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REPORT OF CORONERdfSDIGk L '<Xt 'TIrn SSUB-CO""TTE3E 
OF PUr3LXC SAFmY CUefI'fTeE 

THE CITIZBIS EMGLIE OF Y I M P P O L P S  Se HE?lTEPIN Cfi!JN%P 

1 BPCKGROUM), PJRMSE PMB SCOPE OF STUDY: 
/ 

(a) Inquiry into need for state-wide b i l l  or special Hennepin Cou.rtiy bill 
establishing aedicel-examiner system i n  place sf existing coroner system. 

!b) If such legislation i s  deemed warranted, a cons idsrat idn of the xnswssary 
and desirable fe~tures sf such fegiskation. 

( a )  Coroner4edical Exeminer Sub-Commfittea }#embers: Dougla~ bmdahl, K a p  
Bennett, Yrs. Guy Grewford, * f .  F. lougharty, P. LabXe Jackson, C. Paul. Jones, 
Yale Kanisar, Mrs. Plta  Leanard, Edward 'Tattson, Verne Fbss a d  G* Kendall 
Snith l i s t e 2 e d  t3 talks by and aacusaed various matters aF%h: Dr. YiilUan 
B. Gitthrie,  Hemepin G3unty Coroner; Dr. 1.. J. Hendera~n, Ramaey County Cor- 
onerg Torn Flaherty, Dr, Hendersmfs Chief Investigator; George S c o t t ,  Henne~in 
Caunty Attorney; Barren B l a i s d e l l ,  S~cret~ary- of the Law I%pmvermnt, Camittee o f  
the  '.flnnesota State Bar Association; =d Goodrich Sullivan, Chairman of the Sub- 
doanittee clf the Law 1mprove.mnt Corn?littee which drafted a prior statewide 
'fledical Zxaminer Bill; and the Chahan talked privately d.th Attorney Jule Ham- 
aford, represerrtative of the Minnesota Medical Asswi,s%ion. 

(b) Committee members read a& cansieered the proposed state-wlds bill ' ~ t t e c h -  
nent A 1, a proposed Kennepin County bill (attachment B), a report t o  t'ne 1957 
state legis lature by a ~omnaittee favoring retenbiorn sf the coroner systsa (attach- 
rnent c), and a short article by l l ~ ,  Heniemsn ar i t ten for alirslesota Vcdfclne 
dealing x i t h  the duties of the coroner and deputy c o ~ a m s  fattachen*. D). 

( c )  G, KendalP Smith and Yale Ramisar read 2nd considered: a 1753 repor% oa the 
l i&sota  Garamr System by Louis P. 3iniker ,  graduate student in po9Ztica% scisr,-a 
a t  t h e  Universiky of Ifinmsota (reprihed i n  National 8unicipa2 League, Coroners 

d. Actual Practice8 (3d ed3 1955);~- 
- - 

Hm To Get hLth *hrdsr, True FS~gasine, July 4-958, p.  b e  Pndra~s ,  ---- 
Should Knw About Pour C o r o n ~ r ,  The i i~tarian,  Pug* 1357, p. 29; Laviyers scd Dostors  -- - 
Lead ht t rcka  on L a m r e r m ,  42 J. Eo. Jud. S o ~ ~ y -  134 (1958ST- 

Gn3er existing Im, the county coronsy need nat, he medically t r a i ~ e d -  Bccor'dling t o  
Dr. Hendersm, 36 of the 87 county coroners are n ~ %  so trained, Of these, rno3'- are 
llndertakers., The 1953 Hin hker report lists 26 tandertakers, 3, osteopaths, ore :lent4 st 
and t w o  insurance sales;uen aaong the non-rnzdicaXiy trained fllnnesat.a coroners. 



ire are convinced t h a t  medically t ra ined personnel should perfom the coroner's 

i 
functions. Evei i  Dro Henderson, who is  i n  favor of maintainin:: the coroner system, 
e!med that thore ahould be a M. U. qual i f icat ion f o r  coroner candidates on a s ta te-  
wide basis as is. the  law i n  St. Louis county. 

