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THE CORONIAL PROCESS – Information for family and friends.

The Coronial System

About this brochure
The State Coroner recognises that dealings with 
the coronial system occur at a time of great sorrow 
and distress, and also that accurate information 
assists in reducing anxiety and stress.

This brochure is intended to provide you with 
timely information about the coronial system, why 
the State Coroner has become involved, and the 
processes which may be necessary to determine 
the cause of death.

The brochure also outlines the rights of next  
of kin.

Every endeavour has been made to ensure that the 
information is correct and no liability is accepted 
for information that may change without notice.

The Coroner’s Court also has a website www.courts 
.sa.gov.au, click on Coroner’s Court.

The website contains a virtual tour of the Coroner’s 
Court and inquest f indings that have been 
delivered by the Coroner, dating to the year 2000. 
The findings are usually published to the website 
within 30 minutes of being delivered in court and 
can be easily downloaded.

The telephone number for the Coroner’s Court is 
(08) 8204 0600.

E-mails may be sent to coroner@courts.sa.gov.au

Who is the State Coroner?
The State Coroner:

• Ensures investigations and inquests into 
reportable deaths are properly managed

• Makes what are called “findings” about the 
cause of death in certain cases

• Decides if it is necessary to hold an inquest 
into the death or in certain circumstances 
the disappearance of a person

• Conducts inquests to determine the cause or 
circumstances of a reportable death.

The State Coroner is a judicial officer, not a doctor. 
The State Coroner is assisted by a Deputy State 
Coroner and other Coroners, as required.
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The Coroner’s Court is also has a 
website www.courts.sa.gov.au, click 
on Coroner’s Court.
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Where is the Coroner’s Court?
The Coroner’s Court is located at 302 King William 
Street, Adelaide. The Court Registry is situated on 
the ground floor and the courtroom is on level 1. 
The Court conducts inquests. Most inquests are 
held in this courtroom but inquests can also be 
held at other sites. A Coroner’s Court is presided 
over by a Coroner.

The Coroner’s staff are people with skills in legal 
matters, investigation and counselling.

They receive reports of each death, conduct 
investigations and prepare all information for 
consideration by the State Coroner and if an 
inquest is held, for the Coroner’s Court.

Information and referral for counselling are 
available to the family of a deceased person.

4 The Coronial System

The Coroner’s Court is located at 302 King William Street, 
Adelaide. The Court Registry is situated on the ground 
floor and the courtroom is on level 1. 
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When must a death be reported 
to the State Coroner?
Usually a police off icer or doctor will notify 
the State Coroner of any death that may be a 
reportable death.

A death must be reported to the State Coroner 
where it has occurred:

• unexpectedly, unusually or by a violent , 
unnatural or unknown cause

• on a flight or voyage to South Australia

• while in custody

• during, as a result or within 24 hours of certain 
surgical or invasive medical or diagnostic 
procedures, including the giving of an anaesthetic 
for the purpose of performing the procedure

• within 24 hours of being discharged from 
a hospital or having sought emergency 
treatment at a hospital

• while the deceased was a ‘protected’ person

• while the deceased was under a custody 
or guardianship order under the Children’s 
Protection Act

• while the deceased was a patient in an approved 
treatment centre under the Mental Health Act

• while the deceased was a resident of a licensed 
supported residential facility under the 
Supported Residential Facilities Act

• while the deceased was in a hospital or other 
facility being treated for drug addiction

• during, as a result or within 24 hours of 
medical treatment to which consent had been 
given under Part 5 of the Guardianship and 
Administration Act

• when a cause of death was not certified by  
a doctor.

Usually a police officer or doctor will notify the State 
Coroner of any death that may be a reportable death.
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The Coronial System 7

What is a coronial investigation?
Following a report of a death, the State Coroner 
must decide if it is necessary to hold an inquest 
to determine the cause and circumstances of 
the death.

