
County coroners and 

death investigations

Presented by 

Casey Petti

Principal 

Evaluator

January 29, 2025



2

Background

State oversight

Coroner funding

Autopsy rates

Agenda



Elected at county level

Serve in office for four years

Must be 21 years old and reside in the county where 

they are elected

Primary function is to conduct medicolegal death 

investigations

3

Coroners



Morticians can fill out most of a death certificate

Cause and manner of death must be filled out by 

physician, physician assistant, advanced practice 

professional nurse, or the coroner
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Idaho’s death investigation 

system



Cause – the underlying condition that led to a death

Manner – the circumstances that led to the cause of 

death

1. Natural

2. Accident

3. Homicide

4. Suicide

5. Undetermined
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Cause vs manner of death
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States with 

county or 

district 

coroners

14

with 

centralized 

state medical 

examiners

16

with county or 

district medical 

examiners

6

with mixed county 

coroners and county 

medical examiners 
14



State oversight:

 State entity and 

 certification
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Idaho is one of 8 coroner states with no 

state oversight or assistance entity.

State medical examiner:

• Arkansas

• Georgia

• Kentucky

• Mississippi

• Montana

• North Dakota

Coroner boards:

• Colorado

• Indiana

• Nebraska

• South Carolina

• Texas

• Wyoming

Coroner training boards or 

state oversight of coroner 

education:

• Alabama

• California

• Illinois

• Missouri

• New York

• Pennsylvania

• South Dakota

• Washington
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Accreditation and certification

9

National Association 

of Medical Examiners (NAME)

International Association 

of Coroners and Medical Examiners (IACME)

American Board of Medicolegal 

Death Investigators (ABMDI)

Office accreditation

Coroner certification
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Since 2010, Idaho has collected a $1 fee on 

death certificates to go toward coroner 

education. 

The legislature should consider expanding the 

usage of the fee to go toward office 

accreditation and coroner certification.

Policy consideration



State oversight:

 State code
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Deaths reportable to 

coroners

Idaho Code:

1. Violence

2. Homicide

3. Suicide

4. Accident

5. Under suspicious or unknown circumstances

6. Child without a known medical disease

7. Stillbirth without a known medical disease

8. Not under care of a physician (unattended deaths)

9. Motor vehicle accidents

Idaho Administrative Rule:

         10. Deaths in a state prison12



The national average for deaths explicitly 

reportable to a medicolegal death investigation 

system is 15.

Idaho does not explicitly require mandatory 

reporting to the coroner for deaths in local law 

enforcement custody, deaths at the workplace, or 

deaths that may constitute a threat to public 

health.
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Deaths reportable to 

coroners



There is no statewide definition of an “unattended 

death,” leading to different definitions and 

timelines between counties.

Idaho Code is ambiguous on who is responsible for 

certifying deaths in an emergency room or deaths 

of individuals admitted to the hospital 

unconscious. 
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Unattended death



Idaho Code does not delineate between the roles of 

coroners and law enforcement at a scene of a 

death.

Coroners reported situations where law 

enforcement had moved, altered, or removed 

ligatures from a decedent before being notified of 

a death.
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Law enforcement role and 

jurisdiction



Several coroner states have specific language in 

their code stating that the body of a decedent is 

the jurisdiction of the coroner.

In these states a decedent cannot be moved, 

altered, or transferred without the consent of the 

coroner.
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Law enforcement role and 

jurisdiction



Some coroners may rely on law enforcement to 

conduct death investigations.

While not explicitly forbidden in Idaho Code, this is 

contrary to national standards.
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Law enforcement role and 

jurisdiction

17



Since 2010, coroners have been required to 

complete “coroner’s school” after taking office 

and 24 hours of continuing education every two 

years in office. 
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Coroner education
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Coroner 

education
16% 12%

The reported hours of 

continuing education 

completed by a 22 

coroner cohort has 

been decreasing since 

2015.

Average hours 

submitted by 

coroner cohort

Percent of coroner 

cohort above 24 

hours of continuing 

education

Percent of cohort 

submitting no 

hours

2015-

2016

51 73% 9%

2017-

2018

37 64% 5%

2019-

2020

28 50% 5%

2021-

2022

20 41% 18%



20 of the 23 states that require coroner education 

provide state oversight for completion of 

education.

Most coroner states have consequences for 

coroners who fail to complete required continuing 

education.
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Coroner education



No deaths in Idaho are required to be autopsied

Dissemination of death investigation 

information

Handling of remains for religious and spiritual 

purposes
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Other areas of Idaho Code



National organizations recommend coroners be 

classified as first responders.

