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Second Post Mortems and Road Deaths  
 
 
Key issues 

• Second post mortems delay the release of the deceased and cause much additional 
suffering to bereaved families. 

• This suffering is not justified in cases of road deaths, with no evidence that second post 
mortems make a difference to drivers suspected of causing the death. 

• The Chief Coroner is proposing to expedite second post mortems in homicide cases but 
he has not extended this to road death.  

 
RoadPeace calls 

• Any reform to second post mortems should include road deaths. 
• A review is needed to see if second post mortems should ever be an option in the 

majority of road deaths. 
 
 
 
The problem 
 
In cases of suspicious deaths, defendants have the right to request an independent examination 
of the deceased, a second post mortem. Crown Prosecution Service legal guidance states that 
“If no-one has been charged in connection with a homicide offence and the police do not expect 
to make an arrest within 28 days, the coroner will arrange for a second post mortem 
examination by a pathologist independent of the first”. 
 
Second post mortems delay the release of the body of the deceased. This delay can last for 
many weeks. Practice varies across the country with some coroners allowing much more time 
for second post mortems.  
 
This delay is cruel to bereaved families as they are not allowed to bury their loved one, and 
affects their viewing of the deceased, as natural processes occur (bodies are not frozen).   
 
Second post mortems are of value in certain cases where cause of death is disputed. But this is 
highly unlikely in road deaths, even with elderly pedestrian deaths. Second post mortems have 
been a long standing concern, and not just for bereaved families and charities representing 
them.  
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Reform coming for homicide victims 
 
In July 2015 the Chief Coroner, acknowledging the additional distress caused, proposed that a 
Crown Court Judge would have to approve the request for a second post mortem.  This was 
included in his Second Annual Report to parliament.  
 
But his proposal only applied to homicide cases. The exclusion of road deaths from these 
reforms is particularly surprising when the Home Office previously cited road deaths as an 
exemplar of situations where the need for second post mortems was unclear: “The coroner 
should question the necessity of a second or subsequent post mortems in all cases where it may 
be unnecessary (e.g. death by dangerous driving cases)1.  (Home Office Circular No. 30/1999)2 
 
At a meeting in May 2016, RoadPeace raised the problem with second post mortems in road 
death cases with the Chief Coroner and asked him to extend his reform proposals to second 
post mortems for road deaths. He asked if there was any data on the number of second post 
mortems conducted with road deaths. But this data is not available (the total number of road 
death inquests is not even known). 
 
RoadPeace believes that a review of the need for second post mortems with road deaths is 
overdue. In over two decades of supporting bereaved families, we have not heard of any 
examples where a second post mortem proved the death was not caused by the crash. We 
believe any such cases are identified by the first post mortem.  
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1 When this was written, the other causing death by driving charges had yet to be introduced. 
2 Cited in the ACPO Road Death Investigation Manual.  
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