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Objectives

• Identify the role and responsibilities of Maine’s Office of Chief 
Medical Examiner (OCME)

• Learn why Maine’s Electronic Death Registry System (EDRS) has 
become increasingly sensitive/particular/crabby/infuriating and 
what you can do to work within it.

• Understand the power of the “due to” on a death certificate and 
perhaps embrace the word “complications.”



About Maine's OCME

• Medical examiner 
system
• Physician-based 

(no coroners)



About Maine's OCME

• Medical examiner system
• Physician-based (no coroners)
• Centralized system

• One Office.  One Chief.
• Before 1968, death was investigated by county.

• Chief is appointed by the Governor for a term of 7 years.
• Can extend their tenure if all are in agreement

• OCME has had 5 Chiefs in 58 years.
• 2024:  Dr. Alice J. Briones

• Colonel, U.S. Air Force Colonel (Retired)
• Director of Armed Forces Medical Examiner System



About Maine's OCME

• Two buildings in 58 years.
• 1992
• Coming soon!



Role of OCME

• Must investigate all sudden, unexplained, or violent deaths in the state
• Any component of injury, even remote
• In custody, under public guardianship
• May investigate any death at the discretion of the Chief

• The Chief or her designee determines what type of investigation is needed for 
each death.



Role of OCME

• Establishes
• Cause of death

• Gunshot wound of head, Hypertensive cardiovascular disease, Acute cocaine 
intoxication, Blunt force injury of head, Complications of peripheral vascular 
disease

• Manner of death
• Natural, Accident, Suicide, Homicide, Undetermined

• In some jurisdictions, there is also Medical Misadventure (unintended or unexpected 
fatal injury from treatment, a recognized complication or risk of treatment)’

• Not in Maine

• Determines positive identification
• DNA studies, Fingerprint analysis



Role of OCME

• Only a medical examiner are permitted to sign a death certificate that 
includes a component of injury
• Chief, Deputy Chief, field volunteers for hire who are MD or DO

• Did they fall down the stairs, or were they pushed?
• Did they hang themselves, or were they hanged?
• The best friend stated he saw the decedent shoot himself.  How do we know 

this is true?
• They arrived at the hospital with fentanyl on board.  They died 6 days later.  

Did fentanyl cause or contribute to death?
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Role of OCME
• All of these deaths must have a medicolegal 

investigation.

• 16,000 deaths in annually 
in Maine

• 4,000 deaths reported to 
OCME

• 2,500 deaths investigated
• Autopsy
• Examination
• Medical record review



Role of OCME

• Documents generated
• Autopsy report with testing (toxicology, genetics, histology, neuropathology, etc.)
• Examination report with testing
• Medical records review report with testing

• Death certificate
• Department of Health and Human Services

• Office of Vital Records Database Application for Vital Events (DAVE)
• Birth certificates
• Death certificates



Electronic Death Registry System (EDRS)

• The Office of Chief Medical Examiner does not own or manage EDRS.
• OCME works within it, just like you.

• https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/mecdc/vital-records/dave Vital Records 
has a Help Desk

There’s an EDRS 
tutorial

EDRS Flag Words:
Refer to Medical 
Examiner

https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/mecdc/vital-records/dave
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/mecdc/vital-records/dave
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/mecdc/vital-records/dave
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/mecdc/vital-records/dave


EDRS Flag Words
• Many of these words are clearly 

suggestive of trauma
• Fractures, gunshot, hanging, electrocution

• Many are not so clear
• Accident (cerebrovascular accident)
• Anesthesia (ischemic stroke while 

receiving anesthesia)
• Aspiration
• Hemorrhage (gastrointestinal hemorrhage)

• Not listed: pneumonia
• OCME would include it

• EDRS does not always catch flag words
• The system is not perfect.



Cause of Death

• The disease or injury that 
produced the physiological 
derangement that resulted in 
death

• Stab wound of neck, hanging, 
hypertensive and 
atherosclerotic cardiovascular 
disease

• OCME often has death 
certificates that are this concise
• Underlying cause of death (Part 1, 

Line a) is all that is listed



(Underlying) Cause of Death

• The disease or injury that 
produced the physiological 
derangement that resulted in 
death

• Stab wound of neck, hanging, 
hypertensive and 
atherosclerotic cardiovascular 
disease

• OCME often has death 
certificates that are this concise
• Underlying cause of death (Part 1, 

Line a) is all that is listed.



