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ABSTRACT 

The product of this research project is a comprehensive set of guide­

line/checklists for use in death investigations 

Created by a team of experts in the field of death investigations, 

the guidelines stress the need for a team approach in the accomplishment 

of thorough, accurate, and economically acceptable inve.stigations 

The guideline/checklists are not designed to replace legislatively 

directed protocols and procedures concerning death investigations. Rather, 

they are specifically formatted to augment all forms of locally directed 

investigations. The guideline/checklists are designed to be used by all 

elements of a death investigation team (law enforcement, medical examiner­

coroner, criminalistics, toxicology, odontology, anthropoiogy, trial 

lawyers and judges.) 
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I. SCOPE 

NATIONAL GUIDELINES FOR TIlE 
MEDICOLEGAL INVESTIGATION OF DEATII 

PROJECT NUMBER 80IJ-CX-0074 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

.. 

The basis for this project was (and is) the knowledge that serious 
inadequacies ~xisted (and continue to exist) in the investigation of 
death for causes other than natural, in the United States. The invest­
igati~n of death is a multifaceted activity involving! primarily, law 
enforcement agencies and medical examiners/coroners, out also other 
governmental regulatory bodies; hospitals, etc. Unfortunately, teamwork 
has not been a hallmark of death investigations. Further, there has been 
a wide variation .in what is and should be investigated. " 

This project addressed the issues noted above through the design of 
a series of guidelines for each major aspect of a wide range of deaths. 

The guidelines are specifically designed for use by death invest­
igation teams and by participants in the adjudicative process. 
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CHART 1. 
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II. METHODOLOGY 

A. ORGANIZATION OF "DEATH INVESTIGATION ADVISORY GROUP" (DIAG) 

1. The initial task of this research project was to select and 
to organize the DIAG -- with approval of the NIJ Project Monitor. 

2. At Chart 1. is the DIAG organization chart/and listing of 
members. 

3. At Appendix A. is a more detailed description of the members 
of the DIAG. 

B. INITIAL PLANNING 

1. Three sub-planning tasks were unde:rtaken while the composition 
of the DIAG walls under review by the NIJ Project Monitor: 

\\ 

a. " First meeting planned. 

b. ';'\~ . 
First meet~ng agenda prepared. 

c. Initial data/report forms collected. 

2. TIH! first DIAG meeting was held November 17-18, 1980 in St. 
Louis, Missouri. All DIAG members attended. 

3. In preparation for that meeting, an agenda was distributed 
together with the first collection of data and ~eport forms. (See 
Appendix B) 

4. The agenda covered two major topics: Problem Definition and 
Candidate Minimum Standards. 

a. Problem Definition included a study of problems related 
to and factors influencing the accomplishment of a medicolegal 
investigation of death. 

b. Included in "candidate standards" were categories of 
deaths to be included in the project. </ 

C. FIRST DIAG MEETING - NOV. 17-18, 1980 

1. Plenary Session #1 

a.With 38,726 autonomous counties (3,042), townships·' 
(16,822), and municipalities (18, 862) in lithe UniteCi States -- all 
with their distinct governing statutes and codes and their own'protoc01s 
and procedures -- there is no way that this project can produce "standards". 
Furthermore, there are serious inhabitions in the development of new 
and better ways to accomplishnec~ssary\ de~th investigation task~ when \\ 
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standards have been formulated. 

b. Accordingly, the product will be called "Guidelines ll • 

2. Committee Deliberations/Reports #1 

a. Death Scene Investigation -- Problem Areas 

1) Jurisdiction 
2) Agency Procedure Variations 
3) Training for Uniformed Officers 
4) Physical Evidence Collection 
5) Definitions 

c 

b. Death Investigation, General -- Problem Areas 

1) Report Forms 
2) Documentation 

,3) Investigation Team Coordination 
4) Body Identification 
5) Post-Scene Investigations 
6) Victim Demographics 
7) Cause & Manner of Death 

c. Death Investigation, Examination -- Problem Areas 

1) Tel:1ninology 
2) Body Identification 
3) Evidence 
4) Documentation 
5) Time of Death 
6) Causeij Manner of Death 

3. Plenary Session #2 

a. Each committee's problem areas were discussed. 

b. . Special jurisdictions (FAA - Indian Affairs) 

c. A Glossary of Terms should be developed. 

