LearnlUINI GLOSSARY

LEARNING SHOULD BE FREE

Global Certificate Course in War Crimes Investigation Techniques

Global Certificate Course in War Crimes Investigation
Techniques

Armed Conflict

Hostilities, war, armed engagement

A situation in which organized armed forces of at least two parties engage in sustained combat. Example:
The 1994 Rwandan genocide occurred during an armed conflict between Hutu militias and Tutsi groups.
Practical application: Investigators must determine whether the violence falls within the legal definition of
an armed conflict to apply international humanitarian law. Challenges: Distinguishing between isolated
criminal acts and actions that are part of a broader armed conflict can be difficult, especially in fragmented
or low-intensity wars.

Chain of Custody

Evidence handling, forensic protocol

A documented process that records every transfer, analysis, and storage of physical or digital evidence from
collection to presentation in court. Example: A forensic examiner logs the date, time, and conditions when a
bullet casing is moved from the crime scene to the laboratory. Practical application: Maintaining an
unbroken chain of custody ensures that evidence is admissible and that its integrity is not questioned.
Challenges: In war zones, limited resources, security risks, and rapid movement of personnel can jeopardize
proper documentation.

Command Responsibility

Superior liability, doctrine of command

A legal principle that holds military or civilian superiors criminally liable for crimes committed by
subordinates when they knew or should have known about the offenses and failed to prevent or punish
them. Example: A brigade commander who orders the systematic execution of civilians can be prosecuted
even if he did not personally carry out the killings. Practical application: Investigators gather orders,
communications, and witness statements to establish the existence of a command hierarchy and the
superior’'s knowledge. Challenges: Proving the mental element—knowledge or constructive knowledge—
requires extensive documentary and testimonial evidence, often obscured by deliberate concealment.

Criminal War Tribunal

International court, war crimes tribunal

A judicial body established to try individuals accused of violating the laws and customs of war. Example: The
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) prosecuted perpetrators of the Srebrenica
massacre. Practical application: Investigators provide factual findings, forensic reports, and witness
testimonies that form the evidentiary basis for prosecution. Challenges: Political pressure, limited
jurisdiction, and the need to coordinate with multiple national legal systems can impede the tribunal’s
effectiveness.
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Documentary Evidence

Written records, archival material

Any written, printed, or electronic material that can substantiate facts in a war crimes investigation. Example:
A leaked internal memo ordering the destruction of a protected cultural site. Practical application: Analysts
authenticate documents, assess relevance, and translate them as needed for inclusion in case files.
Challenges: Documents may be deliberately falsified, destroyed, or stored in insecure environments, making
retrieval and verification arduous.

Evidence Preservation

Conservation, safeguarding

The set of measures taken to protect physical, digital, or testimonial evidence from alteration, loss, or
destruction. Example: Using climate-controlled containers to store skeletal remains recovered from a mass
grave. Practical application: Teams deploy portable labs, seal sites, and employ chain-of-custody protocols
to maintain evidentiary integrity. Challenges: Ongoing conflict, limited infrastructure, and the risk of
contamination by looters or natural elements threaten preservation efforts.

Forensic Anthropology

Human remains analysis, skeletal identification

The scientific discipline that applies skeletal biology to identify victims, determine cause of death, and
reconstruct events. Example: Determining that a set of bones shows perimortem gunshot wounds
consistent with execution. Practical application: Anthropologists work alongside investigators to locate mass
graves, extract remains, and produce individual identification reports. Challenges: Decomposition,
commingling of remains, and lack of comparative DNA samples can hinder accurate identification.

Genocide

Mass extermination, ethnic cleansing

The intentional act to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group. Example: The
systematic killing of the Tutsi population in Rwanda in 1994. Practical application: Investigators must
document intent, scale, and specific acts (e.G., Killing, causing serious harm) to meet the legal threshold of
genocide. Challenges: Proving the specific intent (“dolus specialis”) requires extensive evidence of planning
and policy, often concealed within secret communications.

Human Rights Law

International human rights, treaty obligations

A body of law that protects the fundamental rights and freedoms of individuals, applicable in both peace
and conflict. Example: The right to life under Article 6 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights. Practical application: Violations of human rights may overlap with war crimes; investigators must
differentiate the applicable legal regime to pursue appropriate remedies. Challenges: Overlapping
jurisdiction, varying national implementations, and political resistance can complicate the enforcement of
human rights norms.

