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NORTH CAROLINA

Burdened after Death: What you should know
about North Carolina’s autopsy crisis

BY AMES ALEXANDER

UPDATED JUNE 06, 2023 11:47 AM

   

After Donna Burnette's 32-year-old son Kyle died in 2019, it took 419 days for the death investigation to be
completed. Waiting so long for answers was very di�cult for Donna and her family. The wait caused friends
and family to make assumptions as to the reason for Kyle's death.
BY JEFF SINER
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READ MORE

Burdened after death

At grieving families’ worst moment, state autopsy delays add to their pain.

EXPAND ALL

A severe autopsy backlog in North Carolina has added to the �nancial and

emotional burdens of grieving families, a Charlotte Observer and News &

Observer investigation revealed.

Here are three takeaways from Burdened after Death:

▪ When people in North Carolina die unexpectedly, required medical

investigations usually take more than 20 weeks. In nearly 1,400 cases since 2020,

they took more than a year.

That crisis heaps more burdens on grieving family members during one of the

worst periods of their lives. Some can’t touch funds they are entitled to inherit,

leaving their biggest bills unpaid. Many must wait months for the answer to a

burning question: Why did their loved one die?

The system is bogged down chie�y because there are too many bodies and too few

pathologists and toxicologists to handle the load.

The surging number of drug overdose deaths is partly to blame. Sta� vacancies

have made the problem worse. Nine of the state’s 16 forensic pathology positions

are vacant.

Low pay has contributed to the problem. North Carolina’s medical examiner’s

o�ce has for years operated with less funding than most other states.

https://www.charlotteobserver.com/news/state/north-carolina/article274195725.html
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▪ A key reason that the autopsy backlogs have proved so devastating to families:

Relatives usually can’t get death certi�cates until the autopsy report is completed.

And without a death certi�cate, survivors usually can’t access insurance and other

assets they are due to inherit. Family members need death certi�cates in order to

sell a house they’re due to inherit, transfer automobiles, homes and other property

to surviving family members, or collect survivor bene�ts from a pension or social

security.

▪ The logjam also leaves some criminals free from prosecution for months.

Authorities can’t �le homicide charges in some cases — including many infant

deaths and suspected drug overdoses — until they know the cause of death. So

Valerie Smith-Ragland holds a photo of herself and her son, Makari Jamel Smith. Makari was shot to death
by sheri�’s deputies in Feb. 2022 while he was su�ering a schizophrenic crisis. It took more than a year for
the autopsy report to be completed, and that held up insurance payments. “It has put me in massive
�nancial strain,” Smith-Ragland said. Ethan Hyman ehyman@newsobserver.com

https://www.charlotteobserver.com/news/state/north-carolina/article275587421.html
https://www.charlotteobserver.com/news/state/north-carolina/article275436016.html
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when these cases are delayed for months, potentially dangerous criminals remain

on the street.

This story was originally published June 6, 2023, 5:30 AM.

AMES ALEXANDER

704-358-5060

Ames Alexander, an investigative reporter for the Observer, has examined corruption in state prisons, the
mistreatment of injured poultry workers and many other subjects. His stories have won dozens of state and
national awards. He was a key member of two reporting teams that were named Pulitzer �nalists.
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