4. Committee Deliberations #2 

a. Problem areas were further defined, to the end that 
subsequent work could be established. (See Appendix C.) 

b. Mass disaster will be treated sepa:N~tJely. 
., \J 

c. Sample Report Form.s arem~eded. 
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D. DATA COLLECTION . . . REPORT FORM ANALYSIS 

1. ,During the period November 1980 - May 1981 67 agencies were 
asked to support the project by sending copies of their death invest­
igation report forms and accompanying instructions. 

2. The agencies solicited for sample reports were selected on 
the basis of: 

a.. Urban - Rural 

b. Medical Examiner System - Coroner System 

c. Local Crime Laboratories - State/Regional Systems 

d. Rea"ily available added LaboratoryJExpert Support 
Not readily available 

3. At App\3ndix D is a sample letter sent to: 

a. Law Enforcement Agencies 

b. Medical Examiner/Coroner Offices 

c. Criminalististics Laboratories 

d. Toxicology Laboratories 

4. Appeals for forms continued for over ten months a.; more specifiC': 
examples were sought. In all, 51 agencies sent forms ranging from one 
page "Offense Reports" to comprehensive manuals. Over 300 sample report 
forms were collected and analyzed as to coverage and format. 

5. In February, 1981 a brief DIAG meeting was held -- at no cost to 
the government -- to study the sample report collection efforts to date 
and to design added specific collection requests. The efforts of this 
meeting are reflected in para. 4, above. " 

In addition, the members of the DIAG agreed to compile an 
exhaustive glossary of terms applicable to their forensic specialties. 

E. SECOND DIAG MEETING - APRIL 30 & MAY 1, 1981 

1. The secondmeetiilg of the DIAG was originally designed to pro­
duce a set of national standards; minimum and optimum. However, as 
noted earlier.in this report, tne more the DIAG studied the myriad of 
laws under wh1ch the thousands of death investigation jurisdictions 
conduct~d their operations, the more apIiarent it becamF.l that a far 
better manner by which to upgrade death investigations would be to provide 
comprehensive guidelines of WHAT should be accomplished but not HOW it 
should be accomplished~ The former ("what") is advise about which law 
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enforcement agencies and medical eXaminers can do something. The 
latter ("how") is something about which death investigation principals 
can do little -- excent become frustrated. 

2. The committee then commenced to prepare the First Draft of the 
Guidelines. See Meeting Sch.edule, Appendix E. 

3. The following broad divisions of the guidelines was agreed upon. 

• Qeath Scene, General 

• Death Scene, Body Investigation 

• Body Examination, External 

• Body Examination, Autopsy 

• Specialized Examinat10ns 

• Miscellaneous 

4. The product of this meeting constituted the First Draft of the 
Guideltnes because the final draft embodies that rough draft material. 

5. The final Plenary Session of the Second DIAG Meeting was devoted 
to an analysis of material on hand, a determination of data or informa­
tion required and the assignment of data collection tasks and writing. 

F. THIRD DIAG MEETING - AUGUST 11-12, 1981 

1. This entire meeting was devoted to discussion of the text to 
proceed each guideline division noted in para. E., 3., above .. 

2. In general, the text were rough drafts which the staff wDuld 
edit during the fall period. 

3. The (.~onc1uding Plenary Session was devoted to the basic design 
') of checklists for use, 'in conjunction with the above mentioned text. With 

some dissent, it was agreed that the checklist format would be as "report 
forms" -;:- with explanatory text as needed. 

c' 

Ta'sks for the next three months were agreed upon with the under­
(/ standing that the final report would be due in "Washington in May i' 1982. 

