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From the Office of the
Tarrant County Chief Medical Examiner

henever we are called upon to assist,

even if it is outside our defined

jurisdiction, beyond the scope of our

duties, or otherwise removed from our
responsibilities under the law, it is our general policy
to help people reach the appropriate person or agency
who can assist them. This is not only our philosophy,
but our commitment to those we serve.

The primary purpose of the Tarrant County Medical
Examiner &s Of fi ce S t o assi s
enforcement in determining the cause and manner of

death whenever death occurs without medical
attention, from unnatural causes, or in the wake of
violence. We are proud and grateful to be able to carry

out our mission using state of the art laboratory and

forensic science facilities.

Sincerely,

NG La.

Dr. Nizam Peerwani
Chief Medical Examiner
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About Us

riginally established in 1965, the Tarrant County
Medi cal Examiner 0s Of fice
countiesiDenton, Johnson, Parker, and Tarraft
with a total district population exceeding 2.8
million. As the district continues to grow, the Tarrant County
Medi cal Exami ner 0s Of fice remai i
providing the highest quality of service to the loved ones of
each decedent and to the legal system.

As the districtods popul ation has
in the field of forensic science and its companion subjects of

anatomy, physiology, chemistry, and biology. The staff at the
Tarrant County Medi cal Examiner 06s
to keep up with these exciting developments and they routinely

apply their knowledge in these areas to the science of determining

the cause of death.

In this endeavor, the staff of seven highly trained, board certified
forensic pathologists areaided both by an investigative team
staffed roundthe-clock and a full complement of support
services, including human identification, toxicology,
criminalistics, and forensic anthropology.
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Tarrant County Medical
Examiner’s District

ursuant to Art. 49.25
ode of Crimina
must attempt to

Vg

ains presented to
our office as “unidentified”.

In 2004 we had 206 cases, in 2005
we had 264 cases, in 2006 there
were 306, and we project over 320
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cases for 2007.
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The wealth of information avail ab
passion to educate combine regularly to create knowledge

sharing opportunities like the Tuesday Morning Forensic

Rounds, Current Trends in Forensic Science conference, and g
periodic training sessions with Physicians for Human Rights.
We also provide advanced forensic training at the International
Forensic Science Center to scholars from abroad. Members of
the staff are frequently invited to provide services, give
lectures, and perform consultations both nationally and

internationally.

OQur staff O0s out standi na+theagtual | i
equipment, our strict compliance with statutes and regulations,
and our accreditation by both the National Association of
Medical Examiners and the American Society of Crime
Laboratory Directors/Laboratory Accreditation Board all help
make the Tarrant County Medi cal

premier medical examiner offices in the nation.

i \\\\

With this report, we aim to impart an appreciation for the depth
of our commitment to deliver excellent quality and service.
Every day presents new challenges for us, but we are always
seeking to develop and implement new services and
procedures in order to better serve you and the community.




Frequently Asked Questions

What is a Medical Examiner case?

Article 49.25 of the Code of Criminal Procedure, State of Tex@early defines

which cases fall under the jurisdiction of medical examiners. Medical
examiner cases include sudden, unexpected, violent, unnatural, unattended

and other deaths oaffecting the public

What are your business hours?

The Tarrant County Medical Examiner District Office serves the public from
8:00 am to 4:30 pm Monday through Friday, excluding County and Federal
holidays. Our contact information is:

Tarrant County Medical Examiner's Office

200 Feliks Gwozdz PI., Fort Worth, TX 7614919

(817) 9205700
http://access.tarrantcounty.com/en/medical-examiner.html

The District includes three other counties with satellite offices:

Denton County

535 South Loop 288, Suite 1132, Denton, TX 76208502

(940) 349-2870; (972) 434-8833
http://dentoncounty.com/Departments/Health-Services/HealthDepartment/
MedicaltExaminer.aspx