This involves a process to identify the deceased. 
Visual identification is usually done by someone 
w h o  k n ew t h e  d e ce a s e d  we l l .  S o m e t i m e s 
identification may need to be made through 
f ingerprints, dental records, DNA testing or 
circumstantial evidence.

It may also be necessary for a post-mortem or 
autopsy to be performed to establish the specific 
medical cause of death.

The processes of identification and post-mortem 
may mean that the release of the deceased back to 
the family is delayed.

As part of the investigation the State Coroner 
may direct police assigned to the Coroner’s Court 
to seek further information. This does not mean 
that there is something suspicious or sinister 
about the death. Statements can be taken from 
witnesses relating to the circumstances of the 
death and police can also provide statements 
detailing their investigation. Reports can also be 
sought from experts in areas such as medicine, 
surgery, fire, air safety, road safety, work-place 
safety or engineering.

It may also be necessary for a post-mortem or autopsy to be 
performed to establish the specific medical cause of death.
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What is a Post-Mortem?
A post-mortem examination, also known as an 
autopsy, is a step-by-step examination of the 
outside of the body and of the internal organs by 
a doctor known as a pathologist. The examination 
is carried out at the direction of the State Coroner 
and is usually required to establish the cause of 
death. Techniques similar to those in surgical 
operations are used.

Post-mortem examinations may also include 
tests for infections (microbiology), changes in 
body tissue and organs (anatomical histology), 
and chemicals eg medication, drugs or poisons 
(toxicology and pharmacology).

In Adelaide, most post-mortems are performed at 
Forensic Science SA by a forensic pathologist. 

In most instances the post-mortem is conducted 
without unnecessary delay, (although there may be 
delays if the death occurs on a weekend or public 
holiday). This is to enable the person’s body to be 
released to the family as quickly as possible so that 
appropriate funeral arrangements may be made.

If you require any further information in relation 
to a post-mortem examination, please contact 
the Social Worker at the State Coroner’s Court on 
(08) 8204 0600.

When is a Post-Mortem  
necessary?
In most coronial cases a post-mortem is required to 
determine the precise cause of death. However, on 
some occasions the State Coroner can determine 
the cause of death from the person’s medical 
history and the police report on the circumstances 
surrounding the death.

One major benefit of a post-mortem is that it 
provides detailed information about the person’s 
medical condition prior to death and so gives an 
understanding of the various factors that may 
have contributed to their death. Even if the cause 
of death may seem clear, the person may have 
had a medical condition that was not apparent 
during life.

This information may be very important for 
family members trying to come to terms with the 
death. From a medical point of view, if the person 
died from an infection or genetic disease, a post-
mortem may provide valuable information for 
other family members.

Essentially, a post-mortem examination is ordered 
by the State Coroner to ensure that a balanced 
and accurate finding as to the cause of death can 
be determined.

8 The Post-Mortem



THE CORONIAL PROCESS – Information for family and friends.

The Post-Mortem 9

Can I stop a Post-Mortem?
The State Coroner should be advised immediately 
in writing of any objection to a post-mortem 
examination being conducted.  If an objection is 
to be made it should happen as soon as possible 
because occasionally Forensic Science SA proceed 
with a post-mortem examination without delay 
due to workload f low and priorities.  This is 
particularly the case if a coroner has a death 
reported over a weekend and orders a post- 
mortem for Monday morning.

The Coroner’s Court can be contacted during 
normal business hours on weekdays and between 
8:30 am and 3:30 pm on weekends and public 
holidays.

Because the State Coroner has to bring down 
a finding as to the specific cause of death, it is 
their decision as to whether a post-mortem is 
conducted.  However, if possible, the State Coroner 
will consider objections raised by next of kin.

What happens if organs  
are retained?
Body tissue and organs require specialised 
examination. This varies depending upon the cause 
of death. Small samples of tissue are routinely 
taken for further analysis.

It may also be necessary to retain entire organs 
for a more detailed examination. This is strictly 
limited to cases where retention is necessary to 
determine or confirm the cause of death.

