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Abstract

Introduction: In Costa Rica the elaboration of dental records or clinical files is not performed routinely in all patients
as it is required by law in many countries. The completion of the dental record is only regulated by the Code of Ethics
of the Colegio de Cirujanos Dentistas de Costa Rica (Board of Dental Surgeons of Costa Rica), which means that
failure to do so is considered an ethical-disciplinary offense with few consequences for the professional; however, it
has serious consequences in the efforts to identify a person. This study aims to describe the impact of the absence or
poor quality of antemortem data in identification cases performed by the Forensic Odontology Unit of the Department
of Legal Medicine over a period of almost eight years (2015-2022). Materials and Methods: A detailed review was
performed in the database of the Forensic Medicine System (SIMEL) of the Legal Medicine Department of the
Judicial Investigation Organism of the totality of interconsultation requests of the Forensic Pathology Section from
January 2015 to August 2022. The information collected was tabulated in Excel and included both the results of the
expert analysis and the characteristics of the available antemortem information. Results: The analysis of the data
made it possible to determine that in a period of almost 8 years 165 assessments were carried out for identification
purposes, of which 51 individuals were identified, 9 cases presented insufficient information and 105 had no dental
files. Conclusions: A complete dental record is indispensable for a positive identification; an incomplete or non-
existent record nullifies the possibility of identifying a human being.
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Introduction

The identification of corpses and skeletal remains is one of the best-known areas of forensic dentistry,
whether in mass disasters (1)(2) or in any other event where dental structures are useful as a means of
identification because they withstand high temperatures and severe environmental conditions (3)(4).

The identification process by Forensic Odontology is based on the comparison of antemortem information
(dental records) and postmortem information collected to make a comparison (5)(6) that allows a reliable
identification (7).

One of the vital factors to identify a person is to have adequate antemortem dental information, the dental
symbology should be understandable and universal (8), that is to say that any dental professional should
read a file and interpret it easily, unfortunately in Costa Rica previous studies have determined that 53.3%
of the physical files and 33.3% of the digital systems had incomplete clinical examination (8)(9).

A detailed record should include, in addition to the usual annotations of treatments performed, all the
information that corresponds to the current technological development such as radiological images in 2D,
3D (10-13) and three-dimensional scans that are replacing conventional dental impressions and models in
plaster, as well as extraoral and intraoral photographs since they are all useful in identification (14)(15).

Materials and Methods

Using the Forensic Medicine System (SIMEL), a detailed review of each of the requests made by the
Forensic Pathology Section was carried out and only those related to identification of corpses or skeletal
remains were considered. The period analyzed covered from January 2015, when the Forensic Odontology
Unit of the Forensic Medicine Department was created, until August 2022.

An Excel table was designed where 165 cases were included and were divided into: no antemortem
information, inconsistent information (those that had no clear or insufficient information to make a positive
identification) and finally those that were positively identified.

Results

According to the information analyzed, 165 consultation requests were made for human identification by
forensic odontology, of which 105 (63.65%) had no antemortem dental records, 9 cases (5.45%) had
inconsistent information and finally 51 cases (30.90%) were positively identified, as shown in table 1 and
figure 1.
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Table 1. Cases of identification of persons analyzed by the Forensic Odontology Unit of the
Department of Forensic Medicine from 2015-2022.

Identification cases 2015-2022
YEAR N° CASES | POSITIVE WITHOUT INCONSISTEN
IDENTIFICATION | ANTERMORTEM | ANTEMORTEM
INFORMATION | INFORMATION
(RECORDS)
2015 6 4 2 0
2016 7 4 1 2
2017 5 2 3 0
2018 28 18 8 2
2019 48 10 34 4
2020 25 7 18 0
2021 27 5 22 0
2022 19 1 17 1
165 51 105 9

Figure 1 shows how there is a significant increase in cases (1:8) of identification when comparing the years
2015 to 2017 with the years 2019-2022, especially 2019 with 48 cases representing almost 30% of the total
sample of 8 years, and a ratio of 8 times more cases when comparing 2019 with 2015.
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Figure 1. Distribution by year cases of identification of corpses and skeletal remains.
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Discussion

The data allow us to conclude that there is an increase in the number of people to be identified as of the year
2018, most of these are related to cases of delinquency and organized crime, a situation that does not escape
the reality of many other countries. (16)(17)

In relation to the result of the identifications it is indisputable that the absence of antemortem information
or poor quality makes it impossible to perform an identification by dental methods since almost two thirds
of the cases (63.65%) do not have clinical records, without underestimating the records that are deficient
(5.45%), these findings are compatible with those found in research conducted in Costa Rica with respect
to the realization of dental clinical records and the low level of importance given to them by dental
professionals as a method of identification. (8)(9)

Conclusions

Identification by forensic odontology is one of the internationally recognized methods, and it is
characterized because it is fast and economical when compared with DNA analysis; however, it is useless
if there is no antemortem information on the person to be identified.

In this study it is evident that the absence of dental records makes it impossible to identify a person quickly,
which not only has a high cost at the national level due to the techniques involved in DNA testing, but also
has a very high human cost.

The waiting time for families to find out whether it is one of their family members has a great emotional
impact that could be avoided if dental professionals would take a few minutes to fulfill their duty of making
a file.

The need for legislation that makes the creation and preservation of dental records mandatory for
identification purposes is necessary in Costa Rica.
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