Johnson County

103 S Walnut Street, Cleburne, Texas 76033

(817) 558-2245
http://www.johnsoncountytx.org/departments/medicalexaminer

Parker County

129 Hogle Street, Weatherford, Texas 76086
(817) 594-3213; (800) 233-3732
https://parkercountysheriff.net/contact-us/



http://www.statutes.legis.state.tx.us/Docs/CR/htm/CR.49.htm#49.25
http://access.tarrantcounty.com/en/medical-examiner.html
http://dentoncounty.com/Departments/Health-Services/Health-Department/Medical-Examiner.aspx
http://dentoncounty.com/Departments/Health-Services/Health-Department/Medical-Examiner.aspx
http://www.johnsoncountytx.org/departments/medical-examiner
https://parkercountysheriff.net/contact-us/

Do | make complaints to your office about a doctor | am having
trouble with?

No. The Texas Medical Board is responsible for complaints regarding
physicians. Please visit their website ahttp://www.tmb.state.tx.us/page/
place-a-complaint If you have a complaint about our staff please feel free to

call us at (817) 9205700, extension 8330, to speak with our Administrative #

Director.

What is an autopsy?

An autopsy is a dignified surgical procedure that provides a systematic
examination of the body of a deceased person by a qualified physician. All the
physicians performing autopsies at
are certified by the American Board of Pathology in anatomic pathology and
forensic pathology. During the procedure, a body is inspected for the presence of
disease or injury, and minimal specimens of the vital organs and/or body fluids
may be taken for further analysis. The internal organs and the brain are
examined, then replaced in the body for burial.

Does the law require the medical examiner to perform an autopsy
on every reported death?

No. The law only stipulates that the medical examiner shall perform an
Oi nqguest o0, or i nquiry into death.
judgment of the medical examiner to perform an autopsy in cases affecting the
public interest. In only about ondifth of the cases investigated by the medical
examiner is an autopsy deemed necessary. In some cases, the medical
examiner may perform a limited or partial autopsy; this is allowed by the statute.

Does the family pay for any medical examiner services?

No. These are statutory examinations and families pay nothing for the medical
examiner services or for the transportation of remains to the Central Morgue
for examination. Families may be billed by the funeral home for transportation
to the funeral home they select after completion of the examination.

Tarr



http://www.tmb.state.tx.us/page/place-a-complaint
http://www.tmb.state.tx.us/page/place-a-complaint

How long does an autopsy take?

A standard forensic autopsy will take two to three hours. Complicated medical
cases or cases of traumatic deaths with multiple injuries can take longer in
order to fully document all observations.

What if objections to an autopsy are raised?

When family members object to an autopsy based on religious beliefs, cultural
traditions, or other deeplyheld convictions, every effort to honor the objection
will be made. However, if the public responsibility cannot be fulfilled without
performing an autopsy, or at least a limited autopsy, the family will be provided
an opportunity to be represented by legal counsel and to have their objection
presented to a judge before the autopsy is performed, whenever possible.

Are tests for drugs and alcohol performed?

In all cases investigated by the medical examiner, including those in which
autopsies are not conducted, fluids may be taken for toxicological tests and
DNA profile. The results of these tests are often important factors in being
able to determine the cause and manner of death. Not all cases will receive
toxicological testing, especially if such testing will not influence the cause or
manner of death.

Can a medical examiner case still be an organ or tissue donor?

Yes Once family members have expressed interest, the medical examiner will

review the request with the organ bank. Organs are generally harvested from a
heartbeating donor only in a hospital setting. Tissues, including skin, bones,

and corneas may be harvested at the me
majority of cases, the medical examiner will impose no restrictions on organs

and tissues harvested with the written consent of next of kin.

What I f no one c¢/l ai ms the body on a Me:

The law provides for burial or cremation when no relative claims the body.
These matters are handled through the ¢

<



Tarrant County Human Services

1200 Circle Dr., Suite 200, Fort Worth, TX 76119

Open MondayFriday 8:00 a.m-3:30 p.m.

(817) 5315620
http://access.tarrantcounty.com/en/human-services.html

When is the body released?