These organs are retained until the pathologist 
indicates that all necessary tests have been 
completed. This may take several weeks after the 
initial post-mortem. In a very small number of 
cases it may take several months.

If an organ(s) is retained the Social Worker in the 
Coroner’s Court will contact the senior next of kin 
as soon as possible to discuss options available to 
the family.

If the family is advised that organs have been 
retained, it is important that the family discuss 
these matters with the funeral director prior 
to finalising funeral arrangements. The funeral 
director will assist the family in making all 
necessary arrangements for the collection, and 
burial or cremation of retained organs.

Can I have a copy of the 
Post-Mortem report?
A copy of the post-mortem report can be made 
available to senior next of kin of a deceased person, 
through a nominated doctor. The doctor can then 
explain the contents to the next of kin. 

If you are a senior next of kin and wish to receive 
a copy of the report, write to the Manager, State 
Coroner’s Court, 302 King William Street, Adelaide 
South Australia 5000. The letter should state your 
name and your relationship to the deceased. Also 
include the name and address of the doctor to 
whom you would like the report sent.
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Can I see the body of the deceased?
Many relatives wish to see the body of a loved one 
as soon as possible after death. To assist this to 
happen the State Coroner makes every effort to 
release the body to the Funeral Director as soon 
as possible.  A viewing can then be arranged to be 
conducted at the Funeral Home.

When can I find out the 
cause of death?
Once the State Coroner has received the report 
outlining the cause of death, the senior next of 
kin will be formally notified of the official cause of 
death. The senior next of kin will also be notified 
when a decision is made whether or not an inquest 
is necessary or desirable.

The pathologist performing the post-mortem 
provides initial information to the State Coroner 
immediately after the post-mortem. This is called 
the provisional cause of death.

Senior next of kin will receive a letter stating the 
provisional cause of death.

Once the State Coroner makes a f inding and 
if you want to view documents relating to an 
investigation, you should contact the State 
Coroner ’s  Cour t . T he telephone number is  
(08) 8204 0600.

When can funeral  
arrangements be made?
An approach to a funeral director should be made 
as soon as possible. The funeral director will liaise 
with the State Coroner’s Court regarding the 
release of the body.

The body cannot be released until the post-
mortem is complete and the body has been 
formally identified. In a small number of cases 
there may be a delay in release, usually associated 
with difficulties in identification or related to the 
collection of evidence.

If organs have been retained for further testing 
this should be taken into account when deciding 
the date of the funeral.

10 Some Practical Issues 
for Relatives
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What if I cannot afford to pay 
for the funeral?
If you believe that you are unable to f inance 
the funeral, you should enquire about the State 
Government Funeral Assistance Scheme by asking 
the Coronial Social Worker.

Can I have the body transported 
interstate or overseas?
Yes. If a body needs to be transported interstate 
or overseas arrangements should be made with 
a funeral director to prepare the body and the 
necessary documentation. The funeral director will 
also advise on the relative cost of transporting the 
body compared with a cremation and subsequent 
transport of the ashes of the deceased.

What happens to the personal 
property of the deceased?
If a person dies in hospital, or is dead on arrival at 
a hospital, then that hospital will be responsible 
for personal items. Similarly, if the death occurs 
in an institution, property will remain with the 
institution for collection by next of kin.

If a person dies at home, personal items will either 
be handed to relatives by the police or taken for 
safe keeping to the local police station. If personal 
items are found when the body is admitted to the 
City Mortuary they will be sent for safe keeping to 
the Adelaide Police Station.

If the deceased is admitted to the City Mortuary 
the clothing is generally handed over to the funeral 
director. However, if the clothing is contaminated 
in any way it will be disposed of immediately. This 
is for occupational health and safety reasons.

Generally valuables and clothing may be collected 
by the next of kin. However, if any of these items 
are required as evidence they will not be available 
until sometime after the police and the State 
Coroner have concluded their investigations.

Disputes over the ownership of valuables or 
any other property is not a coronial matter, and 
therefore coronial staff are not permitted to 
become involved. Such matters should be referred 
to the executor of the estate, and if there is no will, 
the Public Trustee.