G. FOU~/TH DIAG MEETING~.~ FEBRUARY 9, 1982. ' ,', 
~ /I 

At this. eitr,a. DrAG meeting :- held at no@ cost to NIJ -- the r,:' 

Manual format wasstud1ed andtentat1vely approve~. That f01."lllat stood j 

the test of time and is reflected in th~ final d~ft of the Guidelines. 
c, 
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H. CHAPTER PREPARATION - REVIEW - REVISION 

During the remainder of the peri-od all chapters have undergone 
extensive review and several rewritings. 

'likewise, the format for the presentation of Guidelines has 
undergone considerable change: from report format to checklist. The 
DIAG considered the report format to be needlessly inhibiting since 
most agencies have their own basic report forms_, 

This aspect of the project -- write and re~ite -- h~s been 
a most painstaking task.. With no further DIAG meetmgs by wh~ch to 
prod the members to action, the staff has had to resort to clever 
cajoling -- with excellent success in the quality of the product but 
at a frustT-atingly slow rate of speed. 
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III PROJECT PRODUCT DISCUSSION 

The product of this project is a book of guidelines for the conduct of 
investigations of deaths caused under 0ther than normal circumstances, e.g., 
sudden, unexplained, unusual, traumatic, etc. 

The guidelines contained in the book are not suggested standards to be 
adopted via the normal legislative processes of the approximately 39,000 units 
of local government that could conduct death investigations. Rather, the 
guidelines, in the form of checklists, are reminders of things to do or 
consider. 

The early analysis of hundreds of report forms and procedures made it 
obvious that two variables were primarily responsible for the myriad variations 
in death investigation procedures: external regulations (in the form of codes 
and statutes and mores; and internal task execution preferences (dictated by the 
will of the chief executive officer, the budget of the agency, the degree of 
training of the personnel. The guideline/checklists contained in this project 
take into account the above cited varia?les. 

In the interest of timely, thorough and cost conscious work, the guide­
lines stress the requirement for a formal team approach to death investigations. 

The guidelines are not designed to replace existing protocols and proce­
dures. Rather, the guidelines augment those policies currently in existence. 

Finally, the guidelines have been\Vritten, not only for death investigator/ 
examiners, but also for participants ini1the adjudicative process. 
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IV. RECOMMENDATIONS 
( ( ) 

c 

c 

A. PUBLICATION 

The guideline/checklists should be made available for widest possible 
sale to all units of local governments that conduct death investigations 
and tq tri~l lawyers and judges. 

B. INSTRUCTION 

By states, the members of this project's DIAG should be hired to put 
on one day units of instruction in the use of the formal team approach to 
death investigations and in the content and use of the checklists. 

There are severaZ exaeZZent~ regionaZ seminars heZd 
throughout the United States eaah year the instruators 
of whiah aouZd be trained in the use of these guide­
Zines or at whiah the visitt/,ng team aouZd ·f.'I'lstruat. 
There appears to be r~ just~fiaation for a nationaZ 
ZeveZ seminai' on this subjeat beaause at aonsiderabZy 
Zower aost~ the instruation aouZd be given on a 
regionaZ/state basis. 
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COMMITTEE DELIBERATIONS 

AT FIRST DIAG MEETING 

A. SUBCOMMITTEE A ADDRESSED THE FOLLOWING AREAS IN ITS DELIBERATIONS: 

Case Management 

1. Responsibilities of the first officer on the scene. 

a. Secure scene. 
b. Confirm actual death. 
c. Establish physical perimeter. 
d. Separate and identify witnesses. 
e. Establish media relations perimeter and parameters. 

2. Death scene planning and organization. 

a. Actions upon arrival of principal investigator. 
b. Establish liaison with outside agencies (local and other­

wise.) 
c. Plan and organize death investigation team. 

3. Crime/Death scene investigation. 

a. Person in charge (or persons in charge.) 
b. Conference with those on scene. 
'~. Visual walk-through. 
d. Documentation - notes, photos, sketches, measurements. 
e. Actual search for evidence. 
f. /' Location and collection of physical evidence - identification 

, and preservation. 

4. Medico-legal death investigation. 

a. Person in charge. 
b. Conference with those on scene. 
c. Visual walk-through. 
d. Actualize body (external) examination. 

