex® 16) enabled the recov-
ery of multilocus DNA profiles even from highly degraded bone and tooth samples with 
minimal or undetectable quantities of human DNA (32).

In the Kupres case, thirty-five of sixty-one victims could be identified by standard forensic 
methods (Figure 5), but the remainder required DNA analysis, which then became inte-
gral to the entire identification framework rather than a marginal supplement (21, 22). At 
the same time, blood and hair samples from relatives of approximately 150 missing per-
sons were collected, and one of the first kinship-based forensic DNA reference datasets in 
a mass-conflict setting was created (21, 22). To clarify the temporal sequence of events and 
the rapid development of DNA-based identification capacity in relation to the Kupres case, 
a timeline of key activities is presented in Figure 6.

The involvement of American forensic experts, facilitated by AmeriCares and strongly 
supported through the advocacy of Barbara Bush (Figure 7), whose engagement was in-
strumental in enabling the humanitarian mission, including the donation of Perkin-Elmer 
PCR technology, brought together Henry C. Lee, Michael Baden, Barbara Wolf, Moses 
Schanfield, Dragan Primorac, Stephan Skakel, and others (23–25, 28). These scientists trav-
elled to Croatia to work collaboratively with the Split team, which is consistent with the lat-
er characterization of the Split program as one of the earliest systematic DNA-based identi-
fication frameworks for war victims (21, 28). Their cooperation was not merely technical. 
As Anđelinović said of Lee, “we have very similar points of view on life”, and Primorac 
added, “if I obtain only 30% or 40% of what he obtained, I’ll be extremely successful” – a 
formulation that captures both the closeness of the collaboration and the asymmetry of 
experience that accelerated knowledge transfer (24).

Figure 7. Archival photograph taken prior to departure for a humanitarian mission to Croatia, organized by AmeriCares 
in the early 1990s. The image shows members of the American forensic delegation alongside Barbara Bush, whose 
support was instrumental in enabling the mission and facilitating the donation of Perkin-Elmer PCR technology. The 
photograph bears a handwritten dedication reading, “Dragan, Best wishes. Barbara Bush.” From left to right: Stephen 
Skakel, Henry C. Lee, Dragan Primorac, and Barbara Bush.
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Upon obtaining the DNA results, families were shown clothing, belongings, skeletal re-
mains, and DNA-supported conclusions. Many initially reacted with mistrust because they 
had long been exposed to contradictory information, including extortion schemes based 
on claims that the missing were still alive (23, 24). Once the results were explained and 
accepted, however, identifications allowed funerals to take place and ended prolonged 
uncertainty for many families (22, 23).

The encounter with relatives also changed the forensic teams themselves. Henry Lee re-
called that “meeting with the family changed my life perspective”, adding that life should 
be used “to do something meaningful, constructive” (24). These statements should not be 
read as embellishment; they mark the point at which scientific identification, psycholog-
ical closure for families, and the evidentiary basis for later war-crimes proceedings con-
verged into a single forensic mission (24, 30).

Recognition at the United States Congress for 
scientific contributions (6 December 1995)

The most consequential external validation of the Croatian-American forensic collabo-
ration was delivered not in a journal, but in a hearing of the United States Congress. On 
6 December 1995, the Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe, the Helsinki 
Commission, convened a hearing of the One Hundred Fourth Congress, First Session, enti-
tled “Mass Graves and Other Atrocities in Bosnia,” chaired by Representative Christopher 
H. Smith and attended by Representatives Steny H. Hoyer, John Edward Porter, Bill Zeliff, 
Benjamin Gilman, James Moran, and Sheila Jackson-Lee. The hearing’s third witness was 
Barbara C. Wolf, a forensic pathologist from Albany, New York, whose testimony occupies 
an important place in the history of forensic science: a firsthand peer assessment of Split’s 
forensic infrastructure, entered into the permanent record of the United States Congress 
(30).