International Criminal Court (ICC)
Permanent tribunal, Rome Statute
A permanent international court with jurisdiction over genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, and
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the crime of aggression. Example: The ICC's investigation into alleged war crimes committed in the Central
African Republic. Practical application: Investigators coordinate with ICC prosecutors to submit evidence,
witness statements, and forensic reports that meet the Court's evidentiary standards. Challenges: The ICC
relies on state cooperation; non-cooperative states may deny access, impede evidence collection, or refuse
to surrender suspects.

Judicial Immunity

Legal protection, sovereign immunity

A doctrine that shields judges and certain officials from civil suit or prosecution for acts performed in an
official capacity. Example: A military judge who presides over a court-martial cannot be sued for decisions
made during the trial. Practical application: Understanding immunity helps investigators navigate legal
boundaries when seeking testimony or cooperation from officials. Challenges: Immunity may be contested
in cases of alleged gross violations, leading to complex jurisdictional disputes.

Jurisdiction

Legal authority, territorial competence

The legal right of a court or tribunal to hear a case and render a binding decision. Example: The ICTY
exercised jurisdiction over crimes committed on the territory of the former Yugoslavia. Practical application:
Determining which body has proper jurisdiction guides the filing of complaints, evidence gathering, and
prosecution strategy. Challenges: Overlapping national, regional, and international jurisdictions can create
"forum shopping” and procedural delays.

Killing Zone

Mass execution site, killing field

A location where a large number of victims are deliberately killed and often buried or concealed. Example: A
remote forest clearing used for the execution of civilians during an internal armed conflict. Practical
application: Investigators conduct site surveys, forensic excavations, and witness interviews to document the
scale and method of killings. Challenges: Concealment measures, environmental degradation, and security
hazards make discovery and evidence collection difficult.

Legal Threshold

Standard of proof, evidentiary bar

The minimum level of evidence required to establish a particular legal conclusion, such as the occurrence of
a war crime. Example: “Beyond a reasonable doubt” for criminal convictions in most jurisdictions. Practical
application: Prosecutors and investigators must assess whether the collected evidence meets the threshold
before proceeding to trial. Challenges: In conflict settings, evidence may be fragmentary, necessitating
careful legal analysis to avoid premature or unsustainable charges.

Mass Grave

Collective burial, communal interment

A burial site containing multiple human remains, often resulting from large-scale killings or natural
disasters. Example: The mass grave uncovered in Srebrenica containing thousands of Bosniak victims.
Practical application: Teams map the site, excavate remains, and conduct DNA identification to provide
closure for families and support criminal proceedings. Challenges: Disturbance by looters, environmental
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erosion, and limited forensic capacity can compromise the integrity of the grave.

Military Tribunal

Combatant court, martial justice

A legal body convened to try members of armed forces for violations of military law or international
humanitarian law. Example: The Nuremberg Military Tribunals that prosecuted Nazi war criminals after
World War Il. Practical application: Investigators present evidence of unlawful orders, conduct, and chain of
command to support charges. Challenges: Issues of impartiality, political influence, and the need to balance
military discipline with international standards.

Non-Combatant

Civilian, protected persons

Individuals who are not actively participating in hostilities and are therefore protected from direct attack
under international law. Example: Medical personnel providing care to wounded civilians. Practical
application: Distinguishing combatants from non-combatants is essential for assessing whether an attack
constitutes a war crime. Challenges: Combatants may deliberately disguise themselves as civilians, and
blurred front lines can create ambiguity.

OSINT (Open-Source Intelligence)

Public domain data, open-source analysis

Information gathered from publicly available sources such as media reports, satellite imagery, and social
media. Example: Using Twitter posts to locate a suspected mass execution site. Practical application: OSINT
complements traditional investigative methods, providing leads, corroboration, and situational awareness.
Challenges: Verifying authenticity, managing misinformation, and ensuring the chain of custody for digital
evidence are critical concerns.

Perpetrator

Offender, responsible party

The individual or group who directly commits the criminal act. Example: A militia commander who orders
the burning of a protected cultural heritage site. Practical application: Identifying perpetrators enables
targeted investigations, arrest warrants, and prosecution. Challenges: Perpetrators may use false identities,
relocate frequently, or be protected by powerful networks, complicating attribution.

Presumption of Innocence

Fundamental right, legal principle

The doctrine that a person accused of a crime is considered innocent until proven guilty. Example: A suspect
detained for alleged war crimes must be afforded due process before conviction. Practical application:
Investigators must collect objective evidence and avoid bias to respect this principle throughout the
investigative process. Challenges: Media sensationalism and public pressure in high-profile war crimes cases
can threaten the fairness of proceedings.

