
Washington State Laws Regarding the Coroner 

RCW 68.50.010 
Coroner's jurisdiction over remains. 

 

The jurisdiction of bodies of all deceased persons who come to their death suddenly when in apparent good health without medical 

attendance within the thirty-six hours preceding death; or where the circumstances of death indicate death was caused by unnatural or 

unlawful means; or where death occurs under suspicious circumstances; or where a coroner's autopsy or post mortem or coroner's 

inquest is to be held; or where death results from unknown or obscure causes, or where death occurs within one year following an 

accident; or where the death is caused by any violence whatsoever, or where death results from a known or suspected abortion; 

whether self-induced or otherwise; where death apparently results from drowning, hanging, burns, electrocution, gunshot wounds, stabs 

or cuts, lightning, starvation, radiation, exposure, alcoholism, narcotics or other addictions, tetanus, strangulations, suffocation or 

smothering; or where death is due to premature birth or still birth; or where death is due to a violent contagious disease or suspected 

contagious disease which may be a public health hazard; or where death results from alleged rape, carnal knowledge or sodomy, 

where death occurs in a jail or prison; where a body is found dead or is not claimed by relatives or friends, is hereby vested in the 

county coroner, which bodies may be removed and placed in the morgue under such rules as are adopted by the coroner with the 

approval of the county commissioners, having jurisdiction, providing therein how the bodies shall be brought to and cared for at the 

morgue and held for the proper identification where necessary. [1963 c 178 § 1; 1953 c 188 § 1; 1917 c 90 § 3; RRS § 6042. Formerly RCW 

68.08.010.] 

RCW 68.50.015 
Immunity for determining cause and manner of death — Judicial review of determination. 

 

A county coroner or county medical examiner or persons acting in that capacity shall be immune from civil liability for determining the 

cause and manner of death. The accuracy of the determinations is subject to judicial review. [1987 c 263 § 1.] 

RCW 68.50.020 
Notice to coroner — Penalty. 

 

It shall be the duty of every person who knows of the existence and location of a dead body coming under the jurisdiction of the coroner 

as set forth in RCW 68.50.010, to notify the coroner thereof in the most expeditious manner possible, unless such person shall have 

good reason to believe that such notice has already been given. Any person knowing of the existence of such dead body and not 

having good reason to believe that the coroner has notice thereof and who shall fail to give notice to the coroner as aforesaid, shall be 

guilty of a misdemeanor. [1987 c 331 § 55; 1917 c 90 § 4; RRS § 6043. Formerly RCW 68.08.020.] 

RCW 68.50.032 
Transportation of remains directed by coroner or medical examiner — Costs. 

 

Whenever a coroner or medical examiner assumes jurisdiction over human remains and directs transportation of those remains by a 

funeral establishment, as defined in RCW 18.39.010, the reasonable costs of transporting shall be borne by the county if: (1) The 

funeral establishment transporting the remains is not providing the funeral or disposition services; or (2) the funeral establishment 

providing the funeral or disposition services is required to transport the remains to a facility other than its own. 

 

     Except as provided in RCW 36.39.030, 68.52.030, and 73.08.070, any transportation costs or other costs incurred after the coroner 

or medical examiner has released jurisdiction over the human remains shall not be borne by the county. 

RCW 68.50.040 
Deceased's effects to be listed. 

 

Duplicate lists of all jewelry, moneys, papers, and other personal property of the deceased shall be made immediately upon finding the 

same by the coroner or his assistants. The original of such lists shall be kept as a public record at the morgue and the duplicate thereof 

shall be forthwith duly certified to by the coroner and filed with the county auditor. [1917 c 90 § 6; RRS § 6045. Formerly RCW 68.08.040.] 

RCW 68.50.101 
Autopsy, post mortem — Who may authorize. 

 

Autopsy or post mortem may be performed in any case where authorization has been given by a member of one of the following 

classes of persons in the following order of priority: 
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     (1) The surviving spouse or state registered domestic partner; 

 

     (2) Any child of the decedent who is eighteen years of age or older; 

 

     (3) One of the parents of the decedent; 

 

     (4) Any adult brother or sister of the decedent; 

 

     (5) A person who was guardian of the decedent at the time of death; 

 

     (6) Any other person or agency authorized or under an obligation to dispose of the remains of the decedent. The chief official of any 

such agency shall designate one or more persons to execute authorizations pursuant to the provisions of this section. 

