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Executive Summary

1.1 This report advises the Cabinet Member of the increased costs in undertaking a
post-mortem examination leading to a budget pressure of 160k per annum.

1.2 This report is asking for approval to implement this change accepting that this will
result in an overspend of existing budget in 2021/22 in the region of £54k for the
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3.2

remaining 4 months of the financial year until the budget pressure has been
accepted and finances made available. The annual pressure of £160k has been
included in Medium Term Financial Plan (MTFP) budget discussions.

Recommendations

That the Cabinet Member agrees the appropriate post-mortem fee is paid for the
work undertaken by each pathologist.

Background

The Council is legally required to assist the Birmingham and Solihull Coroner to
determine the cause of death where the GP is unable to issue a cause of death
certificate. As part of this process the Council has a public mortuary for the
coronial area where post-mortems are undertaken.

The lead person during a post-mortem is a pathologist, who is a qualified doctor
generally employed in the NHS and undertaking this work as an independent
person. The cost of an examination is laid down in The Coroners Allowances,
Fees and Expenses Regulations 2013. This stipulates the fees are as follows:

Fee for making a post-mortem examination

6. A suitable practitioner is to be paid a fee of—

For making a post-mortem examination and reporting the result to the coroner £96.80

For making a post-mortem examination involving additional skills and reporting the result to the coroner £276.90

Reference: Paragraph 6, Schedule, The Coroners Allowances, Fees and Expenses Regulations 2013

3.3

3.4

Nationally there is a shortage of pathologists and the problem is increasing. In
May 2021 there has been a Parliamentary Justice Committee considering the
shortage of pathologists and they comment that;

. The pathology system is propped up by older doctors and there is a lack
of younger colleagues entering the specialism.

o The profession is approaching a critical point of losing knowledge and
capability to both undertake examinations and to train new pathologists.

o There are nearly 600 vacancies of consultant pathologists nationally.

o The costs for an examination and reporting (£96.80) does not reflect the
cost of the work involved and needs urgent review.

(Appendix 1 to this report).

Some Local Authorities, notably Leicester, have addressed this by defining what
is a post-mortem involving additional skills, that is then paid at a higher rate
(£276.90). This in turn will put extra pressure on our service as pathologists are
free to choose where they work, and it will become increasingly difficult to employ
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4.4

5.1
5.2

5.3

enough pathologists to meet our demand if nearby areas increase their
remuneration rates.

The consequence of a lack of pathologists is delays in examinations leading to
families having to wait longer for release of their loved ones. It will also increase
the demand on space within the existing mortuary.

The pathologists, who mainly work in Birmingham, have been requesting for
increased payments by defining what is a post-mortem examination involving
additional skills, thereby attracting a higher payment for these post-mortems.
Appendix 2.

Options considered and Recommended Proposal

The two options available are to either maintain the status quo or to agree that
where specialist skills are used then the higher rate for these post-mortem
examinations is paid.

Birmingham and Solihull Coronial area averages between 1700 and 1800 post-
mortems per annum and the expected increase in costs is £40k per quarter or
£160k per annum.

The consequence of not meeting this request is that some pathologists may leave
for higher paying areas and with the national shortage, even upgrading the
payments detailed in this report may not attract pathologist back to the area. This
in turn will cause angst to families over delayed releases and increased storage
costs where we have little (if any) excess capacity during winter.

Your officers recommend that the new definition for post-mortem and post-
mortem with specialist skills are accepted and paid at the rate defined in The
Coroners Allowances, Fees and Expenses Regulations 2013.

Consultation
HM Coroner for Birmingham and Solihull is sighted on this report.

The matter within the report relates to whether or not payments are made at the
existing rate or at a higher rate for bodies that require specialist skills. The
Regulations covering this were laid in 2013 and therefore it is a decision on
payment rates in accordance with the Regulations and does not require
consultation.

The Cabinet Member for Finance & Resources has been consulted on this report.

Risk Management

Consideration was given to outsourcing some post-mortems; however even if
there were facilities within other establishments (hospitals primarily) it would be
the same pathologists undertaking the work as they are the ones approved by
HM Coroner. As a result, there would be no cost saving and there would be an
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additional cost to pay such: as the hospital facility/time; transportation cost for the
bodies; on top of the post-mortem cost.

In addition, there is a requirement for all Coroners to minimise the movement of
the deceased and movement outside of the coronial area.

The medium-term plan is the West Midlands and Warwickshire regional centre(s)
of excellence for mortuary and pathology, which is scoping a centre or two
centres of excellence to undertake this service for the West Midlands. This would
not negate this issue as the same pathologists would more than likely be working
in the new facility. If Government were to up-date the fees in the 2013
Regulations, it is likely that the unit rates for both would rise and the City Council
would still be left with pathologists pushing for the higher rate for some
examinations.

Compliance Issues:

How are the recommended decisions consistent with the City Council’s
priorities, plans and strategies?