Coroners and their staff have similarly high rates of 

PTSD and other mental injuries as first responders.

22

Coroner and first responder 

status



Coroner 

funding
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Some coroners do not have offices, instead 

working out of their homes.

Coroners mentioned not having access to basic 

equipment to do their jobs, such as a computer or a 

camera.

Most frequently, coroners mentioned not having a 

vehicle to transport decedents or a cooler to store 

decedents.
24

Coroner access to equipment

24
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Coroners had the lowest median and average salary 

of all county-elected officials in 2022

Assessor $  74,111 $  74,853

Clerk $  74,800 $  76,560

Commissioner $  38,054 $  49,910

Prosecutor $110,277 $107,416

Coroner $  17,969 $  30,618

Sheriff $  84,090 $  87,980

Treasurer $  73,327 $  73,305

Median Salary Average Salary
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County

Total number of deputies 

and medicolegal death 

investigators

Median salary Average salary

Statewide 73 $8,788 $27,149

Ada County 14 $60,705 $63,082

Bannock County 2 $61,826 $61,826

Bonneville County 3 $6,617 $7,077

Canyon County 4 $51,897 $60,942

Kootenai County 5 $46,501 $46,037

Twin Falls County 3 $39,853 $48,450

All 38 remaining counties 41 $4,413 $7,966

Low pay can be a barrier to recruiting, retaining, and 

training deputy coroners



Autopsy 

rates

27



Only Ada and Canyon Counties conduct their own 

autopsies. 

All other counties contract with Ada (33), Canyon 

(1), or Spokane, Washington (8) for autopsy 

services.

Autopsies cost between $1,800-$2,300 each.
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Autopsy background
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3.9% of deaths 

statewide were 

autopsied from 2018 

through 2022

16.7%0.4%

Percentage of deaths 

autopsied

Counties spent an 

estimated $2.8 million 

on autopsies over this 

period.
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Idaho conducted 0.34 

autopsies per 1,000 

residents from 2018 

through 2022

National standards 

recommend 1 autopsy 

for every 1,000 people 

in a geographic area

Above 1 per 1,000 residents

Below 1 per 1,000 residents

Autopsies per 1,000 residents:



1. The age of the decedent

2. Who certifies the death

3. The location of the death
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Factors that influence 

autopsy rates



The Bannock County forensic pathology lab will 

make it easier for counties in Eastern Idaho to 

conduct autopsies.

The opening of the lab has been delayed in part 

because of a national shortage of forensic 

pathologists.

32

Bannock County Forensic 

Pathology Lab
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Idaho ranked 49th of 

51 nationally for the 

percentage of deaths 

autopsied from 2018 

through 2022

3.9%

Idaho

7.8%

National

8%

All 

coroner 

states

Autopsy rate all 

deaths
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Idaho ranked 51st of 51 

nationally for 

percentage of child 

deaths from external 

or unknown causes 

autopsied.

Idaho

49%

National

79%

All 

coroner 

states

79%
Child deaths from 

external or unknown 

causes
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Idaho ranked 51st of 51 

nationally for 

percentage of 

homicides autopsied.

Idaho

92%

National

99%

All 

coroner 

states

98%

National standards 

recommend at least 

95% of homicides are 

autopsied.

Deaths from 

homicide



Idaho does not have enough forensic pathologists 

in the state to bring autopsy rates up to national 

rates or standards. 

Counties would need to spend $1-$2 million more 

per year on autopsies to meet national rates. 
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Future of autopsies



Questions

Please feel free to contact me:

Casey Petti

(208) 332-1474

cpetti@ope.Idaho.gov
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Idaho has no laws or guidelines specifying how coroners should handle 

requests from families objecting to an autopsy on spiritual or religious 

grounds.

Without guidance at the state level, coroner offices must create their own 

system of handling objections to autopsies, potentially opening up coroner 

offices to civil litigation.

38

Handling of remains for religious and spiritual 

purposes
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Counties spent $4.39 

per capita on coroner 

offices in 2022

0.4%

National standards 

recommend a per-

capita expenditure of 

$4.71 on medicolegal 

death investigation 

services

19 counties spent above 

$4.71 per capita

25 counties spent below 

$4.71 per capita
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Idaho ranked 49th of 

51 nationally for 

autopsies per 1,000 

residents from 2018 

through 2022

Idaho

0.34

National

0.74

Coroner 

states

0.75



Autopsies in Idaho are performed at the discretion 

of the coroner or county prosecutor to determine 

cause of death.

NAME recommends 13 situations where autopsies 

should be performed

Many coroner states require autopsies for some 

deaths, such as a child or those who die in police or 

state custody
41

Autopsy requirement
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