A body is released to a mortuary or crematory once the examination is complete

and the family has designated an arrangement for burial or cremation. Family #
members may contact the Tarran8l7)@0 unt vy
5700 to inform us of their selection of a funeral home. The family must then
instruct the funeral home to call us for release of the body.

Bodies brought to the Tarrant County Medical Examiner's Office are generallyg
ready for release to a funeral home within 24 hours. Only in rare cases are bodies
held for legal purposes. Upon request, the release of remains may be expedited
in order to honor the religious, cultural, or other beliefs of the family.

Can we view the body?

No. Our office does not have facilities for the viewing of bodies. Please contact
the funeral home if you wish to view the body.

Do | have to identify my [ oved onedbis b

If identification is required, the family will be contacted by a representative of
the Tarrant County Medical Examiner's Office. If your loved one is missing and
you have reason to suspect that their body may be among our cases, please
contact us at(817) 920-5700.

What happens to clothing and personal items?

Unless it is identified as evidence, all clothing and personal items held by the
medical examiner are released with the body to the funeral home or
crematory. Any item identified as evidence is either retained for further testing
and examination or turned over to the investigating law enforcement agency.
For questions concerning these items, please contact the office @17) 920-
5700.



http://access.tarrantcounty.com/en/human-services.html

Does the Medical Examiner's Office ever keep parts of the body?

In all cases in which an autopsy is performed, the medical examiner will
biopsy and retain a small piece of tissue in order to study the organ
histologically. Occasionally, a whole organ (such as the brain or the eyes) may
be retained for neuropathological examination. If the next of kin desires to
have these tissues returned to the funeral home after such testing is
complete, please contact ug817) 920-5700 to make this request.

What kinds of reports are produced?

The Tarrant County Medical Examiner produces at least two, and generally
three, reports for each case:

1. The physiciands examination report (w
2. The report of death investigation
3. The toxicology report (if toxicological testing was performed)

Depending on the complexity of the case there may be other reports, including
bacterial/viral culture, special chemistry, heavy metal and other poisons,
anthropology, human identification, criminalistics, etc.

Are my [ oved oneébs reports and test r
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA)?

No. Records generated by the Medical Examiner in the performance of his
duties are subject to theTexas Public Information Ag¢twhich requires that
citizens have access to information on governmental action. This transparency
provides Texans with a better understanding of how their government works
and, when necessary, enables them to hold their public officials accountable.

Specifically,Sect i on A55 2 . allowd puldlid access ® infarmation
that is written, produced, collected, assembled, or maintained under a law or
ordinance, or in connection with the transaction of official business. Under
this statute, all written records generated by the Tarrant County Medical
Examiner's Office are public records and may be released upon request to any
citizen. Note that death scene photographs and postmortem examination
photographs arenotsubject to release under this statute.

<


http://www.statutes.legis.state.tx.us/Docs/GV/htm/GV.552.htm
http://www.statutes.legis.state.tx.us/Docs/GV/htm/GV.552.htm#552.021

How soon can | have the death certificate?

Ef fective 2007, the Texas Health ani
medical certifiers on a death certificate to submit the medical certification

and attest to its validity using an electronic process approved by the State
Registrar. Additionally, the Health
that the medical examiner complete this medical certification not later than

five days after receiving the death record.

In the majority of medical examiner cases, the exact cause of death will be
pending further testing or investigation. In these cases, the medical examiner

files a opendingdé death certificate.

amended once the case is complete and a cause and manner of death have
been determined.

Once the death record has been filed by the funeral home, certified copies of @
the death certificate can be obtained from the funeral home or the County
Clerk. County Clerk contact information for all counties participating in the
Tarrant County Medical Examiner's District is provided below:

Denton County

1450 E. McKinney St., Denton, TX 76202187

(940) 349-2018
http://dentoncounty.com/Departments/County-Clerk.aspx

Johnson County

P.O. Box 1986, Cleburne, Texas 76033

(817) 202-4000
http://www.johnsoncountytx.org/government/countyclerk

Parker County

P.O. Box 819, Weatherford, Texas 76086

(817) 594-7461
http://www.parkercountytx.com/index.aspx?NID=105

Tarrant County Vital Statistics

200 Taylor St., Rm. 301, Fort Worth, TX 7619800
(817) 884-1550
http://access.tarrantcounty.com/en/county-clerk.html



http://dentoncounty.com/Departments/County-Clerk.aspx
http://www.johnsoncountytx.org/government/county-clerk
http://www.parkercountytx.com/index.aspx?NID=105
http://access.tarrantcounty.com/en/county-clerk.html

How long does it take to complete a report?

