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Forensic Files
Human Rights Center seeks answers for  
adoptees separated from families decades ago

 Not so long ago, daily life in El 
Salvador was dangerous and cha-
otic. During the armed conflict 
from 1980 to 1992, families were 

torn apart, children kidnapped or sent away to 
escape danger. Those separated from their par-
ents were often funneled to corrupt adoption 
agencies seeking profit from placing children in 
homes, sometimes thousands of miles away. 
Fortunately, Boalt’s Human Rights Center 
(HRC) is part of an effort to demand answers 
and accountability through the use of forensic 
science.

The center’s DNA Reunification Project has 

watts—enough to illuminate 10,000 100-watt 
incandescent bulbs. California’s commercial 
nuclear power plants, Diablo Canyon and San 
Onofre, generate about 2,200 megawatts each. 
In the short term, the state seeks to create power 
equal to five Diablo Canyons with local renew-
ables. 

Rather than depending upon new power plants 
and miles of transmission lines, the “next gen-
eration” of power will come from a mosaic of 
renewable sources located close to electricity 
users. Some of these, such as rooftop solar pan-
els and wind turbines, are familiar; others, such 
as bioenergy generators at landfills and sewage 
treatment plants, are still evolving. Existing and 
newly constructed public buildings may also 
play a major role by providing large surfaces for 
solar panels. 

There’s plenty of potential upside. Locally 
generated power can reduce the environmental 
impact, shorten power transmission lines, 
enhance system security, and reduce the use of 
carbon-based fossil fuels. But, like most new and 
creative solutions, there are challenges as well. 

That’s where Boalt brings its own brand of 
energy to the game. For assistance in defining 
and implementing these new policies, Brown 
turned to the Center for Law, Energy & the 
Environment (CLEE). Says CLEE Energy 
Program Director Steve Weissman, “Reaching 
these goals requires direct action by utilities, as 
well as local and state officials. Utilities must 
anticipate where developers will want to con-
nect local renewables to the grid and encourage 
installations in places where they provide the 
greatest help to other customers.”  

According to Weissman, city and county offi-
cials must provide timely and reasonably priced 
construction permits, and the state has to offer 
appropriate financial incentives. “All public enti-
ties need to look for ways to deploy local renew-
ables on their own facilities,” he says. “And with 
the introduction of new technologies come new 
challenges for firefighters and other public safety 
officials, so adequate protections for them must 
apply.” 

In July 2011, CLEE collaborated with the 
governor to convene a conference addressing 
statewide renewable energy needs. UCLA’s 
Luskin Center for Innovation hosted the event, 
with sponsorship by Bank of America. More 
than 270 stakeholders took part, including state, 
county, and municipal energy officials; energy 
operators; researchers; and environmental group 
representatives. 

CLEE oversaw the creation of preconference 
discussion papers and trained facilitators, taking 
steps to maximize the potential for a creative 

conversation among participants. Weissman 
closed the conference with a summary and a call 
to action: “What California seeks to do is unique 
because it will result in the largest creation of 
clean, local renewable energy resources in the 
United States, and will likely serve as a model 
going forward.”

In late February, CLEE produced a draft report 
called California’s Transition to Local Renewable 
Energy: 12,000 Megawatts by 2020. Expected to 
be finalized midyear, it provides the big picture 
of the issues—from grid planning, integration, 
interconnection, and reliability to financing, 
procurement, permitting, and public buildings. 
Each chapter proposes detailed, specific solu-
tions for policymakers to consider. 
—Ken Peterson

GENE POOL: Eduardo Giai 
Checco, center rear, is 
greeted by his extended 
family after a 30-year  
separation ended with the 
help of HRC’s DNA 
Reunification Project.
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 A s Boalt’s Center for the Study of Law 
and Society (CSLS) prepared to cel-
ebrate its 50th anniversary with a 
major conference last fall, two for-

mer Law and Society Association presidents 

reflected on its legacy.
“CSLS is without a doubt the world’s premier 

research center in our field and has been since 
its inception,” said Howard Erlanger, a professor 
at the University of Wisconsin. “No one else has 

Reflecting on a Legacy 
of Leadership

found compelling evidence that the Salvadoran 
government was responsible for abducting chil-
dren from villages during the conflict. The same 
evidence is aiding transnational adoptees in their 
quest to establish kinship with family members 
in El Salvador. 

“It’s rewarding to apply science to an impor-
tant social matter,” says Cristián Orrego, who 
joined HRC as Director of Forensic Projects in 

November 2011 and is a 
founding member of the vol-
unteer organization, Alliance 
of Forensic Scientists for 
H u m a n  R i g h t s  a n d 
Humanitarian Investigations. 
“Bringing science to docu-
mentation of human rights 
violations yields evidence 
that can be very persuasive 
in court.”

HRC works closely with 
t h e  A s o c i a c i ó n  P r o -
Búsqueda de Niñas y Niños 
Desaparecidos (Association 
f o r  t h e  S e a r c h  f o r 
Disappeared Children), a 
San Salvador nonprofit cre-
ated to find the children—
now young adults—who 

were forcibly separated from their families or 
given up under duress during the civil war. An 
enormous challenge in the process is complet-
ing the DNA database of those families who lost 
children, launched in 2006 under the leadership 
of Father Jon Cortina, founder of Pro-Búsqueda, 
and HRC Faculty Director Eric Stover.    

“Many family members are difficult to reach 
or have since passed away,” explains Orrego. 
“Since Pro-Búsqueda was established in 1994, 

we have documentation of 898 families sepa-
rated. So far, 373 of those cases have been found 
or resolved. There are still 525 left. We need 
every resource, every technological tool avail-
able, to continue this effort.” 

Political obstacles have prevented Pro-
Búsqueda from examining all of the adoption 
records. “There is a lot of evidence,” says Orrego. 
“But those records are going to be embarrassing. 
There were networks of fly-by-night adoption 
agencies shut down at the time of the 1992 
Chapultepec Peace Accords because they weren’t 
operating properly. Judges and lawyers who 
should have been looking at those proceedings 
more carefully don’t want that information 
revealed.”

HRC is working to help Pro-Búsqueda develop 
its ability to use the DNA database to reach more 
transnational adoptees. “Cristián is Chilean by 
birth, and he has a close understanding of the 
turmoil in Latin America,” says HRC Executive 
Director Camille Crittenden. “Eric has experi-
ence examining mass crimes. They bring rigor-
ous scientific methods and great dedication to 
investigating these crimes.” 

The end result, as Orrego knows well, warrants 
the effort. “There was a young man adopted by 
a family in Italy,” he says. “He took the initiative 
to contact Pro-Búsqueda, but they couldn’t pin-
point his biological family. Then, through a hit 
in the DNA database, a link was made. Last year, 
the young man and his family of origin were 
reunited.”

Sometimes, such happy endings are possible. 
Using science, leadership, and commitment, 
HRC hopes for many more. —Ben Peterson

For further information, visit  
www.law.berkeley.edu/HRCweb/el_salvador.html.

After 50 years, CSLS remains a trailblazer in its field

FEELS SO GOOD: Eduardo 
Giai Checco, left, was 
reunited with his brother 
after separation from his 
family of origin in 1982. 