1. Measure rigor mortis. 
2. Describe decomposition. 
3. Take body & environment temperature, humidity. 
4. Record insect's activity. 

e. Photographs, notes. " 
f. Safeguard body & trace evidence on body. 

1. Package body for transport to morgue. 
2. Hands in bags, etc. 

APPENDIX C-l 
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\) 
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.Plenary Session I ... McLean Room 
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A. GENERAL 

ATTACIH·1ENT 1. 

Subcommittee hssignment 
(Monday Afternoon) , 

"Problem Definition" 

This two hour session will be devoted to problems related to and 
factors influencing the accomplishment of three phases of a medico-Jegal 
investigation of death: Investigation Scene; Investigation General;'" 
Examination. The problems should relate to the attainment of minimum 
standards because of lack of uniformity completeness~ as quality, etc. 

Three committees will be formed, each deaiing with one of the above 
phases. Because of limited membership on the project panel (and thus on 
each subcommittee), committee members \'iill ri:present the agencies or 
individuals noted below,-as appropriate: 

1. Law Enforcement 

a. Police 

b. Sheri ff 

c. ' Other 

2. Crimina1istics Laboratory 

3. Crime Scene Technician (may be in laboratory or in law enforce­
ment ag~n.cy) 

4. Hedi ca 1 Examiner/Coroner Offi ce 

"a. Death Investi gator 

'5. Physical Anthropologist (may be separate entity or in f·1edica1 
Examiner/Coroner Office) . 

6. Odontologist (same as PAl 

7. Toxicolpgy Laboratpry (may be separate ~ntity in Medical Exam­
iner/Coroner Office) 

8. Jurisprudence 
C.J 

L 

B. SUBCOl·lf1ITTEE DELIBERATIONS 

To achieve the highest possible level of manageability of problem 
definitions, it is r:ecom.'1lended that each subcommittee first arrive at 
an arbitrary chronology of the activities related to the phase of opera-
tion assigned to it. ~''". 

B0:'2 

(' 

(J 

• 

J 

bl 1 t d to each activity Given that activity chronology, the.pro esm re ~ e 
should be listed and the possible causatlve factors clted. 

Example: 

Phase I -0Death Scene Investigation 
Activity: Case Reporting (a body ;s sighted & reported) 

Alternative: The police arrive fi"rst. 
Problem: Transfer of Jurisdiction 

Cause: The statutes • 
Definitional questions 
Resources etc, 

to use a simpl~ matrix to fecord problems and It may be helpful 
causes. Thus: 

PHASE __ "-

, . 
• ',' 

CAUSATIVE FACTORS 
ACTIVITY 

PROBLEt'1( s) Definitional Legal Resout~ces r·1gmt. Expertise 

" , " 

1-

( 

, . 
, , 

I 
2. 

~ 

<::;:... 

etc. 

j 

. Other 

-- -:: --:-.~. 

" . 1 f 1 t subdi~ide s~lected tasks. ~ither 
In some cases it ~l~ht b~ ~~ Pt~sk ~r the myriad problems presented. 

because of the complexltles 0 e 

. 
C. SUBCOI-1MITTEE PRESENT All O~S L 

, of which 10 minut,es should Each subc~mmittee wi1~ be 9~ven 25 minutes 
be left open for ~eneral dlSCusslon. 
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ATT ACHi·jENT 2. 

Subcommittee Assignment 

(.Tuesday) 

"Minimum Standards Candidate Areas" 

A. SUBCOf'1i~ITTEE DELIBERATIONS 

The intent of this day's activities: in threefold: 

1. Provide tentative definitions of categories of death to be 
included in the study. 

2. list candidate tasks (within each phase of a medical-legal 
death investigation) for the possible deve10pemnt of mini­
mum standards. 

3 .. Provide guidance as to the areas and extent in which samples 
of exi'sting quidlines, procedures, protocals, and ~eport 
forms are to be collected. ' 

B. SUBCOf.lHITTEE PRESENTATIONS 

Each sUbcommittee \'/i11 be given 30 minutes for its presentation 
followed by 20 minutes for open discussion. 

