
Testimony 
Health Services Interim Committee 

November 4, 2015 
North Dakota Department of Health 

APPENDIX H 

Good morning Chairman Lee and members of the Health Services Interim Committee. 
My name is Kirby Kruger, and I am the Section Chief for the Medical Services Section of 
the North Dakota Department of Health (NDDoH). The Medical Services Section 
consists of the Office of the Forensic Examiner (OFE) and the Division of Disease 
Control. I am here today to provide ari update regarding forensic examinations in North 
Dakota and the activities of the work group that was assembled to provide input on 
autopsies and death investigations. 

Autopsy Trends by Region 

Attachment 1 shows autopsy data since 2004 for all of North Dakota. Two things I 
would ask you to note are: 

1. The overall trend for the number of autopsies being performed in the state is 
still increasing. 

2. The regional system has been effective in reducing the workload at the 
NDDoH. 

There is one other trend I would like to share with the committee. This trend looks at 
county level data for selected counties in the western region (covered by the NDDoH) 
and the eastern region (covered by UND). Graphic presentations ofthis data can be 
found in attachments 2A and 2B. 

University of North Dakota (UND) Contract 

During the 2015 legislative session, the legislature appropriated $480,000 in House Bill 
1004 to the NDDoH to contract for autopsy services with UND to relieve the forensic 
examination workload in Bismarck. The legislature also appropriated an additional 
$160,000 directly to UND for autopsies, which brings the total for the services provided 
by UND to $640,000. 

The 2013 legislature appropriated $480,000 to the Department to help alleviate the work 
load for the Office of the State Forensic Examiner. On September 1, 2013 the 
Department entered into a contract with UND to provide forensic services for 13 eastern 
North Dakota Counties. Starting July 1, 2014, an additional eight counties were added to 
the area covered by UND. 
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During the 2015-17 biennium, UND continues to provide forensic examination services 
for 21 eastern counties (attachments 3A and 3B). The annual number of forensic 
examinations performed by UND has increased from 67 in 2012, before the contract with 
UND was enacted, to 231in2014. The annual number of forensic examinations 
performed by the NDDoH has decreased from 367 in 2012, before the contract with UND 
was enacted, to 261in2014. Attachment 4 provides the graphic summary of forensic 
examination in North Dakota from 2012 through September 30, 2015. Please note that 
the data for the period ending September 2015 is preliminary. 

Autopsy Work Group 

At the April 24, 2014, hearing of this committee, Chairwoman Lee requested a work 
group be formed to examine the system of death investigations and autopsies in North 
Dakota. Furthermore, the group was tasked with reporting back to this committee with 
specific recommendations for improving the system of death investigations and 
autopsies. This work group consists of 21 individuals representing various agencies or 
organizations. These include: 

• University of North Dakota School of Medicine, Department of Pathology 
• North Dakota Department of Health, Office of the Forensic Examiner 
• North Dakota Department of Health, Vital Statistics 
• North Dakota Association of Counties 
• North Dakota Indian Affairs Commission 
• Attorney General ' s Office, Bureau of Criminal Investigation 
• Attorney General' s Office, Crime Laboratory 
• Hettinger County Sheriff (local coroner) 
• Cass County Coroner 
• Stark and Billings County Coroner and Assistant Coroner 
• North Dakota Funeral Directors Association 
• North Dakota Medical Association 
• Interim Health Services Legislative Committee 

This group last met on October 22, 2015. The group reviewed past activities and the 
recommendations made to this Committee at the July 30, 2014, Interim Health 
Committee hearing. Overall this group identified several priority areas and areas of 
concern. 

1. Continue to develop our current statewide system of forensic services, with the 
highest priority being the continuation of the regional approach of forensic 
autopsy and consultation services provided by the OFE and UND. 

2. The OFE should assess the feasibility of obtaining National Association of 
Medical Examiner' s accreditation. UND has just attained accreditation. 

3. Continue to offer training for local officials regarding forensic investigations and 
death scene guidance, and encourage local officials to consult with the forensic 
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pathologist in their area. There was discussion regarding the costs and benefits of 
making periodic training a requirement for county coroners. 

4. Concerns were raised about being able to keep medical personnel in coroners' 
positions statewide, given the shortage of medical personnel in many areas of the 
state 

5. Caseloads at both the OFE and UND should continue to be monitored for 
excessive workload. 

6. The services provided by the OFE and UND to the citizens of North Dakota 
extend beyond performing autopsies. 

a. OFE and UND services are above and beyond what a family experiences 
during a "normal death" by conducting a post mortem examination and 
offering post mortem information to families concerning the cause and 
manner of death. 

b. OFE and UND services support law enforcement in their investigations. 
c. OFE and UND services not only support law enforcement, but also public 

health. Public health issues often addressed by forensic pathology include: 
L Diagnosing overdoses from prescription drugs 

11. Investigating the increasing number of traffic fatalities 
111. Investigating occupation/work-related deaths 
iv. Diagnosing and reporting deaths due to infectious agents 

d. Forensic data systems are excellent sources of information that can be 
analyzed to help understand cause and manner of deaths more fully and 
help formulate interventions. 

7. Explore granting the forensic pathologist access to the North Dakota's Health 
Information Network (HIN) to aid with the investigative process. 

8. Concerns were raised about the capacity to store bodies at the OFE. Storage is 
limited to 10 bodies at this time. Over the course of the last two years, the OFE 
cold storage was at capacity on at least three occasions. 

9. Continue to pursue modifications to the North Dakota Vital Events Electronic 
Registry to allow the forensic pathologist access to death records and the ability to 
change the cause and manner of death as needed. 

This concludes my testimony and I would be happy to address any questions. 
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Attachment 1 
Number of Autopsies by Statewide and by Facility 
North Dakota, Forensic Examiner and UNO, 2004-2014 
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Attachment 2A 
Autopsies by Selected Western Counties, North Dakota, 2004-2014 
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Attachment 28 
Autopsies by Selected Eastern Counties, North Dakota, 2004-2014 
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Attachment 3A 

North Dakota Counties Within UND's Jurisdiction 

The UND School of Medicine 
Department of Pathology 

provided autopsy services to 13 
counties from September 2013 
until July 2014; since July 01, 
2014, the school has provided 

autopsy service for the 21 
counties represented on this 

map. 
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Attachment 3B 

North Dakota Counties Within Bismarck OFE Jurisdiction 
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Attachment 4 
Autopsies Performed at NDDoH and UND, 2012-2015 
(2015 data is through September 30) 

V) 

QJ 

600 

500 

·v; 400 
0.. 
0 ..._, 
::l 

c:x: 
0 300 
Qj 

..0 

E 200 ::l 
z 

100 

0 
2012 2013 2014 2015 

Year 

• Total • UND • NDDoH 


