GUATEMALA
Collaborative agreement with
the Guatemalan Forensic
Anthropology Foundation

Thousands of Guatmalan’s filled the capital city’s main plaza in celebration of the signing
of peace accords in December 1996. The agreement ended the country’s 36-year civil war.

B

etween March 18th and April 18th, 1997
EAAF member Silvana Turner conducted
a mission to Guatemala at the invitation of
the Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology
Foundation. The mission had two main
objectives: 1) to collaborate in the exhumation and
analysis of human remains from cases of human
rights violations under investigation by the
Foundation; and 2) to establish the terms of a
collaborative agreement between the Foundation and
EAAF for 1998.
The mission was financed by the Guatemalan
Foundation and EAAF.
BACKGROUND
Over the past four decades, more people have
been forcibly disappeared in Guatemala than in any
other Latin American nation. Since 1960, when civil
war broke out in Guatemala, approximately 45 000
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disappearances have been reported — an extremely
high figure for a country with a current population of
only ten million. In addition to the disappearances,
approximately 100,000 people were killed in other
ways during the conflict.
The majority of the disappearances and other
killings occurred in rural peasant villages between
1978 and 1986, during a series of counterinsurgency
campaigns mounted against guerrilla groups by the
military governments of General Lucas Garcia (19781982), General Rios Montt (1982-1983), and General
Mejia Vitores (1983-1986). Guatemala has had
democratically elected governments since 1986, and
the human rights situation has improved
substantially since, but serious abuses still occur.
In 1990, the Guatemalan government and the
URNG (Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca),
a coalition of guerrilla groups, began peace
negotiations under United Nations mediation. These
talks had two important consequences for the human
rights situation in the country. First, in 1994, the
parties to the Guatemalan conflict agreed that a UN
human rights overseers mission, MINUGUA, would
be established in the country to monitor compliance
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with the existing and future peace accords.
MINUGUA still has international civilian monitors
working throughout the country.
Second, at the peace negotiations both parties
agreed that a special commission of inquiry, the
Guatemalan Historical Clarification Commission,
would investigate human rights violations committed
during the civil conflict. The Commission presented
its report February 26th, 1999.
A peace accord was eventually signed on
December 30th, 1996, ending 36 years of civil war. On
December 16th 1996, however, with support from
both sides of the former conflict, the Guatemalan
National Assembly approved an amnesty law that
has been interpreted by most human rights NGOs as
exempting both government troops and guerrillas
from prosecution for killings, kidnappings, and acts
of torture committed during the civil war.
The peace process was further threatened in April
1998, when Guatemalan Bishop Juan Gerar di
Conedera was bludgeoned to death. Two days earlier
Bishop Gerardi had released a major study of human
rights violations, which concluded that the
Guatemalan
military
was
responsible
for
approximately 80 per cent of the deaths and
disappearances that occurred during the country’s 36year civil war. Evidence collected by church and
human rights groups linked the Guatemalan Armed
Forces to the killings, although the Guatemalan
government has repeatedly denied the connection.
The human rights situation in Guatemala was also
influenced in the mid-1990s by public disclosures
about U.S. links to human rights violations. In March
1992 Efraín Bamaca Velázquez, a Guatemalan
guerrilla leader married to U.S. lawyer Jennifer
Harbury, was captured by the Guatemalan army and
subsequently disappeared. In protest, Ms. Harbury
undertook a number of actions, and eventually staged
a hunger strike in front of the American embassy in
Guatemala City, demanding that the U.S. government
investigate her husband’s case. The Clinton
administration eventually began an investigation,
which revealed that Julio Roberto Alpírez, a colonel in
the Guatemalan Army who worked as a paid CIA
informant, was implicated in the killing of Mr.
Bamaca and another U.S. citizen, Michael DeVine, in
1990. Subsequent disclosures revealed that the C.I.A.
station chief in Guatemala at the time may have
known more about these killings than he disclosed to
his superiors. The station chief was subsequently
removed from his post.
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FORENSIC WORK IN GUATEMALA
At the request of local human rights organizations,
EAAF participated in forensic exhumations at
clandestine cemeteries in Guatemala in 1991, 1992,
and 1993 in the Quiche region and in 1994 and 1995 in
the El Peten region.
At the same time in 1992, together with other
professionals, EAAF participated in training the
Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology Team, which has
since undertaken the important work of scientifically

Jacobo Arbenz
Guzman, popularly
elected President of
Guatemala, was
searched at the
airport after he was
overthrown in a
C.I.A.-sponsored
military coup in
1954.

documenting human rights violations committed in
the country.
Since 1992 this team, now called the Guatemalan
Forensic Anthropology Foundation (Fundacion de
Antropologia Forense de Guatemala), has been
conducting forensic anthropological work in the
human rights field in Guatemala and other countries.
Since 1996, a second forensic anthropology team
working for the Office of the Archbishop of
Guatemala has also been doing similar work.
The two Guatemalan forensic anthropology teams
and EAAF are currently the only organizations of
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their kind working in Latin America. The three teams,
all non-governmental organizations, formed in
response to historical circumstances that made the
application of forensic anthropology to investigations
into human rights violations a vitally important
project.
The results of the forensic investigations into
human rights cases are being sent to the special
commission of historical inquiry investigating human
rights violations named above.

Fieldwork. Between March 26th and 28th Turner
participated with the foundation in an excavation of a
mass gravesite and an investigation of another
possible mass grave. Both were located in San Andrés
Sajcabajá, a village in the department of Quiché.
According to witnesses, near the end of 1980s,
Guatemalan Army troops occupied the parish and
kidnapped or murdered several hundred residents.
Between April 12th and 16th, Turner participated

THE 1997 MISSION
The Collaborative Agreement
Because the Guatemalan Foundation has
undertaken an extremely large workload, in
early 1997 its members began to discuss the
possibility of an institutional collaborative
agreement with the Argentine team. During
her stay in Guatemala, Turner discussed the
technical details of this proposed accord with
foundation members in more detail.
The outcome of these discussions was a
project entitled “Project of Scientific
Documentation of Human Rights Violations
Committed in Guatemala: Exhumation of
Clandestine Graves and Identification of the
Remains of Disappeared Persons.” In the
agreement, EAAF committed itself to
undertaking three or four missions to
Guatemala in 1998, each conducted by a single
EAAF member. On each of these missions, the
EAAF member will participate in excavations
and analyses of human remains from cases of
human rights violations under investigation
by the Guatemalan Foundation. The project was
subsequently approved by Miser eor, a German
agency.
Forensic Activities
Laboratory Work . Between March 21st and 25th,
and again between March 29th and April 2nd, Turner
participated in the analysis of disappeared persons’
remains in the laboratory located in the foundation’s
offices. These remains had been exhumed in several
different excavations conducted by the foundation.
Also, between April 5th and 9th, Turner
participated in a seminar for the foundation’s
members given by the U.S doctors Nizan Peerwani, a
forensic pathologist, and Rodney Crown, a forensic
odontologist.
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Excavation of a 30-meter
well in progress at the
El Tablon site.

in the excavation of a site known as “El Tablon,” in
the department of Chimaltenango. The excavation
site was a well of approximately 30 meters in depth.
According to several different witnesses, the
Guatemalan Armed Forces had thrown the bodies of
approximately 300 local villagers in this well during
the 1980s. This excavation was interrupted by the
beginning of the rainy season.
1998 Update
As specified in the agreement, during 1998 EAAF
members conducted three missions to Guatemala.
Each lasted for a month, and involved field and
laboratory research. More information will be
provided in EAAF’s 1998 report.
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