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Human Rights Research in Conflict Zones and Military Forensics 
Presentation by Curt Goering 

 
Amnesty International was initially involved mostly in non-conflict situations 
but in the last twenty years it has started to do research and analysis in conflict 
zones and war zones. We had to develop—as other human rights 
organizations did—systems within the organization to respond to the patterns 
of what was happening in the world and support that kind of work.  
 
About twenty years ago, I was testifying in Congress before the Subcommittee 
on Human Rights and International Organizations. At the end of the hearing a 
Representative asked, “What’s the difference between Amnesty’s work in its 
usual human rights investigations and its work in times of war; and what do 
you do?” Basically, at that time my answer was–and Amnesty’s answer was–
that the concerns were not that different. They related to torture and execution 
of prisoners of war, or possibly cases where prisoners of war were not released 
after a ceasefire or cessation of hostilities. Such cases could potentially be 
taken up by Amnesty for individual casework. But basically, that was it. As 
more and more human rights violations became apparent in the context of 
armed conflict and conflict zones, however, we had to develop our research 
and methodology to address those issues as well.  
 
There were three kinds of issues that we had to address: logistical issues, 
methodological issues, and issues that I put in the legal, policy or military 
doctrine area. We began sending staff–researchers–into combat zones in the 
late 1980s. As the conflict work developed, it was not unusual for a staff 
member to be in contexts where there were active hostilities, or there was the 
possibility of an outbreak of hostilities at any time. Amnesty had to address 
fundamental issues related to safety and security of its staff. The risks in those 
situations included being caught between opposing forces, threats from things 
like improvised explosive devices (IEDs), the vehicle-borne IEDs, rocket or 
mortar attacks, mines, and unexploded ordinance. There were also, of course, 
the risks associated with the breakdown of law and order and questions about 
where one is able to travel to gather information, how one gets there, and the 
presence of armed gangs, robbers, and criminal activity. All of these factors 
had to be taken into account. 
 
Logistical Concerns 
 
The first thing I want to highlight for an organization like ours–and I’m sure 
this is true for Human Rights Watch and others as well–is the safety and 
security of staff. What level risk you expose your staff to and how 
management assesses risk–these are among the most important considerations. 



      
 

Different judgments can be made about what is too high a risk to accept. 
Sometimes Amnesty is not able to get in or does not try to get in because the 
situation is simply too risky. I would say that having been in Gaza most of the 
last year and having worked in a context where I was subject to the security 
and safety precautions of the UN, I would say that at least in Gaza, 
international NGOs sometimes had more flexibility to travel and operate in 
general than UN staff doing comparable human rights work. That was not 
always the case, however, and there were times when as UN staff we were able 
to negotiate with the Israelis or the local authorities, including Hamas 
authorities, in Gaza to gain access to certain places that NGOs would not have 
had access to, or could only do with high risk. We received security updates 
daily and there were times when the kidnapping risk for UN staff was deemed 
high and at those times we were subject to very stringent constraints on 
movement. On those days we could not travel outside Gaza city and had to be 
inside our apartment buildings by 7:30 in the evening.  
 
There is also the issue of armed guards and moving around in armored 
vehicles. What does it mean for human rights organizations gathering data 
about potential human rights abuses to be accompanied by armed guards or 
moving in armored vehicles? In Gaza, we only moved around with armor-
plated vehicles, but without armed guards. In Iraq, though, sometimes we had 
to use armed escorts, such as on the road leading to and from the airport or in 
and out of Baghdad during periods when movement there was extremely risky. 
It was the same in parts of Afghanistan, in the south–in Kandahar in 
particular, where movement was not advised without that kind of protection. 
It presents a dilemma for human rights organizations to be moving around in 
that kind of way.  
 
The safety issues of course affect how the work is carried out and how the day 
is planned. Some threats require movements to be unpredictable and routines 
often changed, especially if you’re based in a location for a period of time and 
there’s a likelihood of being tracked or watched. You need to mix up your 
schedule a little bit. You must not leave the place where you are staying to 
travel to your place of work or wherever else you are going at predictable 
times. You must take different routes in case someone is following to throw 
him or her off track. It becomes part of the routine to vary your routine. The 
places where you stay and where you eat become crucial logistical issues. These 
are just some of the logistical considerations. 
 
Methodological Demands Interlinked with Legal Policy and Military Doctrine 
 
Regarding methodological issues, many of the demands of research and 
information gathering in conflict zones is similar to the concerns faced in non-



      
 

conflict zones. This includes the importance of getting accurate, first-hand and 
detailed data from eyewitnesses or survivors and crosschecking and 
corroborating information whenever possible, and gathering physical evidence. 
The differences, however, are also very profound. In conflict zones, 
information gathering often takes place in an insecure environment. Simple 
things can become complicated–like returning to a location several times in 
order to gather additional information, fill in information gaps and answer 
remaining questions after you have already been there a first time or second 
time. In conflict zones that can be impossible to do. And then there are 
questions about how to apply the standards. There are always questions about 
what is a human rights violation, or a violation of the laws of war. Who or 
what is a legitimate military target? How do governments select targets and 
determine they are legal? For example, in Gaza–as both Amnesty and Human 
Rights Watch have reported–in the opening moments of Operation Cast Lead, 
one of the places targeted by Israel was the awards ceremony of police cadets 
who were graduating at the time. A group of them was targeted and several 
dozen of them killed during the ceremony. The question arose–and this was 
something that we learned had been debated within the Israeli military prior to 
the attack–whether or not the ceremony was a legitimate target. The targets 
were policemen, but it is questionable whether they should have been 
considered involved in active hostilities. The Israelis decided that they were 
legitimate targets. The police cadets were struck and many were killed. 
Organizations like Human Rights Watch and Amnesty took issue with that. 
 
