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Overview

https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/disasters-and-
children/

Reunification science

DNA for family reunification

Research agenda

Priorities for optimizing DNA
as a tool in disaster contexts



Reunification science

https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/disasters-and-
children/

Family separation harms 
children’s health



Reunification science

https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/disasters-and-
children/

Family separation should be 
prevented whenever 
possible, and

Reunification should occur 
as quickly as possible, 
when safe to do so



Reunification science

https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/disasters-and-
children/

Family reunification is 
under-researched



Reunification science

https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/disasters-and-
children/

DNA can reunify children 
with their families, but

Protocols need to be 
developed

Preparedness is key!



Children’s Rights & Family Reunification

Developmental

Survival 

Participative

Protective

The four domains in UN Convention on the Rights of the Child:



Children’s Rights & Family Reunification

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child:

Article 8: Right to identity 

Article 9: Right not to be separated from parents, unless in the 
best interest of child

Article 18: Right to be raised by your parents, if possible



Children’s Rights & Family Reunification

The UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
Article 23

The Right of family

The UN International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 
Article 10



Family reunification of El 
Salvador’s “disappeared” 
children using DNA



Stages in the Continuum of Family Separation

Pre-disappearance

Disappearance

Searching

Separation - ongoing
ambiguous loss



Stages in the Continuum of Family Reunification

Identification

Reunion

Reintegration, 
a lifelong process 

Identification + Reunion + Reintegration = FAMILY REUNIFICATION
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Bosnian War
icmp.org

Guatemala’s 
Internal Armed 

Conflict
fafg.org

Argentina’s 
“Dirty War”

argentina.gob.ar/cie
ncia/bndg

El Salvador’s 
Disappeared 

Children
probusqueda.org
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DNA Bridge is a consortium of scientists
and human rights experts working to 
enable and promote the ethical and secure 
use of DNA data to reunify families 
separated by armed conflict, political 
repression, immigration, climate change, 
and disasters

Our goal is to support the use of DNA 
analysis in a humane manner to reunify 
families and identify missing persons 
around the globe



Overcoming barriers in a DNA-led approach

DNA only verifies close genetic 
relationships

DNA collected  for family 
reunification might be sought 
for comparison to criminal 
databases

DNA can take months to 
process in a traditional lab

Social networks, interviews, & 
review of legal documents can 
verify a range of relationship 
types

DNA swabs and data collected 
for family reunification can be 
managed outside of 
governments

Rapid DNA technologies are 
portable, automated, and 
produce results in under 2 
hours 



DNA Bridge strategy

1:1 AABB-accredited 
relationship tests

X
Children’s 
DNA data

Adults’ DNA 
data✓

Database comparison

/
2018

Government-required DNA testing in 
US-based, commercial laboratories
One-to-one testing strategy
Risk of revelation of relationships

DNA Bridge

DNA testing outside of government 
control with rapid DNA (or local labs)
Database in non-US-based, 
intergovernmental agencies
Only genetic relationships reported





DNA verification can provide prompt, safe family 
reunification amidst the chaos of disasters



Application of the DNA Bridge strategy to disasters

Family DNA 
data

DNA of living 
& deceased 
unidentified 

children

INTERNAL 
searches 
FOR RELATED 
VICTIMS

DNA data from 
children’s 

belongings

ONE TO 
MANY

searches

• Collect DNA from decedents, living 
children unable to ID themselves

• Conduct internal searches of victims 
database for related victims

• Genetic relatives present at the site 
supply sample for a one-to-many 
database search

ON SITE

OFF SITE
• Relatives of child may submit FRS for 

a one-to-many database searches
• Non-genetic or distantly related 

relatives may provide child’s 
belongings for DNA reference 
samples



CLOSED DISASTERS

OPEN DISASTERS

INTERNATIONALDOMESTIC

Manifest of victims
State and local government 
+/- federal (FBI, FEMA)
ADD: ~5 US regional labs, FEMA, make 
FBI missing person database 
accessible

Mandate of victims:
International government(s)
Same model, intl
collaboration
ADD: global regional labs

No list of victims: 
Same approach as above
Also need government 
outreach to public to 
develop list of missing 
children/victims

No list of victims: 
Same approach, intl
collaboration (especially if 
unknown number of foreign 
nationals)



Separations harm families and are ongoing across contexts

Every day separated adds to the harms

Technologies exist that can verify suspected matches and 
reconnect children with their families



Priority research agenda

Disaster Contexts

• Family reunification needs and 
experiences by context

• Optimal role of DNA and other 
biometric data by context



Priority research agenda

Processes to protect rights and 
promote agency

• Avoiding re-traumatization

• Fostering trust

• Navigating politics

• Balancing speed and accuracy



Priority research agenda

Protocols

• Informed consent

• Confidentiality

• Data security

• Stakeholder collaboration in 
support of families



No technology—including DNA analysis—can reunify all 
families. However, their inherent limitations are not 

adequate justification for avoiding their use to facilitate 
prompt reunification of children with their families.

The potential risk of privacy harms from DNA testing to reunify families 
is not an adequate justification for our collective inaction. The privacy 
risks can be readily mitigated – but the actual harms are compounding 

daily and must be addressed.
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