Re are  disturbed by the substant ia l  number of undertaker-coroners , part icular ly  
when under exis t ing law, 390.08, coroners a re prohibited I t f  ram influencing, in te r -  
fering with, or i n  any manner attempthg t o  d i r e c t  or  designate the  undertaker who 
aha l l  take charge at: o r  i n t e r  any corpse f rm such morgue." 

It i s  pointed out in 1P J. A,?.  Jud. Socly. 135: 

ltAuthorLties say the undertaker-coroner combination is common In t h i s  
country and par t icu lar ly  undesirzble. As coroner, an undertaker is ca l led  
t o  view t h e  remains of sbout one-fifth of p l l  persons who die .  He has a 
business advantage i n  securing these bodies f o r  b u r i ~ l .  Rhen the case 
involves mwier ,  the  undertaker coroner may be se l l i ng  funciral arrange- 
ments t o  a surviving spouse who might w e l l  have been invo3,ved in  the  
murvier. . Under these  conditions, there  is a tendency t o  embalm first and 
invest igate  l a t e r .  Unfortunately, embalming destroys many sources of 
information uaeful i n  determining the ceuse of death." 

The coronerts office is presently a p o l i t i c a l  one. f:e believe t h a t  t h e  off ice ,  
l i k e  many o t b r  technical, non-policy-maleing p o t s ,  ought not t o  be elect ive.  l.*e 
believe t h a t  b e t t e r  men w i l l  be available for the of f ice  i f  the ordeal of a po l i t i ca l  
campaign i s  eliminated, P gein, D r .  Renderson agmed too  t:;at he would l lr?ther notw 
engage i n  a p o l i t i c a l  campaign every four years. 

Under exis t ing law, 390.11 of the  Minnesota Go'w , the  coroner "Shall  hold inquests. 
post mortem examinations o r  autopsies upon %he dead bodies of such persons ss a r e  
supposed t c ~  have come t o  t h e i r  desth by violence and may hold such inquest when tb 
death i s  believed t o  have bean and was evidently occasioned by accident o r  casualtyfs. . 

Considering t h a t  t h e  coroner is aubjeat t o  an action f o r  damages i f  the cour t s  
hold t h p t  h i s  autopsy was unauthoriaed, we f e e l  t h e  current s ta tu tory  authori ty  is 
not suf f ic ien t ly  c l e a r  o r  specific; nor do we f i nd  it extensiwe enough t o  protect the 
welfare of the community. For example, there  seems t o  be no exis t ing authority t o  
investigate a death i n  order t o  ascer ta in  the  appearance o r  spread of an epidemic. 
be believe t h a t  these objections a re  met by Section 6 of the  proposed b i l l  ' ~ t t a c h -  
ment A )  

Yie believe coroner' s ju r ies  and cor mer s hnquests ?re an unnecessery expense alnd 
should be abolished. The chief argument f o r  maintaining them is t h a t  a coroner jury's  
finding i n  fevor of a suspect protects a prosecuting attorney who o t k r w i s e  might be 
c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  not taking the case t o  the  grand jury. Both county att3rney George 
Scott  and a s s i s t an t  county attorney C. Paul Jones, however, f i m l y  s t r t e d  they nei'bher 
wanted nor needed such protection. 

1% appesrs t h a t  Twin City laboretories and pathological semtces can adequately 
serve any county of the s t r t e .  



Yte are nct; L~presesr2 that  a m&ic3il-.exanir~P system w i l l  be zrubatantiai.l.y mow 
sost2y than the exiatiii~i; cororner ayatem, but o w  opinion may be altered whba ou't-of- 
s t a t e  inquiries a r ?  anmered, Indeed, the 3.954 k g i s l ~ t i v e  '&sear?h Coi?mltt;ee i-teoor7t. 
indicated %hat a medical-exminer system might prove less costly,  Alonq %hese lines, 

I informetion was presented t o  the ~omnrittee that indtoates a qual i f ied  pathslogiat is 
available for d12,jW per annm if he is pe-33.tted t h e  pz5vllef:e of r e t a i n  lng outside 
dignified pseeties. Other ways t:, reduce the salary of medicpl exrminer, as such, would 
be to allow him t o  % e ~ c h  law 0,' medical cozrses, Thi s  woaP1 also be d e s i r p b l ~  in t h a t  
it would dign i fy  the poaition and thus a t t r a c t  bettar qualified maet~. 

