
T. TRAVIS MEDLOCK 
ATTORNEY GENERAL 

©ffire nf tqe J\ttnrnel! (Jf)eneral 

REMBERT C. DENNIS BUILDING 

POST OFFICE BOX ! !5<19 

COLUMBIA, s_c_ 29211 

TELEPHONE: 803- 734-3970 

FACSIMILE: 803-253-6283 

March 14, 1990 

'i'he Honorable Robert L. Edge, Jr. 
Coroner, Horry County 
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Conway, South Carolina 29526 

Dear Coroner Edge: 

ln a letter to this Office you referenced a situation where a 
physician at a hospital where an individual died certified the indi
vidual's manner of death on a death certificate as "suicide". You 
indicated that he did so without obtaining any investigative re
port. After your investigation, you provided a supplemental report 
to the Department of Health and Environmental Control (DHEC) which 
changed the manner of death from "suicide" to "could not be deter
mined." You questioned whether you had authority to make this 
change. 

DHEC Regulation 61-19, Section 18 states as to the medical 
certification for a death certificate: 

(c) The medical certification shall be complet
ed, signed, and returned to the funeral director 
within forty-eight (48) hours after death by the 
physician in charge of the patient's care for the 
illness or condition which resulted in death, 
except when inquiry is required by medical exam
iner or coroner . 

... (d) When death occurs more than ten (10) days 
after the decedent was last treated by a physi
cian, or if the cause of death appears to be 
other than the illness or condition for which the 
deceased was being treated or if inquiry is 
required by Title 17 of the Code of Laws of South 
Carolina, 1962, as amended (1976 Code, Title 17, 
as amended], the case shall be referred to the 
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medical examiner or coroner for investigation to 
determine and certify the cause of death. If 
the medical examiner or coroner determines that 
the case does not fall within his jurisdiction, 
he shall within twenty-four (24) hours refer the 
case back to the referring physician for comple
tion of the medical certification. 

(e) When inquiry is required by Title 17 of 
the Code of Laws of South Carolina, 1962, as 
amended (1976 Code, Title 17, as amended], the 
medical examiner or coroner shall determine the 
cause of death and shall complete and sign the 
medical certification within forty-eight (48) 
hours after taking charge of the case .... (empha
sis added) 

Therefore, based on such regulation, generally it is the responsibil
ity of a coroner to determine the cause of death for a case which 
falls within his jurisdiction, or as expressed in the regulation "if 
inquiry is required by Title 17 of the Code." It would not be the 
physician's responsibility in such circumstances. 

If there is anything further, please advise. 
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