'\ . 
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" ~:COMMITTEE DELIBERATIONS 

AT FIRST<DIAG MEETING 

SUBCOMMITtEE A ADDRESSED THE FOLLOWING AREAS IN ITS DELIBERATIONS: 

Case Management 

I. Responsibilities 9f the first officer on the scene. 

2. 

3. 

a. 
b. 
c. 
d. 
e. 

Secure scene. 
Confirm actual death. 
Est~?1~4h physical perimeter. 
Seprl'rate and identify witnesses. 
Establish media relations perimeter and parameters. 

Death scene planning and organization. 
. u 

~ 

a. Actions upon arrival of principal inve~tigator. 
h. Establish ,liaison with outside agenci£)s (local and other­

wise. ) 
c. Plan and organize death inve~,tigation team. 

Crime/Death scene investigation. 

a. 
b. 
c. 
d. 
e. 
f. 

Perso~ in charge (or persons in charge.) 
Confer\nce with those on scene. 
Visual ~alk-through. 

\\ . " ,Documentat1on - notes, photos, sketches, measurements. 
Actual search for evidence. 
Location and collection of physical evidence - identification 
and preservation. 

F) 

4. Medico-legal death investigation. 

Person in charge. 
Conference with those on scene. 
Visual walk-through. 
Actualize body (external) examination. 
1. Measure rigor mortis. 
2. Describe decomposition. 
S. Take body & environment temperature, 
4. Record insect's activity. 
Photographs, notes. . 
Safeguard body & trace evidence on body. 
1. Package body for transport to,) morgue. 
2. Hands in bags, etc. 

.~, .. .,.,»o< .... =""_,:=,_,,._ .. , 
~j\ 

humidity. 
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5. 

". , 

Anthropologist 
a. Surface Find. 

1. Map out perimeter. 
2. Grid procedure. 
3. Document bone location. 

b. Burial Scene-bring in archaelogist or physical anthro­
pologist to recover. 

B. SUBCOMMITTEE B ADDRESSED THE FOLLOWING AREAS IN ITS DELIBERATIONS 

1. Each discipline should compile terminology related to the following 
what it does, definitions, include following topics: 

a. Autopsy/post mortem. 
if' 

b. Crime scene. 

c. Identification. 

d. Cause of death. 

e. Manner of death. 
0 

f. Df:ath. I) 

g. Certification of CJeatl}. 

. 2. Reports and forms. 

a. What data items do the forms elicit? 
o 

b. Ea.ch discipline should submit contributions re: key items, 
forms ,0 checklists of its information needs. 

i 

3. tro~wnentation. 

1. What are the needs of each discipline. 

2. Physical evidence - recogniti~~L collection, 
cory.servation. ,--I,,," 

" ,,",' 3. EVidenc~ -. list types of evidence. ", 

preservation & 

4. Terms. 

C-2 

1 

( . : C. 

(') 

SUBCOMMITTEE C ADDRESSED THE FOLLOWING PROBLEM AREAS IN, ITS DELIBERATIONS. 

1. Nomenclatu~e/Terminology. , 0 

a .. Evolution ,of Words - delineate differences between: 
/p~J -

1) Autopsy vs postmortem - effect of statutory language. 

II 2) Death (fetus). 

3) Nomenclature of disease vs. nomenclature of cause of death. 

4) SNOMED 

2. Identity. 

a. Number of dead - disaster' plan. 

b. How to identify WHO. 

1) Eyewitness - reliability. 

2) Eyewitness - how to,( do? 

(a) Direct viewing. 
(b) Television. 
(c) Photos, etc. 

3) Procedures. 

(a) Where to do ID . 
(b) Who should ID - most reliable witness. 
(c) When" - as soon as pO,~sible. 

°4) How much ID is enough? 

5) No ID cases. 

(a) Autopsy. 
(b) Tentative ID. 
(c) Refer to SubcoImnittee B for, further check. 
~ 

6) "Currently possible means of ID. 

(a) Property - names, labels, supplies, 
(b) Configuration of ears - pierced? 
(c) Ha:il:r. 
(d) SkiT! color. 
(e) ".X-ray 'bf body part~. 