There is erne disagraemmt as to where to place .the SteGe Medical krainer in the 
s t z t e  edainistrrt ive strlcrcture . IIarren T3f eis&'ll t h ~ u g h t  it a2xrisable to put it under 
the Board of Iicalth as opposed t o  the B m a ? :  or' C r i m i n a l  Anpreho~sion, He was of the 
view that put%ing it urndes Criminal bpprehwsion might create a ''Po3U.se Rlzvor" dis- 
turbing t o  a grieving family and might result -in an overempheai,~ of ths crirninsl aspeats 
of the death as eompared t o  broader aspects, e.g,, the presence of an epidemico. Dr. 
Guthrfe and Ur, Scott thought tha$ the duties-of t h e  med i~a l  exrrmicir are s w h  that the 
Suraau of Criminal Ppprehensioa would be the rnore appropriate s t a t e  agency. These authos- 
i t i a a  did agree with the !limesota 1.fedical rssockt ion  that most desirable ~oi lf ld be ts 
have it as an independent u n i t  of govertmsnt but, that where'?c~> the office is placed En 
the edministrative structure i s  not of major importance, because it sill be o p r e t e d  
largely independent of any s ta te  agency, \Ye t b s e f o r e  ffnrl acceptable e'ne Bar Asaoc- 
iatian proposal that  the office be under the control  and s u p e ~ f i s f c n  lpf t'ne Stake Board 
of Hsalth, 

After sorb crerebfe deliberation, we believe the best stre-tlegy to enpby is t o  %end 
a i l  our supporT t o  the slate-wide bill first rather than jeopardizing the state-wide 
billPs passage, by pressing f o r  si 1oc;al b i l l ,  a t  the saw time a& thereby brir~ging diver- 
goat views to the attention aF "ce legislstumte. Therefore, witi3.e vie f a ~ o r  the local bill 

i i n  principle (it Ls st i l l  in the process of minor revision) and agree'that such a bill 
ahould be filed, we believe via aho7d.d not actively stlppo& it unless t.Se stpte-wide b i l l  
be doomed, 

It  is noted that the Hemepin Coranty b i l l  e l l a i ~ a t e s  t h e  office ~f Co~oner while t h g  
skate=wids bill does n o t ,  Rr., R h i s d e l l  explained that t i=  S%e.te bill anticipated a 
vacuure existing Lx' the corollsr were abolished Ssfars every- part o f  the state  naa r " h l 1 ~  

aamfced by t h e  12m Xedical lxeminer System, or transfer cf tPm C u s ~ s r ~ s  other didties 
to another off ice .had k e n  arranged, 

For t he  mesons outlimtj. above we reaonnexzd that the Lesgcie  upp post prc~posaYs f r;r 
a medical-asminer system; thatit first support the Ulnnescata Bar Pssocietion9s s t a t e -  
wide b i l l  proviciing for a S%ete Medical Examiner; and, ahen and If %% beeoms apparenk 
that such a hill will riot eshieve passage, that it imnedi.aLeZ,y s h i f t  support. tt3 the b i l l  
eatsbl iah b g  a Hennepin County %amia%er. 

ib3,<> : ; Chairam 

Nayi~e 3s ?net Q- 
C Ftiaens Zsegue ~f Minneapolis & Hennepin i; a - Mrs. Guy Zrma3&o& 
5b5 Socony-*tobiL BuliPding FA, 5'; D=whe~$y 
Mi~acapofhs 2, Yinnescts - u~ci,$*us $33dsh11,. 

C~;8ble Jackson 
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