
 
 

MIA Recovery Efforts in Vietnam 
 
Leatherneck Magazine, July 2010, p.40-41 – We—the Marines 
By Elaine Zimmer Davis 
 
Turf battles are nothing new, but when it comes to repatriating the remains ofAmerica’sMIAs, no one—
government officials, veteran organizations or affected families—wants to favor one war over another. 
And while the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for fiscal year 2010 embraces the MIA issue, it 
may inadvertently have done just that. 
 
How to deal with MIAs from the VietnamWar is posing a dilemma. At issue is a mandate in the NDAA 
pertaining to “Missing or Deceased Persons” in military or defense-related positions, dating back to 
WorldWar II. The mandate stipulates, “Beginning with fiscal year 2015, the POW/MIA accounting 
community has sufficient resources to ensure that at least 200 missing persons are accounted for under 
the program annually.” In short, the Joint Prisoner ofWar, Missing in Action Accounting Command 
(JPAC), headquartered in Hawaii, must increase its identification numbers to meet the quota. 
 
In FY 2009, JPAC made 98 identifications, with 26 individuals fromthe Korean War, 19 from the Vietnam 
War and 53 from WWII. Ironically, WWII, which began in 1941, produced themost results, while the 
Vietnam War, nearly two decades later, lagged far behind.  During a recent excavation outside of 
Saigon, JPAC’s Lieutenant Colonel Todd Emoto, United StatesArmy, Commander of Detachment 2 in 
Hanoi, discussed the challenges facing the organization in Vietnam.  “Remains are degrading at an 
alarming rate due to the acidity of soil, climate and other post-depositional processes, in comparison 
to other parts of the world,” said LTC Emoto. “The quantity of the remains that we find in SoutheastAsia is 
normally small in comparison to other areas in which JPAC operates. Many times, a single tooth or a 
small bone fragment will allow JPAC to identify a missing American here.” 
 
JPAC’s Central Identification Laboratory (CIL), the largest forensic anthropology laboratory in the world, is 
in the hot seat to speed up the identification process of all recoveries. Located in Hawaii, the laboratory’s 
growing responsibilities now cover missing persons fromWWII, Korea,Vietnam, the Persian Gulf and the 
ColdWar, as well as support of many humanitarian, foreign and educational partnerships. Staffed by more 



than 30 anthropologists, the CIL will see some relief with a new facility in 2014, but there can be no 
slowdown in the interim. While making strideswith newtechnology, the laboratory continues to cope with a 
variety of shortages. Top on the list is the need for families to submit mitochondrial DNA to help reduce 
the time-consuming identification process. 
 
Unless a solution is forthcoming, JPAC and affiliated agencies may be forced to take the path of least 
resistance to “make the numbers” in compliance with themandate, which could lead away from MIAs in 
Vietnam.  “We are at a crucial time for the MIA issue in Vietnam. The clock is ticking quickly, and soon, 
accounting for some of these individuals by locating and recovering their remains will become markedly 
more difficult or even impossible for the very MIAs upon which this entire effort was founded—our  
Vietnam War POW/MIAs,” said Emoto. 
 
 
 