 

     If the person seeking authority to perform an autopsy or post mortem makes reasonable efforts to locate and secure authorization 

from a competent person in the first or succeeding class and finds no such person available, authorization may be given by any person 

in the next class, in the order of descending priority. However, no person under this section shall have the power to authorize an 

autopsy or post mortem if a person of higher priority under this section has refused such authorization: PROVIDED, That this section 

shall not affect autopsies performed pursuant to RCW 68.50.010 or 68.50.103. [2007 c 156 § 22; 1987 c 331 § 57; 1977 c 79 § 1; 1953 c 188 § 11. 

Formerly RCW 68.08.101.] 

RCW 68.50.102 
Court petition for autopsy — Cost. 

 

Any party by showing just cause may petition the court to have autopsy made and results thereof made known to said party at his own 

expense. [1953 c 188 § 12. Formerly RCW 68.08.102.] 

RCW 68.50.103 
Autopsies in industrial deaths. 

 

In an industrial death where the cause of death is unknown, and where the department of labor and industries is concerned, said 

department in its discretion, may request the coroner in writing to perform an autopsy to determine the cause of death. The coroner 

shall be required to promptly perform such autopsy upon receipt of the written request from the department of labor and industries. 
[1953 c 188 § 6. Formerly RCW 68.08.103.] 

RCW 68.50.104 
Cost of autopsy. 

 

(1) The cost of autopsy shall be borne by the county in which the autopsy is performed, except when requested by the department of 

labor and industries, in which case, the department shall bear the cost of such autopsy. 

 

     (2) Except as provided in (c) of this subsection, when the county bears the cost of an autopsy, it shall be reimbursed from the death 

investigations account, established by RCW 43.79.445, as follows: 

 

     (a) Up to forty percent of the cost of contracting for the services of a pathologist to perform an autopsy; 

 

     (b) Up to twenty-five percent of the salary of pathologists who are primarily engaged in performing autopsies and are (i) county 

coroners or county medical examiners, or (ii) employees of a county coroner or county medical examiner; and 

 

     (c) When the county bears the cost of an autopsy of a child under the age of three whose death was sudden and unexplained, the 

county shall be reimbursed for the expenses of the autopsy when the death scene investigation and the autopsy have been conducted 

under RCW 43.103.100 (4) and (5), and the autopsy has been done at a facility designed for the performance of autopsies. 

 

     Payments from the account shall be made pursuant to biennial appropriation: PROVIDED, That no county may reduce funds 

appropriated for this purpose below 1983 budgeted levels. [2001 c 82 § 2; 1983 1st ex.s. c 16 § 14; 1963 c 178 § 3; 1953 c 188 § 7. Formerly RCW 

68.08.104. 
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RCW 68.50.105 
Autopsies, post mortems — Reports and records confidential — Exceptions. 

 

Reports and records of autopsies or post mortems shall be confidential, except that the following persons may examine and obtain 

copies of any such report or record: The personal representative of the decedent as defined in RCW 11.02.005, any family member, the 

attending physician or advanced registered nurse practitioner, the prosecuting attorney or law enforcement agencies having jurisdiction, 

public health officials, or to the department of labor and industries in cases in which it has an interest under RCW 68.50.103. 

 

     The coroner, the medical examiner, or the attending physician shall, upon request, meet with the family of the decedent to discuss the 

findings of the autopsy or post mortem. For the purposes of this section, the term "family" means the surviving spouse, state registered 

domestic partner, or any child, parent, grandparent, grandchild, brother, or sister of the decedent, or any person who was guardian of the 

decedent at the time of death. [2007 c 439 § 1; 2007 c 156 § 23; 1987 c 331 § 58; 1985 c 300 § 1; 1977 c 79 § 2; 1953 c 188 § 9. Formerly RCW 68.08.105.] 

