Dr Jim Swire interviewed by John Humphrys on the Today Programme: 24 July 2014
John Humphrys: It’s nearly a week since the Malaysian airliner was blown out of the skies over Ukraine and still the relatives are waiting to receive their bodies so that they can properly begin to grieve. Yesterday, about 200 of the bodies were flown back to the Netherlands and dozens more will make that final journey. How do people manage the grieving process when something so terrible has happened? One man who has had his own experience of it is Dr Jim Swire. His daughter Flora was 23 when the plane that she and 270 other people were flying on was blown out of the skies over Lockerbie by a terrorist bomb. Dr Swire is on the line: good morning to you.
Jim Swire: Good morning.

JH: I remember being at Lockerbie and I remember going to see you to talk about your daughter some little time after that and being astonished at how composed you were. How did you manage that?
JS: Well I think it was a surface veneer really. I felt I had to transmit to the media the idea of a rather sedate conventional country GP and that was the kind of attitude I wanted to purvey. Because immediately when something ghastly like this happens you’re in the middle of people making outrageous statements. You can see the same thing happen for the unfortunate relatives of those who died on MH17. There was one country saying it was a Kiev jet plane that shot it down and another country saying no, we saw a missile. All this sort of stuff starts to emerge straightaway. And often innocent relatives are expected to comment on that sort of thing which of course is out of their reach. They cannot discover where the truth lies when nations are trying to manipulate the fallout from a disaster like this.
JH: Do they have a role in it? 

JS: Oh, I think not only do they have a role I think their role has to be central particularly at the beginning. You have already mentioned the return of the bodies. And not all relatives you know want to see the bodies of those who are killed. Some do, some don’t. But for me I needed to do that and I was very fortunate being a doctor I was able to pull medical strings and got to see my daughter’s body even though the Scottish authorities had said that no relatives would be allowed to see them. But when you get to see them it gives you a chance to realise for the awful truth to sink in. Death is absolute, it is permanent and that’s something about which you can do nothing. It has happened and at that point your life changes forever and you’re entering an arena where grief has to evolve as time goes by but the memory of the people you love never goes away. And that is the spur that has driven me to seek the truth across the nations of the earth for 25 years since Lockerbie. I still want to know why we seem to be having the truth concealed from us. I don’t want that to happen to the relatives of MH17.

JH: You don’t, you didn’t want your final memory, your lasting memory of your daughter to be that of the wonderful, beautiful person that you said goodbye to before she got on the plane. You didn’t want that to be the last...

JS: Oh yes that is of course our lasting memory of the vivacious and beautiful and highly intelligent girl Flora was. But there’s also another side, and that is the memory of her body after she had been murdered, the weird changes to the facial appearance caused by the sudden decompression at altitude which the relatives of MH17 will have to face. And I was deeply grateful to be able to stand by her body for a little bit in Lockerbie. I’m sorry...to stand by her body in Lockerbie...and the pathologist went away and got a pair of scissors to cut off a lock of her hair for me to keep as a souvenir. And that was important even though when I got the lock of hair the body had already been embalmed so the lock of hair already reeked of formaline or something. That’s another thing that relatives of MH17 might benefit from knowing in advance is that if forensic pathologies have to be carried out in the bodies to gain enough time, they have to be preserved. And therefore, if you ask for something like a lock of hair or even say a wedding ring off a finger, it’s liable to be contaminated with formaline which is horrible if you’re not used to it and you wonder what on earth they have done to the body of a person you have loved.

JH: You think it’s important now they should form based on your own experience they should form a relatives’ support group not only to help each other but to make sure as you have tried to do over these many years to make sure that the investigations are carried out properly.

JS: I think that it’s true to say that the most important simple aspect of for want of a better phrase what the relatives should do is that they should form a group. Having said that, not everybody will want to be a member of a group. You have to remember that people cooped together on an aeroplane are from all parts of society. They are very different, different in intelligence, experience and all the rest of it. And it’s very difficult to hold a group of that sort together. We were very fortunate in that the mother of one victim – a highly intelligent lady – is actually a humanist and has been able to hold the group together. To give an example how disparate the group will be, she’s a humanist and the two most active members are both Christians. So you couldn’t have a bigger discrepancy than that. But the group that we set up has one aim and that is to support its members. Simple, that’s what the group does and they’ve managed to do that over 25 years. Without them our voices would not have been heard.and when they have, you need lawyers, you need psychiatrists, psychologists, all the rest of it. And, particularly with the lawyers, I think if the relatives are a group then the lawyers that represent them can also be dragooned into forming a group – as happened after Lockerbie – so things happen for a group.
JH: Just a final very quick thought if you would, you have all the moral authority in the world of course but you don’t have expertise in this area.

JS: No we don’t. I mean perhaps I was unusual in that I had experience in dealing with plastic explosives. I worked for the BBC for 18 months and learned about electronics so I knew a lot about the mechanics of how the disaster had been caused. What I didn’t understand was the way that politicians work. And my experience now is that they work to augment or protect their own power rather than to discover the real truth. What the relatives need is the truth, the whole truth delivered promptly and unequivocally to them. And to do that, they would be in a better position, I think, if they form a group to whom that truth can be delivered.
JH: Dr Jim Swire thank you very much indeed for talking to us.

(http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b04b1zlh)
