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Bombings Place Unique Burden on Iraq's 1st DNA Lab
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BAGHDAD -- The Baghdad morgue DNA unit's latest enigmas arrived last week in plastic bags.
There was a hand, a right arm and a headless torso with blood-soaked shreds of an Iraqi army uniform -- the first body parts recovered
after massive bombings last Sunday that hospital officials had been unable to identify.
"With big bombings, when you have 100 dead, maybe 20 bodies will be beyond recognition," said physician Taha Qasim, head of
forensics at the morgue, as he surveyed the human remains neatly laid out on black stretchers in the facility's mortuary. "Those come
here."
Physicians at the year-old DNA lab, the first in Iraq, have begun using science to solve new and old mysteries in a country where war
and sectarian conflict has created legions of them.
Since they began processing samples regularly, morgue officials said, they have collected nearly 4,000 of them from unidentified bodies
and relatives of people missing after explosions. Those have yielded dozens of matches, they said.
The officials said they intend to open two more labs in coming years that would work exclusively on mass grave cases -- a project with
the potential to provide information to thousands of families and shine a light on some of the darkest chapters of Iraq's bloody history.
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The lab has also been asked to help out in court cases, introducing scientific evidence into a justice system that until now has relied
almost exclusively on confessions and uncorroborated accusations.
"Because of sanctions and bans, we have been obstructed from using this technology," said Munjid Salahadin, the morgue's director.
The central Baghdad morgue was built in the 1930s by the British. After the 2003 U.S.-led invasion, it was run, until relatively recently,
by Shiite militias. During 2006 and 2007, the peak years of sectarian fighting between Sunnis and Shiites, scores of bodies were
delivered there daily. Many had been decapitated. Others were burned or tortured beyond recognition. The intensity of sectarian hatred
at the time made it nearly impossible for Sunni families to visit the morgue. Thousands were buried in unmarked graves, and morgue
officials could do little other than photograph corpses and try to keep track of burial places.
"In 2006, we received 100, 150 bodies each day," Qasim said as he made his way from the mortuary to the DNA lab.
The crush of cases at the time kept the morgue's refrigerators packed. Forensic experts were able to perform only perfunctory
autopsies. Qasim developed an ulcer.
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"We're dealing with people losing loved ones," he said. "You must not deal with these cases in an ordinary way."
Since last Sunday's twin suicide bombings, which targeted the Justice Ministry and the Baghdad Provincial Council building and killed
about 160 people, scores of Iraqis have shown up at the morgue each day shortly after sunrise.
Most people come to the central facility after looking at unidentified bodies at the capital's hospital morgues. Muslims strongly prefer to
bury their dead hours after they die, believing that failure to do so desecrates the body.
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Younis Chata, 42, was among those who came to the morgue after last week's bombings, hoping to leave with a body.
His sister and her husband had returned to the Iraqi capital last Sunday morning after a trip to Najaf, where they visited the city's revered
Shiite shrine, he said. They were dropped off at a central Baghdad bus station close to the targeted ministries.
"We called 10 minutes before the incident, and they told us they were on their way back to Ur," he said, referring to the eastern Baghdad
district where the family lives. "After we heard the news of the bombing, we called back -- and the phone was switched off."
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Chata and other relatives kept dialing the numbers frantically -- with no luck. That afternoon, a man finally answered the phone. He was
a firefighter, he said, who had recovered a mangled cellphone while sifting through rubble at one of the blast sites. He had popped the
phone's SIM card into his cellphone, assuming someone would be looking for the owner.
Chata and his nephew, Haider Falehir, 23, visited eight hospitals. They looked at the handwritten patient rosters posted outside. They
also searched the hospitals' darkened morgues, which become so overcrowded and stench-filled after large bombings that relatives
searching for bodies of loved ones often vomit on the way out.
The two men found one of Falehir's father's legs, which they recognized because he had webbed toes. They also found one of Falehir's
mother's hands.
"We identified it because of a ring," Falehir said, speaking in a small, crowded room where doctors collect drops of blood from relatives
of missing people to cull a DNA sample.
Qasim said the morgue received nearly 30 unidentified bodies from bombings Aug. 19 that targeted the Finance and Foreign ministries,
killing more than 100 people -- an event Iraqis have begun to call Bloody Wednesday. The morgue has been able to match all but 13, he
said.
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"When I see one of these relatives get answers, that's where I get the gratification," Qasim said.
Iraqi judges, many of whom have been slow to accept the reliability of DNA evidence, increasingly call on morgue officials to help solve
crimes and disputes. In one case, Qasim said, DNA evidence vindicated a man who took his wife to court accusing her of bearing
another man's child.
Another recent case caught the attention of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, who got an aide to call the morgue and demand that the case
be given priority because two tribes were about to go to war.
In another incident, relatives of a female inmate in a Baghdad prison killed the woman when she became pregnant, allegedly after a
guard raped her. Two guards became suspects, but both denied the allegation. The woman's body was brought to the morgue, where
scientists obtained a DNA sample from her fetus. The guards were forced to submit samples. One came back as a match.
Most workers at the DNA unit do not disclose where they work, fearing that they could become targets because of their roles in criminal
cases. Qasim said he is not afraid.
"I am a Muslim," he said. "I will receive my reward from God."
By Ernesto LondoÃ±o
Washington Post
Special correspondent Qais Mizher contributed to this report.
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