RCW 68.50.106 
Autopsies, post mortems — Analyses — Opinions — Evidence — Costs. 

 

In any case in which an autopsy or post mortem is performed, the coroner or medical examiner, upon his or her own authority or upon 

the request of the prosecuting attorney or other law enforcement agency having jurisdiction, may make or cause to be made an 

analysis of the stomach contents, blood, or organs, or tissues of a deceased person and secure professional opinions thereon and 

retain or dispose of any specimens or organs of the deceased which in his or her discretion are desirable or needful for anatomic, 

bacteriological, chemical, or toxicological examination or upon lawful request are needed or desired for evidence to be presented in 

court. Costs shall be borne by the county. [1993 c 228 § 19; 1987 c 331 § 59; 1975-'76 2nd ex.s. c 28 § 1; 1953 c 188 § 10. Formerly RCW 68.08.106.] 

RCW 68.50.107 
State toxicological laboratory established — State toxicologist. 

 

There shall be established in conjunction with the chief of the Washington state patrol and under the authority of the state forensic 

investigations council a state toxicological laboratory under the direction of the state toxicologist whose duty it will be to perform all 

necessary toxicologic procedures requested by all coroners, medical examiners, and prosecuting attorneys. The state forensic 

investigations council, after consulting with the chief of the Washington state patrol and director of the bureau of forensic laboratory 

services, shall appoint a toxicologist as state toxicologist, who shall report to the director of the bureau of forensic laboratory services 

and the office of the chief of the Washington state patrol. Toxicological services shall be funded by disbursement from the spirits, beer, 

and wine restaurant; spirits, beer, and wine private club; spirits, beer, and wine nightclub; and sports entertainment facility license fees 

as provided in RCW 66.08.180 and by appropriation from the death investigations account as provided in RCW 43.79.445. [2009 c 271 § 

11. Prior: 1999 c 281 § 13; 1999 c 40 § 8; 1995 c 398 § 10; 1986 c 87 § 2; 1983 1st ex.s. c 16 § 10; 1975-'76 2nd ex.s. c 84 § 1; 1970 ex.s. c 24 § 1; 1953 c 188 

§ 13. Formerly RCW 68.08.107.] 

 

RCW 68.50.108 
Autopsies, post mortems — Consent to embalm or cremate body — Time limitation. 

 

No dead body upon which the coroner, or prosecuting attorney, if there be no coroner in the county, may perform an autopsy or post 

mortem, shall be embalmed or cremated without the consent of the coroner having jurisdiction, and failure to obtain such consent shall 

be a misdemeanor: PROVIDED, That such autopsy or post mortem must be performed within five days, unless the coroner shall obtain 

an order from the superior court extending such time. [1953 c 188 § 8. Formerly RCW 68.08.108.] 

RCW 68.50.160 
Right to control disposition of remains — Liability of funeral establishment or cemetery authority — Liability for cost. 

 

 

     *** CHANGE IN 2010 *** (SEE 2777-S.SL) *** 

 

(1) A person has the right to control the disposition of his or her own remains without the predeath or postdeath consent of another 

person. A valid written document expressing the decedent's wishes regarding the place or method of disposition of his or her remains, 

signed by the decedent in the presence of a witness, is sufficient legal authorization for the procedures to be accomplished. 

 

     (2) Prearrangements that are prepaid, or filed with a licensed funeral establishment or cemetery authority, under RCW 18.39.280 

through 18.39.345 and chapter 68.46 RCW are not subject to cancellation or substantial revision by survivors. Absent actual knowledge 

of contrary legal authorization under this section, a licensed funeral establishment or cemetery authority shall not be held criminally nor 

civilly liable for acting upon such prearrangements. 

 

     (3) If the decedent has not made a prearrangement as set forth in subsection (2) of this section or the costs of executing the 
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decedent's wishes regarding the disposition of the decedent's remains exceeds a reasonable amount or directions have not been given 

by the decedent, the right to control the disposition of the remains of a deceased person vests in, and the duty of disposition and the 

liability for the reasonable cost of preparation, care, and disposition of such remains devolves upon the following in the order named: 

 

     (a) The surviving spouse or state registered domestic partner. 