The time around death and bereavement is a very sensitive time and treating
people and families with dignity throughout is essential. Avoiding unnecessary
delays in the release of loved ones back to their families for their funeral is
consistent with the priority of Birmingham is a fulfilling city to age well in.

Legal Implications

The Coroner is an independent Judicial Officer, responsible only to the Crown.
They have a statutory duty to investigate sudden, violent or unexplained deaths.
The Coroner does not work for the Council or any other organisation, but the law
requires the local authority to provide the Coroner with the facilities required to
carry out their work. The council is therefore required to support the work of the
Coroner. Determining the cause of death is required and therefore post-mortem
examination is required.

Financial Implications

The table below examines 3 months of work and the actual cost for 501 post-
mortems against the cost for the same post-mortems if the rates for specialist
skills being used had been applied.

Cost Of PM
Total Cost of PM |@£96.80 or %

Type Dec-20 Jan-21 Feb-21 PMs @£96.80 £276.90 Increase
Standard PM 90 108 95 293 £28,362.40 £28,362.40|  0.00%
Specialist PM 66 76 66 208 £20,134.40 £57,595.20|  65.04%
Totals 501 £48,496.80 £85,957.60| 43.58%

7.3.2 Based on this, the cost for post-mortems would rise by £160k per annum.

Application of the existing differential fees would result in 40% of post-mortems
attracting the higher specialist rate, whereas currently 100% are paid at the lower
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standard rate. As the budget is based on 100% standard rate post-mortems,
reflecting a split of 60% standard and 40% specialist results in additional pressure
of £160k. This has been built into ongoing MTFP discussions as part of the
budget setting report due at Cabinet in February 2022.

If the rate of post-mortems were undertaken were to slow, there would be an
increase in the time bodies are held at the mortuary prior to release to families.
This in-turn would put an extra demand on the available refrigeration and freezer
space.

Coronial Service costs are recharged to Solihull MBC at the rate of 16% of the
total budget.

Procurement Implications (if required)

None. Pathologists who undertake this work are vetted and approved by HM
Coroner for Birmingham and Solihull. There is a national shortage.

Human Resources Implications (if required)
None. These are not employees of Birmingham City Council.
Public Sector Equality Duty

The impact of any reduction in pathologist support is that there will be an
increased delay in the time between death and the release of bodies to families.
This affects all families but especially those religions where there is a critical time
between death and funeral services.

Background Documents

Letter from Pathologists to HM Coroner for Birmingham and Solihull
The Coroners Allowances, Fees and Expenses Regulations 2013

List of appendices accompanying this report:

Appendix 1 Parliamentary report
Appendix 2 Letter from Pathologists
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The Coroner Service Contents

4 Role of pathology

Responsibility for supply of pathology services to the Coroner Service

119. We heard that there is a serious shortage of pathologists available to carry out post-mortem examinations for coroners which leads to
delays in releasing bodies and completing coroners’ investigations. Neither any central government department nor the NHS accepts
responsibility for the supply of pathology services to the Coroner Service.119 Post-mortem examinations and reports prepared for coroners by
pathologists are not covered by NHS contracts. Coronial pathologists are usually NHS consultants working privately outside their normal hours.
Their services for coroners are provided for a fee.

120. The standard fees for pathologists’ services to the Coroner Service are set by the Lord Chancellor with the agreement of the Lord Chief
Justice.120 André Rebello, Honorary Secretary of the Coroners’ Society of England and Wales, told us:

a pathologist is supposed to be able to do a standard post-mortem for £96.80 and £276.90 for a special examination. I do not
know how many of you have recently employed a plumber, bricklayer or joiner, but £96.80 often reflects tens of hours of
reading medical records, examining the body, preparing slides, looking down the microscope, deciding what to send off to
toxicology and what other special examinations are needed.121

Shortage of pathologists

121. The shortage of pathologists available to do work for coroners is long-standing and becoming more acute. Dr Mike Osborn, President of
the Royal College of Pathologists, told us:

You will run out of pathologists to do post-mortems for you [ ... | there will be huge delays and problems because pathologists
are not taking on post-mortems—it is not part of NHS work. There are already 580 consultant pathology vacancies in this
country. There are not enough pathologists to do the diagnostic work in this country, and it has come down to the basic choice
of [NHS] trusts supporting cancer diagnosis, inflammatory bowel disease or post-mortems, which is not part of their role.122

The Coroners’ Society told us:

The service is essentially being propped up by older and experienced pathologists with fewer younger colleagues coming
through the ranks to replace them. The impact on families is delayed investigations and delays in the bodies of their loved
ones being released back to them for funerals to take place.123

And that

Neither the DHSC nor the MOJ will grasp this nettle. It must be grasped before there is no-one left who can train autopsy
pathologist of the future.124

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmselect/cmjust/68/6807.htm
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