The Tex as Heal t h and Saf et yreq@resdthat a Sect i
designated physician who performs an autopsy provided for by state law shall

file the autopsy report not later than the 30th day after the date of autopsy,

provided that required testing can be completed within that time. Depending

on the complexity of the case and the number of postmortem tests ordered, a

report may take up to 12 weeks or more before being completed.

Will the next of kin automatically receive copies of the reports?

No. As we recognize that some families will not want to receive copies of the
reports, it is necessary for the legal next of kin desiring this information to
contact our office, request the report in writing, and confirm their mailing
address. The reports will then be sent upon completion of the case. Only one
copy of the report will be sent free of charge.

Families interested in obtaining a copy of the report should submit a written
request to the Records Custodian. For fastest processing, requests should be
emailed to TCMErecords@tarrantcounty.cantf submitting a records request
by mail, please use the following address:

Tarrant County Medical Examinerds Of fic
Attn: Records Custodian

200 Feliks Gwozdz PI.

Fort Worth, TX 761044919

Who can get copies of the reports?

Documents are routinely provided to law enforcement, the district attorney,
special government agencies, and the hospital providing treatment at the time
of death. One copy of the examination report, investigative findings, and
toxicology report will be provided at no cost to the immediate next of kin upon
written request.

As discussed i n tAvee enar | /ieuwe dqguemdad D nr e
results protected under the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act
(HIPAA)?Bection A552.021 of the Tasmas Pl
mandates that our records be made available to any citizen upon request.
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http://www.statutes.legis.state.tx.us/Docs/HS/htm/HS.671.htm%23671.012
mailto:TCMErecords@tarrantcounty.com
http://www.statutes.legis.state.tx.us/Docs/GV/htm/GV.552.htm#552.021

Can | get copies of the photos of my deceased relative?

Yes Scene photographs and/or postmortem examination photographs may be
rel eased upon presentation of a propler
letter, which must contain all of the following elements to be considered valid:

1. The requestords full name, address

2. A statement indicating the requestor is the nearest legal next of kin and
providing his/her relationship to the decedent

3. The specific information the requestor is seeking (e.g., all autopsy and/or P
scene photographs)

4. The requestordos notarized signature
5 A copy of the requestords driver |11 ¢c

NorHamily members can make a request for the scene and autopsy P
photographs upon presentation of a properly executed and notarized medical
release from the legal nexbf-kin. All requests received from either family or
non-family members will be reviewed on a cadey-case basis.

What if the next of kin cannot afford the costs of the funeral?

An application for indigent cremation may be made with thEarrant County
Human Services Departmentsee page 9 for contact information). Proof of
indigent status may be required. Tarrant County Human Services is only able
to provide assistance to families whose loved one(s) have died within Tarrant
County. A funeral home may assist the family with the application process for
the county cremation program.

What is required for cremation?

TheTexas Health and Saf etpyohibiisoadceematofe cit i
establishment from cremating human remains within 48 hours of the time of

death indicated on the death certificate, unless the waiting period is waived in
writing by (1) the medical examiner of the county in which the death occurred
or (2) a court order. In compliance with this statute, the medical examiner has
established a policy outlining the process of requesting a waiver under
Subsection (a) during regular business hours and outside of regular business
hours, including weekends and holidays.

In all other cases, after the mandatory waiting period the crematory is required to
obtain a permit from the county medical examiner. If the death is not a medical
examinerds <case, the Medical Examiner
death certificate before the Medical Examiner can issue a cremation permit.



http://www.statutes.legis.state.tx.us/Docs/HS/htm/HS.716.htm#716.004
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