Mechanism of Death

• Physiologic derangement 
produced by the underlying 
issue that results in death.
• They are not specific to a single 

cause of death.

• Hemorrhage (due to gunshot 
wound of abdomen)

• Hemorrhage (due to ruptured 
esophageal varices)



In no universe…

• …would a small bowel 
obstruction be traumatic.

• Small bowel obstruction due to 
surgical adhesions following 
treatment of stab wound of 
abdomen

• Small bowel obstruction due to 
surgical adhesions following 
treatment of abdominal hernia



Immediate Cause of Death

• Needs a due to
• Respiratory failure due to 

gastrointestinal hemorrhage due to 
duodenal ulcer

• Hemopericardium due to ruptured 
aortic aneurysm due to hypertensive 
and atherosclerotic cardiovascular 
disease



Flag Words

• EDRS has a seemingly ever-growing list of flag words to catch causes of death that lack (but 
need) a due to.
• The goal is to help OCME catch medical examiner cases that weren’t reported.

• Cause of death:  Pneumonia

• Cause of death:  Pneumonia due to Covid-19

• Cause of death:  Pneumonia due to aspiration due to dementia

• Cause of death:  Pneumonia

• Cause of death:  Pneumonia due to aspiration following the treatment of femur fracture 
• Unwitnessed fall



Flag Words

• “Pressure ulcer” does not flag in EDRS.

• Cause of death:  Pressure ulcer due to cachexia

• Cause of death: Pressure ulcer due to cachexia due to dysphagia due to stroke
• Complications of stroke (respiratory, septic, hemodynamic, etc.)

• Cause of death:  Complications of paraplegia due to blunt force injury of head
• How injury occurred:

• Driver of pick-up truck that left roadway and crashed
• Assaulted by other(s)



Flag Words

• Cause of death:  Pulmonary embolism
• Due to deep vein thrombosis

• OSC:  Factor V Leiden
• OSC:  Class III Obesity
• OSC:  Tobacco use
• OSC:  Covid-19

• Cause of death:  Pulmonary embolism following prolonged 
immobilization after a fall

• Cause of death:  Pulmonary embolism due to fat embolus due to blunt 
force injury of leg



Due to

• It explains the chain of events.
• However, with EDRS, the more you write, the more likely you are to get 

hung up

• Pathologists tend to use bundle words.
• Complications

• Complications of end-stage renal disease (death in a healthcare setting)
• Blunt force injury of chest complicating end-stage chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (death 

in a healthcare setting)

• End-stage renal disease (death at home)
• The terminal events were not witnessed/recorded, but the doctor understands the likely terminal events 

of this disease.



Flag Words

• If you are asked to sign a death certificate for a death the  medical 
examiner released, the death is non-traumatic.

• If you are uncertain what the circumstances are of the death, you can 
call law enforcement for information or OCME.
• Law enforcement said the patient fell at home, broke their neck, and died.  Will 

you sign the death certificate? 
• The decedent was found near the bottom of a staircase.  Will you sign the death 

certificate?



What are the expectations?

• Determine cause of death based on your expertise and the available 
information.

• OCME appreciates that accurate medical coding for cause of death is 
important for identifying health conditions and tracking trends, etc.

• Death certificates that are referred to OCME in EDRS are reviewed.  The 
referral is declined (if it’s obviously natural) or OCME takes control of 
the case.
• Providers have to go back into EDRS to certify cases OCME declines.
• During business hours, providers can call OCME and have us decline a case that 

minute.
• Sometimes this service is available on weekends.



EDRS

• The days of being able to write anything on a paper death certificate 
and be done with it are over.
• The funeral director had to enter those certificates by hand.

• “I know providers who write Dementia for every cause of death because 
they know EDRS will accept it.
• That skews mortality data, but I understand the reasoning.

• Please call OCME to report deaths that aren’t natural.
• Cause of death: femur fracture from fall, manner natural

• That certificate sits in EDRS until someone discovers there’s an issue.

• Please call OCME for help when you are stuck wording a death 
certificate for a natural death.  Please consider us a resource.
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