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DEATH INVESTIGATIONS 

I. 	PURPOSE: 

A. The purpose of this general order is to provide guidance and direction for Terrell 
Police Personnel in determing the investigative approach to the various types of 
death investigations the department is called upon to conduct. The primary intent 
of a death investigation, as well as of this policy, is to assume an investigative 
posture that is sensitive to the critical responsibility to the deceased, as well as to 
respect the privacy and dignity of the family, without compromising the primary 
intent. 

B. This police department shall meet its obligations and responsibilities to the 
deceased and as mandated by law in T.C.C.P., Chapter 49, Inquests Upon Dead 
Bodies, Subchapter A. 

C. The intent of this policy is to meet both of these objectives. 

II. DEFINITIONS: 

A. The terms "Inquest," "Institution," and "Physician," have the same definitions as 
assigned them in T.C.C.P. 49.01. 

B. The terms "attends," "attended by a physician," and "attending physician" have 
the same definitions as described in Texas Attorney General Opinion LO-96-119 
(Tex.A.G.), 1996 WL 650187. 

C. Unattended Death - when a person dies without having been attended by a 
physician. 

D. Attended Death - when a person dies while being attended by a physician at a 
location other than a medical hospital and while under physician prescribed 
hospice care. 

III. COMMUNICATIONS UNIT RESPONSIBILITIES: 

A. 	When a call of a death is received by the Communiciations Unit, information will 
be requested from the caller in an attempt to appropriately classify the call as 
Hospice-Attended Death, Unattended Death, Accidental Death, Suicide or 
Homicide. 



B. 	Death investigations classified as Accidental, Suicide or Homicide will be 
handled according to department Major Investigations policy and procedure. 

C. 	Chapter 49 of the Texas Code of Criminal Procedure, makes no reference to 
hospice or hospice nurses and is silent regarding the direction law enforcement is 
to take in regards to investigating such deaths, other than our responsibility to 
notify, coordinate with and cooperate with the Justice of the Peace, as 
appropriate. 

D. 	If a call is reported as a Hospice-Attended Death, the Communications Unit will 
dispatch a single police officer and also attempt to ascertain the following 
information from the caller: 

1. Name of hospice worker on scene at time of death; 
2. If hospice worker not on scene, name of person present when death 

occurred; 
3. Name of attending physician, as defined in this policy; 
4. If Justice of the Peace has been notified, as well as the J.P.'s name; and 
5. General reference to diagnosis and time-period under hospice care. 

E. 	If the call is reported as an Unattended Death, the Communications Unit will 
obtain as much relative information as possible, appropriately classify the call 
and then dispatch a police officer and a police supervisor to the scene. 

F. 	Nothing in this policy is intended to prevent a police officer from changing or 
upgrading the classification of this call, as appropriate and indicated by the facts 
discovered at the scene. 

IV. PATROL DIVISION RESPONSIBILITIES: 

A. Patrol personnel responding to any type of death investigation shall follow 
guidelines set out in G.O. 10.31 Mobile Video and Body-Worn Camera 
Recording for proper recording proceedures. 

B. Patrol personnel responding to Accidental, Suicide and Homicide death scenes 
will take definitive steps to protect, preserve and collect evidence at the scene 
and otherwise comply with policy regarding the conduct of Major Investigations. 

C 	When patrol personnel are dispatched to the scene of an Unattended Death, this 
death and scene shall be treated as an "equivocal death," meaning it will be 
otherwise treated as a major death scene until directed otherwise by their chain-
of-command or CID upon their taking over the investigation. 

D. 	When patrol personnel are dispatched to the scene of a Hospice-Attended Death, 
the officer should adhere to the following protocol: 

1. The police officer responding to the call shall conduct themselves in a 
professional manner, demonstrating a high level of respect for the 
deceased and any family or loved-ones present at the scene. 

2. If the hospice worker was present at the time death occurred, the police 
officer shall meet directly with the hospice worker immediately upon 
arrival and verify the credentials of the hospice worker. 
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3. If the hospice worker was not present at the time death occurred, the 
police officer shall immediately make contact with the hospice worker 
and verify the credentials of the worker. If the police officer is unable to 
make contact with the hospice worker, the incident shall be investigated 
as an Unattended Death. 