 

     (b) The surviving adult children of the decedent. 

 

     (c) The surviving parents of the decedent. 

 

     (d) The surviving siblings of the decedent. 

 

     (e) A person acting as a representative of the decedent under the signed authorization of the decedent. 

 

     (4) If a cemetery authority as defined in RCW 68.04.190 or a funeral establishment licensed under chapter 18.39 RCW has made a 

good faith effort to locate the person cited in subsection (3)(a) through (e) of this section or the legal representative of the decedent's 

estate, the cemetery authority or funeral establishment shall have the right to rely on an authority to bury or cremate the human 

remains, executed by the most responsible party available, and the cemetery authority or funeral establishment may not be held 

criminally or civilly liable for burying or cremating the human remains. In the event any government agency provides the funds for the 

disposition of any human remains and the government agency elects to provide funds for cremation only, the cemetery authority or 

funeral establishment may not be held criminally or civilly liable for cremating the human remains. 

 

     (5) The liability for the reasonable cost of preparation, care, and disposition devolves jointly and severally upon all kin of the 

decedent in the same degree of kindred, in the order listed in subsection (3) of this section, and upon the estate of the decedent.  

[2007 c 156 § 24; 2005 c 365 § 141; 1993 c 297 § 1; 1992 c 108 § 1; 1943 c 247 § 29; Rem. Supp. 1943 § 3778-29. Formerly RCW 68.08.160.] 

RCW 68.50.230 
Human remains that have not been disposed — Rules. 

 

(1) Whenever any human remains shall have been in the lawful possession of any person, firm, corporation, or association for a period 

of ninety days or more, and the relatives of, or persons interested in, the deceased person shall fail, neglect, or refuse to direct the 

disposition, the human remains may be disposed of by the person, firm, corporation, or association having such lawful possession 

thereof, under and in accordance with rules adopted by the funeral and cemetery board, not inconsistent with any statute of the state 

of Washington or rule adopted by the state board of health. 

 

     (2)(a) The department of veterans affairs may certify that the deceased person to whom subsection (1) of this section applies was a 

veteran or the dependent of a veteran eligible for interment at a federal or state veterans' cemetery. 

 

     (b) Upon certification of eligible veteran or dependent of a veteran status under (a) of this subsection, the person, firm, corporation, 

or association in possession of the veteran's or veteran's dependent's remains shall transfer the custody and control of the remains to 

the department of veterans affairs. 

 

     (c) The transfer of human remains under (b) of this subsection does not create: 

 

     (i) A private right of action against the state or its officers and employees or instrumentalities, or against any person, firm, 

corporation, or association transferring the remains; or 

 

     (ii) Liability on behalf of the state, the state's officers, employees, or instrumentalities; or on behalf of the person, firm, corporation, 

or association transferring the remains. [2009 c 102 § 20; 2009 c 56 § 1; 2005 c 365 § 146; 1985 c 402 § 9; 1979 c 158 § 218; 1937 c 108 § 14; RRS § 

8323-3. Formerly RCW 68.08.230.] 

RCW 68.50.270 
Possession of cremated human remains. 

 

The person or persons determined under RCW 68.50.160 as having authority to order cremation shall be entitled to possession of the 

cremated human remains 

RCW 68.50.290 
Corneal tissue for transplantation — Presumption of good faith. 
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In any subsequent civil action in which the next of kin of a decedent contends that he/she affirmatively informed the county coroner or 

medical examiner or designee of his/her objection to removal of corneal tissue from the decedent, it shall be presumed that the county 

coroner or medical examiner acted in good faith and without knowledge of the objection. [1975-'76 2nd ex.s. c 60 § 2. Formerly RCW 68.08.305.] 

RCW 68.50.290 
Corneal tissue for transplantation — Presumption of good faith. 

 

In any subsequent civil action in which the next of kin of a decedent contends that he/she affirmatively informed the county coroner or 

medical examiner or designee of his/her objection to removal of corneal tissue from the decedent, it shall be presumed that the county 

coroner or medical examiner acted in good faith and without knowledge of the objection. [1975-'76 2nd ex.s. c 60 § 2. Formerly RCW 68.08.305.] 