Dr Wolf had travelled to Croatia and Bosnia between 8 and 13 October, 1995, under the 
sponsorship of AmeriCares. The delegation she joined comprised some of the most distin-
guished forensic scientists in the USA: Michael Baden, co-director of the Forensic Sciences 
Unit of the New York State Police; Henry Lee, chief criminalist for the Connecticut State 
Police; Moses Schanfield, a DNA specialist from Denver; and David Rowe, Professor of 
Pediatrics at the University of Connecticut Health Center, and Dragan Primorac, a post-
doctoral fellow at the University of Connecticut Health Center. Their purpose, as Wolf stat-
ed on the record, was unambiguous: “We went to Croatia and Bosnia to work with and 
lend our support to the forensic team from the Clinical Hospital in Split, Croatia” (30). 
That American experts travelled to Croatia, rather than the reverse, reflects the level of 
expertise already established by the Split team at that time (31). Joined by Henry C. Lee, 
Michael Baden, Moses Schanfield, and Mitchell Holland, the Croatian team undertook the 
unprecedented task of producing DNA evidence for the International Criminal Tribunal in 
The Hague as it confronted allegations of crimes against humanity. Primorac captured the 
ethos of the effort with a simple declaration: “All the data in our books will be available for 
prosecutors, no matter who committed the crimes” (28).
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Dr Wolf’s testimony described the work at Split with clinical precision. She reported vis-
iting two mass graves near Kupres, one containing 34 bodies, one containing 3, and a 
third grave at Petrinja containing nearly 100 bodies. She testified that the American team 
worked directly alongside Anđelinović and his colleagues in the Split autopsy room, with 
five or six bodies on tables simultaneously and family members rotating through to at-
tempt identification. By the end of a single working day, 27 of the 34 bodies from the first 
Kupres grave and all 3 soldiers from the second had been identified; “DNA testing”, she 
told Congress, “is continuing on the remaining bodies yet unidentified”. She also noted 
that the laboratory had been “set up a year ago with some guidance from Dr Lee” and was 
already expanding beyond standard DNA typing into mitochondrial DNA techniques (30).

The exchange that carries the greatest historical weight came during questioning by 
Representative Hoyer. Asked whether Croatian pathologists were competent to do good 
forensic work, Dr Wolf replied: “Very much so, and I think this was really an example of 
science crossing political lines. The techniques that we use in the United States were very 
much the same techniques that they were using there, including the DNA laboratory in 
Split”. She further informed Congress that the exchange of expertise had been bidirection-
al: “Croatian scientists have come to this country and spent time working with the tech-
nologies. Our DNA experts, Dr Lee, Dr Schanfield, and others, have looked at their work 
and technology. The capabilities are certainly there. It is resources and people that are 
needed”. When asked about the primary obstacles to identification, she was explicit: the 
challenge was not competence or methodology, but the volume of missing persons and the 
systematic destruction of antemortem records “because the entire towns are destroyed, 
there is very little to use”, which made the kinship DNA database constructed at Split not 
merely useful but operationally indispensable (30).

This Congressional testimony is, to our knowledge, essentially unknown in Croatia. It de-
serves to be recognized. It constitutes a form of institutional recognition rarely accorded 
to science conducted outside the major Western powers: a formal assessment, on the re-
cord, under oath, before the United States Congress, that a Croatian hospital laboratory 
was operating at the frontier of its field, as a peer institution to leading forensic centers in 
the United States.

Continuing scientific legacy

The true measure of the Croatian initiative is not only what it accomplished in 1993–1994 
but what it set in motion. What began as PCR-based HLA typing on three Kupres bone sam-
ples evolved through the same Croatian-American network, into a systematic program of 
methodological evolution. The shift to multiplex STR analysis, combined with optimized 
extraction protocols that established the superiority of long-bone cortical samples over 
skull and rib elements, raised identification success rates from 20–25% to approximate-
ly 85% (21). Population allele frequency data required for statistically rigorous identifi-
cation were generated in the first collaborative study between Croatian scientist Dragan 
Primorac and Bruce Budowle from FBI Laboratory. Where nuclear markers failed on 
maximally degraded material, the network developed mitochondrial approaches: immo-
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bilized SSO probe analysis of hypervariable regions I and II, validated on bone samples 
in joint Croatian-American studies; the mt HV+ HaploArray for coding and non-coding 
polymorphic targets; and Y-STR and miniSTR analysis applied to World War II-era mass 
graves in Slovenia, Croatia, and Herzegovina that could not be resolved using standard 
methods (21). The logical extension to this path is forensic genomics: massively parallel 
next-generation sequencing of autosomal STR, identity SNP panels, and mitochondrial tar-
gets, deployed in the identification of Sister Marija Crucifiksa Kozulić, a case that directly 
reflected the methodological approach initiated at Kupres (35).