Protection Order
Restraining order, safety decree
A legal directive issued to safeguard victims, witnesses, or at-risk individuals from further harm. Example: An
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order preventing a former combatant from approaching survivors of a massacre. Practical application:
Courts may issue protection orders to facilitate testimony and prevent intimidation. Challenges:
Enforcement in unstable regions may be weak, and violators may act with impunity.

Quid Pro Quo

Exchange, bargaining

A reciprocal arrangement where one party provides something of value in return for a concession or
cooperation. Example: A witness agrees to testify in exchange for relocation assistance. Practical application:
Negotiated agreements can secure critical testimony while ensuring the safety of informants. Challenges:
Ethical considerations, potential coercion, and the need to maintain the integrity of the testimony must be
carefully managed.

Refugee Law

Asylum, displacement protection

The body of international law that governs the rights and protection of persons who have fled their country
due to persecution, conflict, or violence. Example: The 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol.
Practical application: Investigators may interview refugees to gather evidence of war crimes while respecting
non-refoulement obligations. Challenges: Language barriers, trauma-related memory gaps, and the
politicization of refugee status can affect the reliability of testimonies.

Rule of Law

Legal order, governance principle

The principle that all individuals and institutions, including the state, are subject to and accountable under
law. Example: Ensuring that military commanders are prosecuted for unlawful orders. Practical application:
War crimes investigations reinforce the rule of law by holding perpetrators accountable and deterring future
violations. Challenges: Weak judicial infrastructure, corruption, and ongoing conflict can undermine the
enforcement of legal norms.

Security Clearance

Access authorization, vetting

A formal process that determines an individual's eligibility to access classified or sensitive information.
Example: An analyst receiving “Secret” clearance to view intelligence on suspected war-crime locations.
Practical application: Proper clearance safeguards sources, methods, and ongoing investigations.
Challenges: Lengthy vetting procedures may delay urgent investigative tasks, and breaches can jeopardize
operations.

Standard Operating Procedure (SOP)

Guidelines, protocol

A set of step-by-step instructions that describe how to perform routine operations consistently and safely.
Example: An SOP for collecting forensic evidence from a battlefield burial site. Practical application: SOPs
ensure uniformity, quality control, and legal defensibility of investigative work. Challenges: Rigid SOPs may
need adaptation to unpredictable field conditions, requiring flexible yet compliant modifications.

Targeted Killing
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Precision strike, selective elimination

The intentional killing of a specific individual or group, often justified on security grounds. Example: A drone
strike that eliminates a high-ranking insurgent commander. Practical application: Investigators assess
whether the killing complies with international humanitarian law, including proportionality and distinction.
Challenges: Verifying the identity of the target, assessing collateral damage, and addressing potential
violations of human rights.

Universal Jurisdiction

Global prosecutorial reach, extraterritorial authority

The principle that certain crimes, such as genocide and war crimes, may be prosecuted by any state
regardless of where they occurred. Example: A national court initiating proceedings against a foreign official
accused of war crimes. Practical application: Enables victims to seek justice when domestic avenues are
unavailable or ineffective. Challenges: Political sensitivities, diplomatic immunity, and conflicting legal
systems can obstruct the exercise of universal jurisdiction.

Victim-Centered Approach

Survivor focus, trauma-informed

An investigative methodology that prioritizes the needs, safety, and dignity of victims throughout the case
process. Example: Providing psychosocial support before interviewing a child survivor of a massacre.
Practical application: Enhances the reliability of testimonies and promotes restorative justice. Challenges:
Balancing the need for thorough evidence collection with the risk of re-traumatization requires careful
planning and specialized training.

Witness Protection Program

Safeguard scheme, witness security

A set of measures designed to shield witnesses from intimidation, retaliation, or harm. Example: Relocating
a key informant to a secure, undisclosed location and providing a new identity. Practical application:
Essential for securing testimony in high-profile war crimes cases where witnesses face severe threats.
Challenges: Funding constraints, logistical complexities, and cross-border coordination often limit the
program’s effectiveness.

Zero-Tolerance Policy

Strict enforcement, no-exception rule

A policy that mandates severe penalties for any breach of specified regulations, leaving no room for
discretionary leniency. Example: A military unit adopting a zero-tolerance stance toward the looting of
protected cultural sites. Practical application: Sends a clear deterrent signal and reinforces compliance with
international norms. Challenges: Rigid enforcement may overlook mitigating circumstances, potentially
leading to disproportionate punishment or morale issues.
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