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STAFF REPORT
SUBJECT:  AN ORDINANCE relating to permit fees charged by the Medical Examiner’s Office (MEO) for their review of reports of death for decedents whose remains are to be cremated.

SUMMARY:


Proposed Ordinance 2007-0549 would require that prior to cremation, the Medical Examiner’s Office review the circumstances surrounding the decedent’s death and approve, via permit, the cremation of the decedent’s remains.  The cremation permit process is intended to prevent the destruction of potential destruction of evidence.
BACKGROUND:
Medical Examiner’s Office
The Medical Examiner’s Office (MEO) is responsible for the investigation of sudden, unexpected and unnatural deaths in King County.  The intent of the Medical Examiner’s investigations is to determine the causes of death, identify homicide, exonerate the innocent, provide evidence in legal proceedings, and recognize hazards in the interest of public health and safety.  The Medical Examiner also maintains death record, autopsy reports and operates an indigent remains program (per RCW 36.39) to provide cremation and internment of deceased individuals whose bodies are unclaimed.

In recent years, the council has expressed concern over whether the MEO has adequate resources to:

· perform its mandatory functions,

· adhere to its mission,

· provide excellent customer service; and

· remain accredited
In response to these concerns, Council placed a proviso in the 2007 Adopted Budget requesting that the executive determine the resources needs of the Medical Examiner’s Office to ensure alignment with accreditation standards.  The executive responded to the proviso with a report that identified a need for an additional pathology FTE in 2008 to ensure continued accreditation.

ANALYSIS:
Proposed Ordinance 2007-0549

The Executive’s proposed budget transmittal package included a fee ordinance for the provision of cremation permitting.  Cremation permitting is expected to generate $325,000 in new revenue and would support the addition of 2.5 FTEs.
Currently, bodies of the deceased in King County may be cremated without the expressed consent of the Medical Examiner and as such potential evidence may be destroyed.  Requiring a cremation permit for all cremations would allow the Medical Examiner’s office to determine whether the circumstances surrounding the death would warrant further investigation or invocation of the Medical Examiner’s jurisdiction prior to the destruction of remains.  Cremation permitting as a means of ensuring the preservation of evidence is considered a best management practice and has been identified as appropriate by the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office.  Executive staff has provided a list of 17 other states and regions that currently require cremation permits, with an average fee of $50.

A fee ordinance (2007-0549) has been transmitted to the council for implementation of the proposed policy of requiring cremation permits.  If approved, each cremation would be subject to the $50 permit fee.  The proposed ordinance provides for a waiver of the cremation fee in the event that the cost of the cremation was paid prior to the implementation of the ordinance.  Cremation permit fee would be paid to the Medical Examiner’s Office directly by funeral home.  According to executive staff, this new proposed fee has been discussed with funeral home stakeholders, which have expressed an understanding of the necessity to ensure the preservation of evidence and a willingness to cooperate with this fee.
Cremation permits are expected to generate $325,000 in new revenue, which back the cost of adding 2.5 new FTEs as follows:

	Position
	FTE

	Administrative Staff/Expanded Customer Service Hours
	1.0

	Death Investigator
	1.0

	Forensics Pathologist
	0.5

	Total
	2.5


The 1.0 FTE administrative staff position funded through cremation permitting would extend the front desk customer service hours to 40 hours per week.  The 1.0 FTE death investigator position funded through the cremation permitting would provide assistance for determining whether determine whether the circumstances surrounding a decedent’s death would warrant further investigation or invocation of the Medical Examiner’s jurisdiction prior to cremation.  The 0.5 pathologist position funded through the cremation permitting would provide staffing that would, in part, address the issue of accreditation by increasing staffing to the levels necessary for accreditation. 
It should be further noted that the proposed budget includes adding .5 FTE dedicated to address workload needs to provide the Medical Examiner’s with the staffing resources necessary to stay aligned with accreditation standards.  Funding for the .5 FTE would be paid for in part from state supported pathology reimbursements and a CX contribution.

Per R.C.W. 68.50, King County is entitled to receive salary reimbursements of 25% for each fully staffed pathology FTE (only whole FTEs are eligible for reimbursement, incremental FTEs are not eligible).  The proposed budget would add a total of 1.0 pathology FTEs comprised of the .5 enhanced pathology position and the .5 pathology position funded through cremation permitting, thus making the position eligible for state salary reimbursement.  In order to realize available state reimbursement revenues, the Council would need to approve both .5 FTE adds in the 2008 Adopted Budget.
AMENDMENT:

Striking and title amendments has been prepared to clarify that revenues associated with the cremation permitting shall be used exclusively for the support of the Medical Examiner’s Office and to technically correct the ordinance to current drafting standards per the recommendation of the Clerk’s Office.
REASONABLENESS:
Proposed Ordinance 2007-0549 would provide a means of preserving potential evidence for criminal investigations and provide resources that would help ensure ongoing accreditation and improved customer services.  As such, approval of Proposed Ordinance 2007-0549 constitutes a reasonable business decision.
INVITED: 
Dr. Ben Leifer, Chief Administrative Officer, Public Health



Jonathon Larson, Budget Analyst, Office of Management and Budget

ATTACHMENTS:


1. Striking Amendment S1 to Proposed Ordinance 2007-0549

2. Title Amendment T1 to Proposed Ordinance 2007-0549

3. Proposed Ordinance 2007-0549
4. Fiscal Note

5. Regulatory Note
6. Letter of support from the King County Sheriff’s Office, dated November 1, 2007