L Lateral shot of head. 
2. Sinus front shot. 

sizes, billfold. 
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3. Rib detail. 

4. Bone diseases. 

5. Fingerprints. 

6. Baby footprints. 

7. Blood factors. 

8. Dental records. 

9. Photograplls. 

',10. Scars, t;J,toos. 

11. Height. 

12. Weight. 

13. Nicotine/chemical findings. 

14. Fluordation of teeth. 17 
0 

15. Etc. 

17. Special circumstances - cremation, removal .of body from 
jurisdiction, etc. 

\~ 
''\-~ 

Documentation. ' 

Must document findings in such a,£ashion that ~n independent 
observer can accomplish a technical, scientific, professional 
audit. 
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WILLIAM G. ECKERT. M.D. 
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RICHARD ENDERS, J.D. 
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THE FORENSIC SCIENCES FOUNDATION, INC. 
225 S. ACADEMY BOULEVARD· COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO 80910 -(303) 596-6006 

December 18, 1980 

Milo S. Tasky, Chief of Police 
Duluth Police Department 
Duluth, MN 55802 

Dear Chief Tasky: 

The Forensic Sciences Foundation has recently been 
awarded a grant by the National Institute of ~ustice to study 
the investigation of sudden, unexplained and/or suspicious 
deaths. A most important component of this project is to study 
the forms, guidelines, written procedures, etc. utilized by 
police departments, coroners, medical examiners, criminalistics 
labs, toxicology labs, sheriffs departments, etc. 

Would you be so kind as to send w;; a copy of any forms, 
guidelines or procedures which your office uses in' investigation 
of a death? Your.~assistance will be greatly appreciated. 

I have taken the liberty of enclosing a self-addressed, 
mailing label for your use. 

Thank you for your 'assistance. Please be in touch if 
we can be ,of assistance. ,1 

Sincerely j' 

cR 

Beth Ann Lipskin 
Proj~ct Manager 

I 0 

Cbicago, IlUilois , 
... 

BAL:JT 
HASKELL M. PITLl1CK. J.D. 

Crystal Lake. Illinois 

DAVID B. SCOTT. D.D.S .. 
Bethesda. Maryland 

JOEL S. SEXTON. M.D., M.S. ' 
Charleaton, South Carolina 

CYRIL H. WECHT. M,P .. J.D. 
Pittsbursh. Pennsylvania o JAMES T. WESTON. M.D. 

, , Albuquerque, New Mexico 

" KENNETH 5, FIELD 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 

o 
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APPENDIX D 
"FOR~~IC SCIENC~ IS THE STUDY AND PRAgrlCE OF THE API'UCATION ()F SCIENCE TO THE lUST RESOLUTION OF SOCIAL AND LECAL ISSUES." 
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THE FORENSIC SCIENCES FOUNDATION, INC. 
225 S. ACADEMY BOULEVARD. COLORADO SPRINGS. COLORADO 80910 • (303) 596-6006 

MEETING AGENDA 

National Standards 

'" for tne 

Medic;o-'Lega1 Investigation of Death 

Thursday - A'pril, 30, 1981 

10:30 a.m. 

12 noon. . 

1:00 p.m •. 

4:30 p.m. 

5:30 p.m. • • • • 

Friday - May 1, 1981 

8:30a.m. 

9:00 a.m. 

12 noon .•• 

1:.{)0 p.m. 

3:,.00 p.m. 

April 30 - May 1, 1981 

Holiday Inn - Overton Square 
1837 Union Blvd. 

Memphis, Tennessee 38104 
(901) 278:4100 

GENERAL MEETING SCHEDULE 

. " 

. Plenary ., Session I ..• McLean Room 

.Luncheon Recess 

.• Subcommittee Meetings •• BreakoUt Rooms 

. . . . .P1enary Session II ••• McLean Room 

. Evening Recess 
t: 

.P1en!ixy Session III .•• McLean Room 

.Subcommittee Meetings •• Breakout Rooms 

• .Luncheon Recess 

.Plenary Se.ssion IV ... McLean Room 

• • • . • Adj ourrunent 

"APPENDIX E 
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