4. The police officer will gather the general details from the hospice worker 
regarding the illness, attending physician and time-period the deceased 
has been under hospice care, including the time death was first observed 
to have occurred. 

5. The police officer will briefly assess the scene visually, but it will not be 
necessary to manipulate the scene in any manner to do so, unless the 
police officer believes it necessary. The purpose of this brief inspection 
is to confirm the scene is as it should be, given the circumstances. 

6. The police officer shall then contact the Justice of the Peace who is on-
call and provide a brief summary of the details gathered during this 
investigation. 

7. The police officer shall cooperate fully with the Justice of the Peace and 
facilitate their requests and needs, including not leaving the scene until it 
is approved by the J.P. Should the requests and needs of the Justice of 
the Peace exceed the capacity of the police officer, the officer shall 
immediately notify an on-duty police supervisor for further direction. 

8. Unless a police officer believes it is necessary or unless the police officer 
is directed by either the Justice of the Peace or Police Supervisor, it will 
not be necessary to take any photographs of the scene of a Hospice-
Attended Death. 

9. Prior to leaving the scene, the police officer shall brief the on-duty police 
supervisor regarding the investigation. 

10. All details regarding this investigation shall be documented in a Hospice-
Attended Death report, including justification for the taking of scene 
photographs, if any were taken. 

D. 	When patrol personnel are dispatched to the scene of a Unattended Death, the 
officer should adhere to the following protocol: 

1. The police officer and police supervisor responding to the call shall 
conduct themselves in a professional manner, demonstrating a high level 
of respect for the deceased and any others who may be at the scene. 

2. The police officer and police supervisor shall immediately take all steps 
necessary to protect and preserve the scene. 

3. When appropriate, the police supervisor shall notify and confer with 
either the on-call detective from OD or with the OD chain-of-
command. 
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4. The Forensic Unit will be notified and measures taken for a forensic 
response to the scene, depending upon staffing. 

5. The police officer shall meet directly with the person who discovered the 
body, gathering facts, details and confirming identification. These 
witnesses shall not be released from the scene without first gaining 
approval of the CID representative responsible for the scene. 

6. The police officer will briefly assess the scene visually, taking care not to 
contaminate, disturb or alter the scene. 

7. Provided the CID representative responsible for the investigation 
approves, the police officer or police supervisor may contact the Justice 
of the Peace who is on-call, providing the J.P. a brief summary of the 
details gathered during this investigation and seeking any special 
instructions. 

8. The police officer shall make sure the J.P. is aware that detectives are 
responding to the scene, but will cooperate fully with the Justice of the 
Peace, facilitating their requests and needs. 

9 	The patrol officers will not leave the scene until approved and relieved 
by CID. 

10. Prior to leaving the scene, the police officer shall confer with the CID 
representative, the police supervisor and the J.P. 

11. All details regarding this investigation shall be documented. 

V. 	CD) Responsibilities 

A. When a death is classified as a Unattended, Accidental, Suicide or Homicide, the 
CID chain-of-command will respond in accordance with departmental policy 
regarding a major death scene or major investigation scene. 

B. When a death is classified as a Hospice-Attended Death, unless CID is required 
for telephone or other consult, CID will have no role in the investigation of a 
Hospice-Attended Death, other than the CID Sergeant shall review the report and 
clear it after review, should nothing else be needed to complete the investigation. 

C. In Hospice-Attended Death incidents where the hospice worker was not present 
at time of death and unavailable to debrief by police, CID may handle their part 
of this investigation as a telephone consult, if deemed appropriate. 

D. Nothing in this policy is intended to prevent the Criminal Investigations Division 
(CID) from taking responsibility for a death investigation that is clearly in the 
best interest to justice, to the deceased and to the department. CID has the 
authority and the responsibility to act accordingly, when/if appropriate. 
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Jod L. Lay 
Chief of Police 

VI. PRIOR ORDERS: 

From and after the effective date of issuance of this order, it shall be in full force and 
shall govern the operations of this department with regard to its subject matter. Former 
orders, policies, directives and memoranda relating to the subject matter are hereby 
specifically revoked and they shall be of no force and effect from and after the date of 
issuance of this order. 
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