12 Some Practical Issues 
for Relatives
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Some Practical Issues 
for Relatives
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How and when can I obtain a 
copy of the death certificate?
Once the State Coroner makes a f inding and 
adv i ses the Reg i st rar of Bi r ths, Deaths and 
Marriages the Registrar will, upon application 
and payment of a fee, provide you with a full death 
certificate. 

Prior to the Coroner making his finding, an interim 
death certificate, which does not state a cause of 
death, is available from the Office of Births, Deaths  
and Marriages when the funeral director has 
registered the death.

T he Of f i ce of Bi r ths, Deaths and Marr iages  i s 
located on the 2nd F loor, Chesser House , 91 
Grenfell Street, Adelaide. You can contact them 
on (08) 8204 9599 or via the website.

Before making an application to receive the 
death certificate from the Births, Deaths and 
Marriages Office, check with the funeral director 
to ensure that they have not already made the 
application on your behalf.

How and when can I 
access information about  
the circumstances of death?
Every case is different and so the time taken to 
investigate cases varies greatly. Senior next of kin 
are advised in writing once a finding is made, or if 
the decision is made to hold an inquest.

The State Coroner’s Court does not usually release 
detailed information about the circumstances 
of death until a finding has been made. To do so 
may compromise the investigation or provide 
incomplete and therefore misleading information 
to the senior next of kin.

Once a finding has been made, if as senior  next of 
kin you wish to view documents relating to the 
circumstances,  write to the State Coroner’s Court.

Senior next of kin are advised in writing once a finding is 
made, or if the decision is made to hold an inquest.

https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/family-and-community/births%2c-deaths-and-marriages
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What is an Inquest?
An inquest is a court hearing in which the Court  
gathers information to assist in determining 
the cause and circumstances of death and if 
appropriate, to make recommendations that may 
prevent similar deaths occurring in the future.

The Court calls witnesses to give evidence of what 
they know about the death. An inquest is not a trial, 
rather it is an investigative process to shed light on 
the cause and circumstances of a death.

The Coroner’s Court is less formal than other 
courts. It is not bound by the laws of evidence and is 
not too technical or legalistic. In making a decision 
the Court can also make recommendations to any 
relevant authorities that may result in changes to 
laws or practices in order to prevent similar deaths 
in the future.

It is not the Court’s role to establish whether a 
crime has been committed or to find a person 
guilty of that crime. Nor is it the Court’s role to 
make judgments about matters of civil liability.

Inquests are generally open to the public.

When is an Inquest held?
When satisfied on consideration of the material 
produced from the investigation (statements of 
witnesses and medical reports) as to the cause 
and circumstances of death, the State Coroner 
may decide not to hold an inquest. Few deaths 
reported to the State Coroner become the subject 
of an inquest.

However, if the State Coroner believes that the 
cause or circumstances of death are a matter 
of substantial public importance particularly if 
they relate to public health or safety, an inquest 
may be held.

Inquests must be conducted where death has 
occurred in custody. This means a person in 
custody of the police, a person in prison or home 
detention, or a person under a detention order as 
a result of a mental or intellectual disability.

An inquest is not a trial, rather it is an 
investigative process to shed light on the 

cause and circumstances of a death.
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Can I request an Inquest?
A relative of a person whom the State Coroner 
decides has a sufficient interest in the matter may 
request an inquest. The request must be in writing 
to the State Coroner and must state the reasons 
for the request.

The State Coroner will consider those reasons 
when deciding whether or not to hold an inquest. 
Next of kin will be informed of the State Coroner’s 
decision.

Will I receive notice of an Inquest?
The next of kin listed by the State Coroner’s Court 
will be advised in writing of the time and place of 
the hearing, if it is decided to hold an inquest.

After the inquest is completed, a copy of the Court’s 
findings and any recommendations will be sent to 
the next of kin.

