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The Massachusetts medical examiner’s office continued to experience delays last year and its national

accreditation remains in jeopardy.

Medical examiner reduces backlog, but
delays persist

By Matt Rocheleau
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The Massachusetts medical examiner’s office last year accelerated its processing of death certificates

and autopsy reports, which allowed it to cut down on a backlog of years-old paperwork.

But the office continued to experience delays and its national accreditation remains in jeopardy, in

part because its leaders have struggled to hire as many forensic pathologists as they would like,

largely due to a nationwide shortage in the profession.

“These delays have adversely impacted families who need a

final death certificate and autopsy report to settle life

insurance claims or probate matters or to simply explain

why their family member or loved one died,” Chief Medical

Examiner Henry M. Nields wrote in a recent annual year-

end report to the Legislature.

The office had faced criticism in recent years over delays in

performing autopsies.
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In fall 2015, the agency implemented a new organizational approach that included hiring a dozen new

support staff to do administrative tasks.
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Medical examiner tightens
oversight of controversial
cases
The move follows rulings that derailed murder

trials in cases involving infants.

 A life and death decision, without

supervision

Since then, the office has processed cases in a much more timely manner.

For example, prior to implementation of its new approach, the office said it completed just 56 percent

of death certificates, and 25 percent of autopsy reports, within 90 days.

In the 12-month period after implementing the new

approach, the office finalized 81 percent of death

certificates, and 72 percent of autopsies, within 90 days.

But those improved results are still shy of a standard set by

the National Association of Medical Examiners that calls

for 90 percent of autopsy reports to be completed within

90 days. The state medical examiner office’s inability to

reach that standard is the last hurdle preventing it from

http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvXulNu_bUDg-z1ttmfKkgbh3xHprymyD8DOVCaPV8s9Evy7C9QChe230cbb7Fv9m5ZiV513rtXxj0MZ1YE5VJXstZDzYF08mVm-nHSpv4QCSPsfDAjpc_CR2n328Dj469dftJUHQTpwPP6x08_tyCppKYQLsBK65qGprA_gm0ZaWK_9LkcbL6CYqEtdbpxhf_0N64OFk-Z-PhVoLVmhMQ2EECo2cnz6DRUsPn9woV2LzgZn8Vg9jCRlca6&sig=Cg0ArKJSzAubF3x___jj&adurl=http://www.boston.com/newsletters/skimail
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/12/06/medical-examiner-tightens-oversight-controversial-cases/qrBJlgLxRcVHTRIfxlmOeK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/12/06/medical-examiner-tightens-oversight-controversial-cases/qrBJlgLxRcVHTRIfxlmOeK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/12/06/medical-examiner-tightens-oversight-controversial-cases/qrBJlgLxRcVHTRIfxlmOeK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/12/06/medical-examiner-tightens-oversight-controversial-cases/qrBJlgLxRcVHTRIfxlmOeK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/12/06/medical-examiner-tightens-oversight-controversial-cases/qrBJlgLxRcVHTRIfxlmOeK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/08/20/life-and-death-decision-without-supervision/gRzxpXjWQ0gHY2y49Nb8LK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article_More
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/08/20/life-and-death-decision-without-supervision/gRzxpXjWQ0gHY2y49Nb8LK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article_More
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/08/20/life-and-death-decision-without-supervision/gRzxpXjWQ0gHY2y49Nb8LK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article_More
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/12/06/medical-examiner-tightens-oversight-controversial-cases/qrBJlgLxRcVHTRIfxlmOeK/story.html?p1=Article_Related_Box_Article


Medical examiner’s completing cases faster, but delays persist - The Boston Globe

https://www.bostonglobe.com/...ro/2017/03/09/medical-examiner-completing-cases-faster-but-delays-persist/U8J8dxbaktME8OKAm3r1WM/story.html[8/5/2017 4:44:58 PM]

Most Popular In Metro 

achieving full accreditation.

The office has had provisional accreditation for four years. Because there’s a five-year limit on such a

status, the office will lose its accreditation altogether and be forced to reapply if it cannot meet the

association’s standards for full status by the end of this year.

