
Good afternoon, 

 

The Palm Beach County Medical Examiner’s Office (PBC MEO) is being contacted by 

multiple agencies regarding the handling of cases in which death is secondary or 

associated to COVID-19.  As we all know, this pandemic has changed the way we 

normally function and carry on our duties.  We want to reassure all parties that the 

PBC MEO is aware of the hardships this pandemic is causing to local hospitals and 

to that end we have established processes and procedures to handle COVID-19 

cases.  

 

Florida Statute 406.11(1)(a)11 delineates that the Medical Examiner of the district 

in which the death occurred shall determine cause of death if the death is caused 

by disease constituting a threat to public health.   Because COVID-19 is a threat 

to public health, the PBC MEO is mandated to assume jurisdiction and determine 

Cause of Death on all cases where death is secondary or suspected to be a result 

of COVID-19.  That means that your staff should not be certifying those deaths. 

 

Assuming Medical Examiner jurisdiction does not necessarily mean the body has to 

come to our office.  This is especially true of cases in which the patient died in 

hospital with symptoms of COVID-19.  The case has to be reported by hospital 

personnel to our staff and a determination will be made by the Medicolegal Death 

Investigator (MDI) if the body needs to be transported to our office.  The reason 

this needs to be done on a case-by-case basis is that there may be cases that meet 

jurisdiction based on other circumstances surrounding their death that will need to 

come through our office. 

 

For positive COVID-19 cases in which the MDI declines transport to the PBC MEO 

the hospital then may release the body to the funeral homes per their established 

protocol. 

 

For cases in which the patient was tested for COVID-19 and died prior to the 

result being reported, the MDI will hold the determination for Medical Examiner 

jurisdiction.  Holding for jurisdiction does not mean the hospitals need to hold the 

body at their facilities. We hold jurisdiction for multiple reasons: 

 

1. FL Statutes state that treating physicians have to certify deaths for 

their patients that have natural disease that can explain why they are 

dead as long as the death does not meet other criteria that would require 



our office to assume jurisdiction.  So, in the scenario of a patient dying 

from their natural diseases with a negative COVID 19 the MEO does not 

have criteria to assume jurisdiction.  

 

After a MEO hold jurisdiction, the hospital staff still needs to report the results 

of the COVID 19 tests whether they are positive or negative.  

 

When hospital personnel reports: 

-Negative for COVID-19: we release jurisdiction.  There will be no further 

involvement    from the MEO. 

-Positive for COVID-19: we assume jurisdiction.  The decedent will be 

treated as a telephone case (T-case).  This means that the Medical Examiner 

will review the medical records provided by your hospital to our office, and 

determine cause of death (COD).  We will provide the COD to the funeral 

home. 

 

The important thing to remember is that either way, whether positive or negative, 

the funeral home will have a physician signing the death certificate, so from the 

MEO perspective there is no need to hold a body in a hospital cooler while we hold 

jurisdiction and wait for the results to be provided to us, as with this process the 

MDI would have already determined that there was no need for the body to be 

transported to the MEO.  Our hope is that this will free your morgue space for 

continuity of operations. 

 

I would also like to remind you that Funeral Homes and Crematoriums are also 

feeling the stress of this situation.  Florida Statute 406 requires that the Medical 

Examiner Office review every death certificate of all persons that are to be 

cremated, shipped out of state, or buried at sea.  This means that for cases in 

which the family chooses to cremate their loved ones the Medical Examiner is 

charged with reviewing the death certificate.  So, if you release a body to a 

funeral home and they do not have a death certificate issued from the PBC MEO 

because we are waiting on records to review these cases, they will not be able to 

cremate.  This scenario could create a potential backlog to our death care 

providers.  As such, I am requesting that you inform your records personnel of the 

importance of providing these records in a timely fashion to the PBC MEO upon our 

request. 

 



To report a death call the PBC MEO at (561) 688-4575.  Our contact information is 

also on our website discover.pbcgov.org/medicalexaminer.  During working hours (8-5PM) 

our personnel answers the phone and forwards the information to the investigator 

on call.  The investigator answers immediately or if on another call, will call them 

back at the number hospital personnel leaves on the voicemail.  After hours, a call 

service will answer and contact the MDI.  The MDI then will return the call and 

determine if we will assume jurisdiction. 

 

If you have any concerns or suggestions please do not hesitate to contact me. 
 

We appreciate your prompt attention to this matter and would be extremely 

grateful if you make this information available to your hospital staff. 

 
Respectfully, 

 