Can I attend an Inquest?
Normally any person may attend and listen to 
the Court proceedings. In certain circumstances, 
the Coroner may exclude individuals or the public 
generally, or prohibit the publication of evidence.

Next of kin are not required to attend an inquest 
unless they are being called as witnesses. Attending 
an inquest can be unnerving or even traumatic 
for families, both because of the content of the 
evidence and being unfamiliar with the courtroom 
process.

If you are represented by a lawyer, that person 
should prepare you for the inquest and provide 
support. If you are not represented, you may wish 
to contact the Social Worker in the Coroner’s Court 
who can provide information and help prepare 
you for your attendance at court. The telephone 
number is (08) 8204 0600.

You may bring friends to court for support.

16 The Inquest

The next of kin listed by the State Coroner’s Court 
will be advised in writing of the time and place of 
the hearing, if it is decided to hold an inquest.
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Must I be represented by a  
solicitor at an Inquest?
No, but next of kin may choose to have legal 
representation.

Any person who, in the opinion of the Coroner’s 
Court, has a sufficient interest in the subject 
matter of the inquest may either apply to the Court 
for leave to appear in person to ask questions or be 
legally represented.

If you are asked to give evidence at an inquest,  
you can contact the Coroner’s Court to find out 
what you need to do. The telephone number is 
(08) 8204 0600. It may be useful to attend another 
inquest to see what happens.

If you are asked to give evidence at an inquest, you can 
contact the Coroner’s Court to find out what you need 

to do. The telephone number is (08) 8204 0600. It may be 
useful to attend another inquest to see what happens.
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What if I am not satisfied 
with some part of the  
coronial process?
It is part of the State Coroner’s role to ensure that 
all relevant aspects of a matter are investigated, 
and that next of kin are given efficient service and 
treated with sensitivity. If you are not satisfied 
with any aspect of the coronial process, you 
may raise your concerns with the State Coroner 
in writing. The State Coroner will consider any 
concerns that you may have.

18 Other Information

These services are free of charge and 
any family member or friend may 
use them by phoning (08) 8204 0600 
during office hours. 

Other services
• provision of specific information about the 

coronial process

• help in preparing for inquests

• information about bereavement 
support groups

• information on helping children to 
understand death

• referral to longer term counselling and 
other resources

• community education about the State 
Coroner’s Court, and related matters.

These services are free of charge and any family 
member or friend may use them by phoning  
(08) 8204 0600 during office hours. The Coroner’s 
Court also has a website www.courts.sa.gov.au, 
click on Coroner’s Court, with many links to specific 
grief counselling services.
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Access to court and other records
Court and other records are generally available 
for inspection or copying. Some material, for 
example material that has been suppressed from 
publication by the Court requires the permission 
of the State Coroner before it can be inspected 
or copied.

A fee may be charged for inspecting or copying 
documents. It is necessary for an appointment 
to be made to allow for the inspection or copying 
of records.

Enquir ies regarding el ig ibi l it y and access 
t o  r e c o r d s  c a n  b e  m a d e  i n  w r i t i n g  o r i n 
person at the Court Registry, or by email on  
coroner@courts.sa.gov.au.

 

20 Other Information

Enquiries regarding eligibility and access to records can be 
made  in writing or in person at the Court Registry or by email 
on coroner@courts.sa.gov.au.

Senior available next of kin means:

(a) in relation to a child, the first in order of 
priority of the following persons whose contact 
details are known to the Manager:

(i) a parent of the child; 
(ii) a brother or sister, who has attained the age 
of 18 years, of the child; 
(iii) a guardian of the child; and

(b) in relation to any other person, the first in 
order of priority of the following persons whose 
contact details are known to the Manager:

(i) the spouse of the person; 
(ii) the de facto partner of the person; 
(iii) a son or daughter, who has attained the age 
of 18 years, of the person; 
(iv) a parent of the person; 
(v) a brother or sister, who has attained the age 
of 18 years, of the person;

spouse includes putative spouse (whether or not 
a declaration of the relationship has been made 
under the Family Relationships Act 1975).
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