Felix Browne, a spokesman for the Executive Office of Public Safety and Security, said in an e-mail

that while achieving full accreditation remains a goal, it is a voluntary program and that having to

reapply for accreditation “will not affect the services the OCME provides, nor do we expect any

negative impacts as a result.”

Nields’ report, citing a heavy workload per medical examiner, emphasized the continued need for

more forensic pathologists.

The office has said it has struggled to hire more forensic pathologists because of a national shortage,

as well as public attention following blunders at the Massachusetts office several years ago.

The agency said it also looks to a fellowship program it runs to help it train and recruit forensic

pathologists.

Matt Rocheleau can be reached at matthew.rocheleau@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @mrochele
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Trump proposal relies on claims by religious researchers

MORE...

A proposal by President Trump’s administration would undo the Affordable Care Act’s five-year-old

mandate for birth control coverage.
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Storms could bring hail and severe winds

Dick Albert, former Channel 5 weatherman, dies

In Michelle Carter’s hometown, opinions vary on justice of her sentence

The majority of Harvard’s incoming class is nonwhite

VA Secretary ousts third official at troubled N.H. hospital

Mother of Conrad Roy III seeks $4.2m in wrongful death suit against Michelle
Carter

State agrees with Trump administration to delay long-awaited water pollution
rules

MORE...

Damaging winds, quarter-size hail, and even a tornado are possibilities in Massachusetts today.

MORE...

“It’s a huge loss,” said Harvey Leonard. “It’s truly like losing a brother, that’s what I considered him

to be.” 

MORE...

Residents who spoke to the Globe were split on whether Carter, now 20, received an appropriate

sentence for urging Conrad Roy III to kill himself.

MORE...

Harvard’s push to broaden diversity comes as the Trump administration turns its focus on

affirmative action policies.

MORE...

VA Secretary David Shulkin said he was responding to allegations of dangerously substandard care

made by medical staff in a Boston Globe report last month.

MORE...

Lynn Roy says she is seeking damages “caused by the defendant’s negligence and wanton and

reckless conduct.”

MORE...

A landmark plan to curb pollution in lakes, rivers, and streams throughout Massachusetts has been

delayed for at least another year.
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any other state

Police disperse hundreds of youths in the North End

A cross-country bicycle trip of a lifetime — delayed 40 years

State Police investigate video of youths fighting on pier in Quincy

Cambridge city councilor to leave politics

MORE...

Daniel Redmond, one of four Teamsters on trial, posted an article on the Facebook page, “Support

the Teamster 4,” violating a court order to not speak publicly about the case. 

MORE...

More than 5,300 cyclists took off Saturday morning in the 2017 Pan-Mass Challenge, raising money

for patient care and cancer research. 

MORE...

Tom Tinlin needed a lot of things to go his way when a blood vessel in his brain burst in April.

Fittingly, one of them was traffic.

MORE...

Some people redeem so many winning tickets that they raise questions about the integrity and

oversight of the $5 billion state lottery.

MORE...

State Police spokesman David Procopio said Boston police requested Massachusetts State Police assistance with

dispersing between 500 and 1,000 youths.

MORE...

John Sweeney averaged 65 miles a day, mostly along Route 20, a 3,365-mile ribbon of asphalt that

is the longest road in the United States.

MORE...A video of youths being punched and kicked is making the rounds on social media.
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This weekend, bus shuttles replace rail service on five lines

Michelle Carter receives 15 months in jail; will remain free pending appeal

‘Dukes of Hazzard’ actor arrested in Waltham

MORE...

Cambridge city councilor Leland Cheung, the first Asian-American on the council, announced this

week that he intends to leave politics.

MORE...You might want to just stay home this weekend.

MORE...

A judge sentenced Michelle Carter to two and a half years, with 15 months to serve and 15 months

probation, for goading her boyfriend to kill himself in a high-profile texting suicide case. However,

he allowed Carter to remain free while awaiting appeal.

MORE...

Tom Wopat was arraigned on a charge of groping a woman who was to share the stage with him in a

local production of “42nd Street.”
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