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P.O. Box 333 
Kotzebue, Alaska 99752 
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Chairman 
Committee on Finance

Official Business

TO: Senator. Paul Fischer, Chair 
Senate HESS Committee

1024 W. 6th 
Anchorage, Alaska 99501 

(907) 274-0615

FROM: A1 Adams, Chair ^ ' 3 ' ^
House Finance Committee

DATE: March 11, 1988

RE: House Bill 345, "An Act relating to coroners’ inquests; and 
providing for an effective date."

I appreciate the Senate HESS Committee's scheduling of the 
aforem entioned bill.

This legislation would allow coroners and/or magistrates the discretion to 
conduct inquest proceedings following a death. By use of the word "shall" 
in current statutes, inquests are required whether or not the death 
situation warrants these further investigations. The prosposed legislation 
changes the word "shall" to "may" in reference to this activity.

For example, in the case of suicide when a preponderance of evidence 
leaves no doubt as to the cause of death, coroners are by existing law 
required to review the case before a jury, often utilizing testimony of the 
family of the deceased to collect information. Families are put through 
unnecessary grief and the court system through unnecessary costs. In a 
January 1988 conversation between a mem ber of my staff and Charlene 
Doris, a coroner in Anchorage, five out of seven inquests scheduled for that 
month were in her opinion unnecessary procedures. Court personnel in 
my district have also stated they were required by current law to conduct 
unnecessary  inquests .

Beyond remedying these situations, this legislation will allow the Bureau of 
Vital Statistics to receive information regarding suicidal deaths in a timely 
manner. One problem cited in The Anchorage D aily News series on 
suicides among Alaska Natives involved inaccurate and delayed statistics 
about the prevalence of suicidal deaths in part due to ti.e lag time between
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the time of death, the inquest proceeding and subsequent report and when 
the Bureau finally received the report.

Attached is a statement of support from the Alaska Court System. It is my 
understanding that the court system will internally implement criteria for 
magistrates and/or coroners to follow when exercising these judgements.

Martha Stewart of my staff will be present to testify and answer questions 
at your meeting.
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P o s i t i o n  P a per 

.'.o HB 345

"Ftfr'an A c t  e n t i t l e d :  "An A c t  r e l a t i n g  to c o r o n e r s '  i n q u e s t s ;
a n d  p r o v i d i n g  for an e f f e c t i v e  date."

T h i s  A c t  a m e n d s  A S  1 2 . 6 4  to a l l o w  the c o r o n e r  d i s c r e t i o n  in 
d e c i d i n g  the n e e d  for .an i n q u i r y  in the c a s e  of  a d e a t h  w h e r e  
the d e c e a s e d  is u n a t t e n d e d  b y  a p h y s i c i a n  or w h e n  n o  p h y s i c i a n  
is p r e p a r e d  to e x e c u t e  the c e r t i f i c a t e  o f  death. It f u r t h e r  
a l l o w s  the c o r o n e r  d i s c r e t i o n  in d e c i d i n g  the n e e d  f o r  a f o r m a l  
i n q u i r y  in the c a s e  of a d e a t h  that m a y  h a v e  b e e n  o c c a s i o n e d  
b y  c r i m i n a l  m e a n s .

T h i s  i n c r e a s e d  c o r o n e r  d i s c r e t i o n  w i l l  p r e v e n t  the time and 
e x p e n s e  o f  u n w a r r a n t e d  i n q u i r i e s .

P o s i t i o n

T h i s  b i l l  w o u l d  h a v e  no  d i r e c t  impact on the D e p a r t m e n t  of 
H e a l t h  and S o c i a l  S e r v i c e s .  T h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  the d e p a r t m e n t  
is n e u t r a l .

R e c o m m e n d e d  by:

D a t e :

A p p r o v e d  by;

E l g a  
D i r e c t o r
D i v i s i o n  of  P u b l i c  H e a l t h

U LJLJTYs- l) k  I X j l /
M y r a ^ M .  M u n s o n  
Comraiss ioner 
D e p a r t m e n t  o f  H e a l t h  a n d  

S o c i a l  S e r v i c e s

Date



2 / 1 1 / 8 8

C O R R E C T I O N

P l e a s e  r e p l a c e  F i s c a l  Note CSHB 3 4 5 (F in )  p u b l i s h e d  2 / 1 1 /8 8  

w i t h  t h i s  c o r r e c t e d  v e r s i o n :  CSHB 3 4 5 (HESS) p u b l i s h e d  2 / 1 1 / 8 8 .
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OFFICE OF ADMINISTRATIVE DIRECTOR

JANALEE R. STRANDBERG
Staff Counsel

303 K Street 
Anchorage, AK 99501 

(907) 264-8228
January 21, 1988

Representative Albert P. Adams 
Alaska State Legislature 
P. 0 .  Box V 
Juneau, AK 99811

Re: Act relating to coroners* inquests 

Dear Representative Adams:

Thank you for this opportunity to comment on proposed legislation which would 
give coroners/public administrators the discretion to hold inquests in certain 
cases involving death by criminal means or suicide. The court system favors 
the concept of giving coroners/public administrators and magistrates discretion 
to dispense with inquests in these kinds of cases. We believe that guidance for 
the exercise of this discretion as well as a review process can be effected by 
court rule.

We also have two technical comments about this legislation. F irst, in section 
one, line 21, the change of the word "shall" to "may" could be interpreted to 
allow a coroner to dispense with an inquest even when the findings and infor­
mation warrant an inquest. Because'the discretionary nature of the inquest is 
c'-irified in the changes in section two, the present use of the word "shall" 
s. juld be sufficient. Second, in section two, at lines 5 and 6, the phrase 
"uniess the death is or will be inquired into by the grand ju ry , in which case 
an inquest by jury under this section is not required" should be deleted 
because the coroner is being given the discretion to hold inquests in these 
cases.

I would be happy to discuss this bill fu rther with you or answer any questions 
you have.

Sincerely

/Janalee R. S trandb ecg^  
Staff Counsel

JRS :bh 
1/29/88-7

P O S I T I O N  P A P E R S




