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Metropolitan King County Council

Law, Justice and Human Services Committee

STAFF REPORT

AGENDA ITEM: 4
       DATE: December 2, 2004
MOTION: 2004-0492
       PREPARED BY: Doug Stevenson
SUBJECT:  AN ORDINANCE authorizing the King County Executive to enter into an interlocal agreement with Snohomish County for medical examiner services. 
SUMMARY:   Proposed Ordinance 2004-0492  was developed to cover instances where an individual dies in King County, most typically at Harborview Trauma Center, as a result of a potentially criminal violent incident that occurred in Snohomish County.  There has been some confusion about responsibility and arrangement for postmortem examinations and inquests.  The Snohomish County Medical Examiner had previously proposed an agreement, but liability issues were not resolved.   An incident in 2003 involving the shooting of a fugitive in Monroe, who subsequently died at Harborview, brought the need for an agreement back to light.  The medical examiners of both counties, working with their respective prosecuting attorneys, completed the proposed agreement earlier this summer.  The Executive, who has the responsibility to decide whether or not to hold an inquest under the King County Charter, supports the agreement and is requesting authority to sign it.  
The agreement addresses responsibilities and procedures in two areas, autopsies and inquests:  
Autopsies –  The agreement provides for the King County Medical Examiner to notify the Snohomish Medical Examiner whenever he or she assumes jurisdiction over a body of someone who died in King County but died resulting from an incident that occurred in Snohomish County.  (By law, the county in which a person dies or is found dead is responsible for any necessary postmortem examination and investigation.)  Snohomish County will then have until the next morning to notify King County if it wants to conduct the postmortem examination and death investigation and make arrangements to pick up the body.  If Snohomish County decides to conduct the examination/investigation, it agrees to follow through on all of the appropriate procedures and responsibilities, and King County agrees to provide appropriate documentation and assistance to Snohomish county.
Inquests – The agreement provides for the Snohomish County Medical Examiner to exercise his or her authority to hold an inquest when he or she takes custody of a body under this agreement and to do likewise when the postmortem examination and death investigation are done by King County but only with the advice and consent of the King County Executive and only as the agent of King County.  When Snohomish County holds an inquest, it does so under its rules and procedures, and it is solely responsible for the costs.  King County agrees not to hold a separate inquest in such cases.  
General Terms and Conditions – The agreement will terminate at the end of 2010 or upon due notice from either of the parties.  Snohomish County agrees to perform the responsibilities included in the agreement in return for improved efficiencies in the investigation and adjudication of homicide cases.  Each party agrees to assume liability for its own conduct.  Snohomish County agrees that when its employees act as agents for King County in the case of inquests as noted above, those employees are considered Snohomish County employees (with Snohomish retaining liability for their actions).  In the case of negligence attributable to both parties, damages will be shared in proportion to the percentage of negligence attributable to each party.
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John Gerberding, Prosecuting Attorney’s Office
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