
Public Health Use Case: Access for Investigation of Certain 
Deaths 

Overview 

The West Virginia Office of the Chief Medical Examiner (the "OCME"), through the Chief 

Medical Examiner or its designee (hereafter referred to as the "Medical Examiner Official") is 

authorized by West Virginia law pursuant to W. Va. Code§§ 61-12-8 et seq. and W. Va. C.S.R. §§ 

64-84-6, 8.2 et seq. to investigate the cause or manner of death upon certain prescribed

circumstances (hereafter "Investigations"). The West Virginia Health Information Network (the 

"WVHIN") desires to make its clinical data available to the Medical Examiner Official for the 

limited purpose of aiding in such Investigations. 

Technical Design 

Technical capability exists to implement this Public Health Use Case. 

Public Health Use Case Description 

West Virginia law affords the OCME and its authorized officials the ability to obtain and review 

medical records to conduct Investigations. W. Va. Code § 61-12-8{a); see also W. Va. C.S.R. §§ 

64-84-8.2.9. Specifically, OCME's authorized Medical Examiner Official ("Authorized Users")

may obtain and review medical records of a person suspected to be deceased for the purposes 

of identification of a body; or when review of medical records of a deceased person might help 

determine the cause or manner of death or answer any material question during an 

investigation of a death. Id. In addition, the Investigations are permissible under the Health 

Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 ("HIPAA"), as amended. HIPAA permits the 

disclosure of protected health information ("PHI") (without patient authorization) to a public 

health authority for the purpose of preventing or controlling disease, injury, or disability, 

including, but not limited to, reporting vital events such as death, and conducting public health 

surveillance, public health investigations, and public health interventions (collectively the 

"Public Health Activities"). See 45 C.F.R. § 164.512 (b)(l)(i). 

HIPAA includes in its definition of a "public health authority" a state agency that "is responsible 

for public health matters as part of its official mandate." 45 C.F.R. § 164.501. The OCME, which 

is housed within the West Virginia Department of Health ("DOH")'s Bureau for Public Health, is 

charged with conducting the Investigations for a public health purpose in accordance with the 

Public Health Activities. The West Virginia Code provides that DOH's official mandate includes 
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