 

RCW 68.50.300 
Release of information concerning a death. 

 

(1) The county coroner, medical examiner, or prosecuting attorney having jurisdiction may in such official's discretion release 

information concerning a person's death to the media and general public, in order to aid in identifying the deceased, when the identity of 

the deceased is unknown to the official and when he does not know the information to be readily available through other sources. 

 

     (2) The county coroner, medical examiner, or prosecuting attorney may withhold any information which directly or indirectly identifies 

a decedent until either: 

 

     (a) A notification period of forty-eight hours has elapsed after identification of the decedent by such official; or 

 

     (b) The next of kin of the decedent has been notified. 

 

     During the forty-eight hour notification period, such official shall make a good faith attempt to locate and notify the next of kin of the 

decedent. [1981 c 176 § 2. Formerly RCW 68.08.320.] 

RCW 68.50.310 
Dental identification system established — Powers and duties. 

 

A dental identification system is established in the identification section of the Washington state patrol. The dental identification system 

shall act as a repository or computer center or both for dental examination records and it shall be responsible for comparing such 

records with dental records filed under RCW 68.50.330. It shall also determine which scoring probabilities are the highest for purposes 

of identification and shall submit such information to the coroner or medical examiner who prepared and forwarded the dental 

examination records. Once the dental identification system is established, operating funds shall come from the state general fund. [1987 

c 331 § 65; 1983 1st ex.s. c 16 § 15. Formerly RCW 68.08.350.] 

RCW 68.50.320 
Procedures for investigating missing persons — Availability of files. 

 

When a person reported missing has not been found within thirty days of the report, or at any time the investigating agency suspects 

criminal activity to be the basis of the victim being missing, the sheriff, chief of police, county coroner or county medical examiner, or 

other law enforcement authority initiating and conducting the investigation for the missing person shall: (1) File a missing person's 

report with the Washington state patrol missing and unidentified persons unit; (2) initiate the collection of DNA samples from the known 

missing person and their family members for nuclear and mitochondrial DNA testing along with the necessary consent forms; and (3) 

ask the missing person's family or next of kin to give written consent to contact the dentist or dentists of the missing person and request 

the person's dental records. 

 

     The missing person's dentist or dentists shall provide diagnostic quality copies of the missing person's dental records or original 

dental records to the sheriff, chief of police, county coroner or county medical examiner, or other law enforcement authority, when 

presented with the written consent from the missing person's family or next of kin or with a statement from the sheriff, chief of police, 

county coroner or county medical examiner, or other law enforcement authority that the missing person's family or next of kin could not 

be located in the exercise of due diligence or that the missing person's family or next of kin refuse to consent to the release of the 

missing person's dental records and there is reason to believe that the missing person's family or next of kin may have been involved in 

the missing person's disappearance. 
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     As soon as possible after collecting the DNA samples, the sheriff, chief of police, or other law enforcement authority shall submit the 

DNA samples to the appropriate laboratory. Dental records shall be submitted as soon as possible to the Washington state patrol 

missing and unidentified persons unit. 

 

     The descriptive information from missing person's reports and dental data submitted to the Washington state patrol missing and 

unidentified persons unit shall be recorded and maintained by the Washington state patrol missing and unidentified persons unit in the 

applicable dedicated missing person's databases. 

 

     When a person reported missing has been found, the sheriff, chief of police, coroner or medical examiner, or other law enforcement 

authority shall report such information to the Washington state patrol. 

 

     The dental identification system shall maintain a file of information regarding persons reported to it as missing. The file shall contain 

the information referred to in this section and such other information as the Washington state patrol finds relevant to assist in the 

location of a missing person. 

 

     The files of the dental identification system shall, upon request, be made available to law enforcement agencies attempting to locate 

missing persons.  

[2007 c 10 § 5. Prior: 2006 c 235 § 4; 2006 c 102 § 6; 2001 c 223 § 1; 1984 c 17 § 18; 1983 1st ex.s. c 16 § 16. Formerly RCW 68.08.355.] 