The practical reach of these methods has long transcended any single national context. The 
methodological framework applied in Croatia, simultaneous excavation, kinship-based 
reference database construction, multi-marker identification, shared key elements with a 
range of international contexts, including victims of the 11 September attacks in New York 
and Washington, D.C., to tsunami casualties, and to mass graves in Iraq, Syria, and Libya 
(21). The International Commission on Missing Persons, established in 1996 (36), eventual-
ly identified more than 27,000 individuals from the former Yugoslavia (37) based on meth-
odological principles the Split team had pioneered. What was invented under crisis in a 
Croatian clinical hospital became, within a decade, part of international standard practice.

The collaboration that Dr Wolf described to Congress in 1995 as “science crossing political 
lines” has proven structurally durable. The same network, Primorac, Anđelinović, Lee, 
Baden, Holland, Budowle, Marjanović, and their scientific peers continue to publish, devel-
op methods, and train scientists jointly. The 30-year review published in Croatian Medical 
Journal in 2024 (21) carries many of the same names as the 1996 paper in the Journal of 
Forensic Sciences (22). The International Society for Applied Biological Sciences (ISABS) 
has institutionalized the interdisciplinary ethos and united forensic genetics, anthropol-
ogy, clinical medicine, and translational genomics, which was first employed in the iden-
tification rooms of University Hospital of Split (38). It was founded by Croatian (Dragan 
Primorac) and American (Moses Schanfield) scientists as an institutional framework for 
continuing interdisciplinary collaboration in forensic and applied genetics. Stanimir 
Vuk-Pavlović later joined ISABS, while Šimun Anđelinović served as the Chairman of the 
Organizing Committee in Croatia. The journey from HLA typing of three Kupres (22) vic-
tims to forensic genomic sequencing of ancient remains (39), coordinated by the same 
international scientific community, demonstrates that a Croatian-American partnership, 
born in wartime, has contributed to shaping the global practice of forensic identification 
for thirty years and counting.

Conclusion

Thirty years after the excavations at Kupres, the record is clear and formally documented, 
including in the proceedings of the United States Congress. The team at University Hospital 
of Split did not work in the shadow of better-resourced institutions, nor did they await ex-
ternal guidance. They worked as peers and, in their specific domain, as early contributors 
in this domain, alongside American scientists who came to Croatia to collaborate on equal 
terms. Dr Wolf’s testimony before the Helsinki Commission on 6 December 1995, largely 
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unrecognized in Croatia until recently, captures that partnership at its moment of formal 
international recognition. This record should be acknowledged and integrated into the 
historical understanding of the development of forensic genetics in Croatia and its contri-
bution to global forensic practice.

Beyond its scientific and methodological contributions, the Croatian experience attracted 
an unusual convergence of scientific, political, and media attention during the mid-1990s. 
The work conducted in Split was simultaneously documented in leading scientific jour-
nals (JAMA, Science), reported in major international media outlets (The New York Times, 
Chicago Tribune, People Weekly), and formally recognized in a hearing before the United 
States Congress (6 December 1995) (Figure 8). This parallel visibility across scientific, in-
stitutional, and public domains reflects not only the novelty of the methods employed, 

Figure 8. Interactive overview of key scientific publications, media reports, and institutional milestones related to early 
DNA-based identification of war victims. Each item provides direct access to the original source (22, 25–32).
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but also the broader significance of forensic identification as both a humanitarian and 
evidentiary practice. In this sense, the Croatian initiative did not evolve in isolation, but 
emerged at the intersection of science, international policy, and public awareness, further 
reinforcing its role in shaping the global framework of mass-fatality identification.
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