These are important and complicated questions. For example, a few years ago 
in Yemen a suspected Al Qaeda operative was targeted and killed in a drone 
attack. He had been traveling in a car with five or six others who were 
apparently civilians. Is that a legitimate military target, or is that an extrajudicial 
execution? In the former Yugoslavia, was it appropriate to target the television 
station–was that a civilian institution or was it a legitimate target if it was 
broadcasting propaganda? There are judgments to be made about what is a 
legitimate target. What is a reasonable and proportionate use of force or 
anticipated military advantage gained by virtue of selection of a particular 
target versus the collateral costs that might be incurred? There is also the 
question of what steps a government has taken to avoid civilian casualties. In 
Gaza, for example, the Israeli military dropped leaflets in certain areas before 
they bombed. They also made phone calls to many people in Gaza to warn 
them to leave. The problem with that was although people were notified that 
bombing was imminent there was no place for them to go because the borders 
were shut. There are no bomb shelters in Gaza and there was no place for 
them to flee, so knowledge of the approaching bombing created added anxiety. 
The Israelis justified their actions by saying, “Of course, we’ve given advanced 
warning, and people had a chance to move away.” 



      
 

Policy Innovations 
 
Finally, let me make a brief comment on some of the innovations. As the work 
changes, the job description and skill-sets of staff must also change. When we 
recruit people whose briefs will include potential work in conflict areas, we 
expect them to be experienced and knowledgeable about working in such 
settings and the judgment to make sound decisions under great stress. Among 
other things, they also need a good understanding of international 
humanitarian law (IHL) and how to make determinations about how it is 
applied in conflict settings. We also have started to bring on conflict 
researchers who might not have particular regional or country expertise, but 
have deep experience working in emergencies. This is something that other 
groups have done for some time. Amnesty is also doing this now because the 
demand for work in these kinds of environments is anticipated to continue. 
 
We increasingly use military forensic experts: specialists who are trained to 
identify from the remnants certain kinds of weapons; who can examine blasts 
on buildings or bomb craters to determine the origin of the fire which can help 
determine what the military strategy might have been and whether there was a 
legitimate military purpose; persons who are experienced in trace evidence, 
DNA analysis, toxicology, and the like. Finally, we have also begun in the last 
couple of years to use remote sensing technology–using satellites to help 
provide powerful visual evidence to help corroborate the picture that is being 
painted from individual testimony. The satellite photographs cannot prove that 
war crimes took place, just as medical evidence cannot exactly prove that 
someone was tortured, but it can provide powerful corroborative 
documentation. In cases like the Sudan, Sri Lanka, and Lebanon after the 2006 
events, that kind of information is available and can be particularly useful 
when it has been impossible to have staff on the ground. It is another way to 
get important data. I want to note that some of this work is being done 
collaboratively between Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. The 
Sri Lanka satellite photos taken 5-10 May 2009, for example, provide 
compelling visual evidence of the army’s launch of attacks against civilian 
zones. With that particular conflict, this was an indispensible component in 
forming a picture about what happened during that period. 
 
Curt Goering is Senior Deputy Executive Director of Amnesty International 
USA and has recently served as representative of the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights in Gaza.  Goering has been involved with 
Amnesty International at many levels for nearly twenty-five years.  He has 
participated in numerous field research missions for Amnesty international 
during human rights crises. 





Glossary 
 

AI (and Amnesty) – Amnesty International.  Founded in 1961, AI is 
one of the oldest and most prominent transnational human rights 
organizations, with international headquarters in London. The 
organization relies on 3 million members and supporters in 150 
countries to carry out its work, and policies are vetted through 
complex processes and structures that involve membership in the 
decisions.  (See ICM, IEC, IS, AI mandate, and Secretary General 
below.) 

 
HRW – Human Rights Watch.   A prominent international human 

rights NGO that originated as a series of US-based “watch 
committees.”   The first such committee was charged to monitor 
Soviet compliance with the 1975 Helsinki Accords.  Subsequent 
committees were formed to monitor human rights concerns in 
Latin America, Asia, Africa and the Middle East.  Before 
consolidating as “Human Rights Watch” in 1988 the organization 
was known as the Watch Committees. 

 
IHL – International Humanitarian Law (or laws of war, international 

humanitarian law of war), the body of customary and treaty law that 
defines the conduct and responsibility of nations at war, relative to 
each other and to civilians.  It includes most prominently the 
Geneva Conventions and the Hague Conventions, but also the 
1997 Landmine Treaty.     

 
 
 