RCW 68.50.645 
Skeletal human remains — Duty to notify — Ground disturbing activities — Coroner determination — Definitions. 

 

(1) It is the duty of every person who knows of the existence and location of skeletal human remains to notify the coroner and local law 

enforcement in the most expeditious manner possible, unless such person has good reason to believe that such notice has already 

been given. Any person knowing of the existence of skeletal human remains and not having good reason to believe that the coroner 

and local law enforcement has notice thereof and who fails to give notice to the coroner and local law enforcement, is guilty of a 

misdemeanor. 

 

     (2) Any person engaged in ground disturbing activity and who encounters or discovers skeletal human remains in or on the ground 

shall: 

 

     (a) Immediately cease any activity which may cause further disturbance; 

 

     (b) Make a reasonable effort to protect the area from further disturbance; 

 

     (c) Report the presence and location of the remains to the coroner and local law enforcement in the most expeditious manner 

possible; and 

 

     (d) Be held harmless from criminal and civil liability arising under the provisions of this section provided the following criteria are met: 

 

     (i) The finding of the remains was based on inadvertent discovery; 

 

     (ii) The requirements of the subsection are otherwise met; and 

 

     (iii) The person is otherwise in compliance with applicable law. 

 

     (3) The coroner must make a determination of whether the skeletal human remains are forensic or nonforensic within five business 

days of receiving notification of a finding of such human remains provided that there is sufficient evidence to make such a determination 

within that time period. The coroner will retain jurisdiction over forensic remains. 

 

     (a) Upon determination that the remains are nonforensic, the coroner must notify the department of archaeology and historic 

preservation within two business days. The department will have jurisdiction over such remains until provenance of the remains is 

established. A determination that remains are nonforensic does not create a presumption of removal or nonremoval. 

 

     (b) Upon receiving notice from a coroner of a finding of nonforensic skeletal human remains, the department must notify the 

appropriate local cemeteries, and all affected Indian tribes via certified mail to the head of the appropriate tribal government, and 

contact the appropriate tribal cultural resources staff within two business days of the finding. The determination of what are appropriate 

local cemeteries to be notified is at the discretion of the department. A notification to tribes of a finding of such nonforensic skeletal 
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human remains does not create a presumption that the remains are Indian. 

 

     (c) The state physical anthropologist must make an initial determination of whether nonforensic skeletal human remains are Indian 

or non-Indian to the extent possible based on the remains within two business days of notification of a finding of nonforensic remains. If 

the remains are determined to be Indian, the department must notify all affected Indian tribes via certified mail to the head of the 

appropriate tribal government within two business days and contact the appropriate tribal cultural resources staff. 

 

     (d) The affected tribes have five business days to respond via telephone or writing to the department as to their interest in the 

remains. 

 

     (4) For the purposes of this section: 

 

     (a) "Affected tribes" are: 

 

     (i) Those federally recognized tribes with usual and accustomed areas in the jurisdiction where the remains were found; 

 

     (ii) Those federally recognized tribes that submit to the department maps that reflect the tribe's geographical area of cultural 

affiliation; and 

 

     (iii) Other tribes with historical and cultural affiliation in the jurisdiction where the remains were found. 

 

     (b) "Forensic remains" are those that come under the jurisdiction of the coroner pursuant to RCW 68.50.010. 

 

     (c) "Inadvertent discovery" has the same meaning as used in RCW 27.44.040. 

 

     (5) Nothing in this section constitutes, advocates, or otherwise grants, confers, or implies federal or state recognition of those tribes 

that are not federally recognized pursuant to 25 C.F.R. part 83, procedures for establishing that an American Indian group exists as an 

Indian tribe. [2008 c 275 § 1.] 

RCW 36.39.030 
Disposal of remains of indigent persons. 

 

The board of county commissioners of any county shall provide for the disposition of the remains of any indigent person including a 

recipient of public assistance who dies within the county and whose body is unclaimed by relatives or church organization.  

[1963 c 4 § 36.39.030. Prior: 1953 c 224 § 1; 1951 c 258 § 1.] 
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