When Death Is Unexpected

Knowing that a loved one is coming to the end of their life is difficult to bear at the best of times. So how much heavier is the burden when a family member or friend is fatally injured in a car crash, or dies as a result of an accident at work.

Because such events are sudden and occur to normally healthy people, under UK law these deaths need to be investigated. Unfortunately, it means that you cannot set a date for the funeral until the cause of death has been established. Neither can you register the death until then.

The Role Of The Coroner

However, the delay should in most cases be no more than two to four days. The coroner – whose responsibility this is – understands how upsetting it can be to have to postpone the day of a funeral. He or she will do the utmost to arrange for a post-mortem to be carried out as soon as possible, and will keep your funeral director informed as to how the investigation is progressing.

The coroner will usually become involved if your loved one had not seen a doctor for more than two weeks, or where the death took place during an operation or under anaesthetic.

Other reasons can be where violence was involved, if the cause of death is not immediately obvious, took place in unusual circumstances, or is due to an identifiable industrial disease. The coroner will as a matter of course also be called in where a death has taken place in prison, or whilst in the custody of the police. The coroner may also decide to hold an inquest too in such cases – and certainly so if the results of the post-mortem remain unclear.

Death Outside Of The UK

If a death takes place overseas, and under similar circumstances, an inquest will still be carried out when your loved one is brought back into this country. Even though an investigation may have already taken place by another nation's own police and legal services.


Permission from family or relatives is not required before a post-mortem examination can take place. But you do have the right to ask for a doctor to be present as an independent witness, if you wish.

If the post mortem reveals that death is due to natural causes, the coroner will release a loved one into the care of your funeral director.

Registering the Death

At the same time, an E100 document will be issued to you – known by its colour as a 'Pink Form' – which allows the death to be registered. It takes the place of the Medical Certificate of Death written out by a doctor. The E100 can be sent to you, but  often goes direct to the Registrar's office. With this form you can obtain the Death Certificate itself, which will be needed when dealing with solicitors, bank accounts and life insurance policies.

Where your loved one is to be cremated, the coroner will also send the Form E – the Certificate of Cremation - to the crematorium where the funeral is to take place. Your funeral director can help arrange this.

Should the coroner consider that sight of a person's injuries are severe enough to cause distress, he or she can direct that family and friends are not to be allowed to view the inside of the coffin. Such decisions are not common, but are legally binding on your funeral director.

Inquests

An inquest will not usually stop the funeral going ahead. The inquest is only concerned with establishing the medical cause and facts surrounding a death – not with deciding who, if anyone, is guilty of a crime. The coroner will often conduct the inquest on his or her own, talking to ambulance crew, police and doctors who were at the scene to gather evidence. If you or other family members were present at the time death took place, the coroner may want to talk to you as well.
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