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NC Board of Funeral Service Appeals to Governor To Allow Disclosure of 
COVID-19 Deaths To Funeral Service Workers 

 

 
At its scheduled meeting on July 15, 2020, members of the NC Board of Funeral Service were in unanimous 
agreement to seek Governor Roy Cooper’s intervention in a directive from UNC Rex Healthcare to 
withhold cause of death to funeral service workers when transferring a body to a funeral home.  The 
written announcement states that “the particular source of infection will not be disclosed nor is it necessary 
as Standard Precautions provide protection for all persons handling the body.”  The Board has also learned 
that the NC Office of the Chief Medical Examiner has implemented a similar directive when funeral 
workers arrive to transfer a decedent to a funeral home. 
 
According to Kim Boyer, Director of Emergency Services for UNC Rex Healthcare, the Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act [HIPAA] prevents disclosure to anyone other than a patient’s specifically 
authorized representative.  The Act’s Privacy Rule includes, however, an exemption for such disclosures 
to be made to “coroners or medical examiners and funeral directors” at the discretion of a “covered 
entity.” 
 
The NC Board of Funeral Service contends that deliberately withholding information that COVID-19 
infection as the cause of death from funeral service workers and independent transporters is dangerous 
and elevates the risk of coronavirus transmission.  Board President Mark Blake stated to the Board that “I 
am personally aware of several situations involving the transport of decedents when we did not know the 
cause of death.  Knowing this information was important so that we could take proper precautions in 
handling the body.  In one case, the transporter learned from family members shortly after the transfer that 
their loved one died from COVID-19 infection.” 
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While funeral service workers are knowledgeable of both Standard and Universal Precautions when 
transferring a dead body and apply them routinely in many cases, the COVID-19 virus requires even more 
stringent protocols.  Without knowing whether or not a decedent died from the COVID-19 infection, 
funeral service workers would have to decide whether or not to use these more stringent protocols for all 
deaths.  Doing so would require more frequent use of scarce Personal Protective Equipment [PPE} 
necessary for the workers’ safety and health and to reduce the risk of spreading the virus.  
 
“We find it difficult and perplexing to grasp the basis or rationale for such a decision,” said Blake.  As the 
Governor has repeatedly stated in briefings and news conferences, it is imperative for citizens to use all 
necessary precautions to mitigate the spread of the virus and to control its spread in the state.  “Refusing 
to let front-line funeral service workers know whether or not someone’s death was due to COVID-19 
contradicts Governor Cooper’s message to citizens,” according to Blake.  “Most health care facilities and 
hospitals throughout the state disclose the cause of death to funeral service employees, so we are not sure 
why UNC Health Care has made the decision not to disclose this critical information to us.” 
 
The Board of Funeral Service has filed a Petition for Rulemaking with the NC Commission for Public Health 
seeking a change in one of their administrative rules regarding the handling of dead bodies.  The rule 
requires a physician to provide written notification to funeral service personnel at the time the body is 
removed from a hospital or other health care facility of the proper precautions to prevent infection. The 
rule applies only in cases where the cause of death was from HIV, plague, hepatitis B, smallpox, rabies, 
SARS, or Jakob-Creutzfeldt disease.  The Board seeks to add COVID-19 infection to this listing through their 
petition.    
 
The Board’s letter to Governor Cooper notes that the two professional associations representing funeral 
directors and embalmers in North Carolina fully support the request to rescind the directive from UNC 
Rex HealthCare and the NC Office of the Chief Medical Examiner.  The NC Funeral Directors Association 
and the Funeral Directors and Morticians Association of NC agree that disclosure of death when 
transferring a dead human body is essential and critical to protecting the public’s health and reducing the 
risk of coronavirus transmission. 
 
The letter to Governor Cooper was shared with legislative leadership, the governing boards for the UNC 
Health Care System, Rex Healthcare, and the NC Medical Board. 
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