Alleghany County Department of Social Service 

Procedures for Unclaimed Bodies


According to the North Carolina General Statues 130A-415 (Attachment 1), Cremation and Order of Payment of Claims in 28A-19-6 (Attachment 2), County Departments of Social Services (DSS) are responsible for the disposition of bodies that are unclaimed in their county after ten days.  Procedures for disposition of the body and authorization of payment for cremation are contained in the following pages. 

Upon determination that a dead body is unclaimed, the person having physical possession of the body must contact the Commission of Anatomy in Chapel Hill at 919-966-1134 to determine whether the body can be used for educational purposes prior to releasing the body to the Department of Social Services for final disposition.  The body is considered unclaimed ten days after death. Any institution/agency or long term care facility such as assisted living, family care homes, nursing home, hospitals and hospice agencies having possession of a potential unclaimed body must contact the local morgue for appropriate storage during the ten day period. (Attachment 3)
1.  Bodies are NOT to be released to the DSS until ten days after death.  However, the person or facility having possession of the body will provide a courtesy call to DSS to alert the agency of the possibility of an unclaimed body.  The ten day period may be waived by the DSS Director if there is substantial reason to believe that no one is going to claim the body.  If the DSS Director waives the ten day waiting period, the person having physical possession of the body must contact the Commission of Anatomy immediately prior to the releasing the body to the DSS. 

2. Immediately following death, any person having physical possession of a dead body is responsible for having the death certificate signed and will make diligent efforts to contact relatives or friends of the deceased within the ten day time frame to determine whether the decedent’s estate could bear the expense of the cremation.  DSS can provide assistance by checking any and all records to determine whether the deceased had assets or a life insurance policy.   

3. For unclaimed bodies released to the DSS ten days after death, the DSS will contract with a local funeral home or cremation services.  The choice of cremation has been determined to be the most cost efficient way to dispose of the body.  In addition, the DSS will pay for transportation and storage for bodies released to the agency.  

4. If any member of the community wishes to receive the decedent’s ashes, they must contact the funeral home or cremation service handling the referral to make these arrangements.   DSS will not pay the cost of shipping the remains to the recipient’s home or for the urn (or any other storage container).  The recipient will incur this cost.
5. Under no circumstances will DSS Staff keep ashes of deceased individuals in the office or at home.  Ashes must be disposed of by the funeral home or cremation service, or claimed (including signing the appropriate paperwork) by the deceased’s family or friend(s) that may come forward after the fact.  

6. If the Decedent’s body is not located in Alleghany County at the time of death, the DSS in the county in which the body is located will make plans for the disposition of the body.  However, the decedent’s county of residence will incur the cost if his/her estate cannot satisfy the expense.  If the decedent is not a resident of North Carolina, or the county of residence if not known, the expense will be borne by the county in which the death occurred.   Expenses include the cost of final disposition and of efforts to notify relatives.  

7. The maximum funding amount that may be authorized for cremation is $1,000.

8. The DSS Director or his designee (known as the “authorizing agent”) will sign all forms needed to authorize the cremation.  The DSS Director or his designee will also sign the form(s) needed to authorize waiver of the ten day waiting period (if it is to be waived). 
9. The Alleghany County Department of Social Services will mail or fax authorization for cremation to the funeral home or cremation service.  Alleghany County Department of Social Services will reimburse the funeral home for the cost once the approved invoice is received.  The invoice should be sent to: 

Alleghany County Department of Social Services

PO Box 247

Sparta, NC 28675

10. A notice of claims against the estate form will be submitted by the Alleghany County Department of Social Services to the Clerk of Superior Court, Estates Division for possible reimbursement.  The request must be in writing.  There are time limits for filing claims against the estate.  Payment of the claims may also be affected by the filing date.  

Additional information relative to Unclaimed Bodies:

· Guardianship cases cease at death. 
· DSS does not have “pauper burial funds” (money to help people pay for the disposition of indigent or impoverished loved ones).

· Consumers should be encouraged to express their wishes and to make as many plans as possible while living. 

· Bodies should not be released by a DSS employee to a funeral home or cremation service until the decedent has been determined to be unclaimed.  
· Indigence does not determine status as unclaimed, but it will be a factor in recoupment of costs. 

· If another county chooses cremation as its manner of disposition, the Social Services Director in that county will be the one to sign the consent for cremation.  That Director would be the “authorizing agent” as he/she had the responsibility for making plans regarding the disposition.  

· The Social Services Director will only waive the ten day period if there is substantial reason to believe that no one is going to claim the body.  It is expected that this will occur infrequently, due to possible legal issues. 

· Additional information pertaining to this topic may be found in the following North Carolina Statues:  

· Unclaimed Bodies 130-A-415

· Cremation 90.210.120

· Order of Payment of Claims 28-A-196

(Rules are different for migrant workers.  For information on these cases, refer to North Carolina General Statue 130-A-418.)

Points to remember:

· If the body has already been turned over to a funeral home, it is not unclaimed. 

· Hospitals can call DSS before the individual has been deceased for ten days, but DSS may not move the body or waive the 10 day period without the authorization of the DSS Director or his appointee.  

· If you have trouble getting information on the customer, go to EIS, OLV, or any other computer application that may provide contact or collateral information.  Also the referring hospital or another county DSS may be called to see if they have contact information for family members. 

· If an Alleghany County resident dies unclaimed in another county, that county will dispose of the body.  Alleghany County will receive an invoice from that county for the disposition.  If the other county exceeds our maximum of $700 for disposal of the body, authorization for the additional funding will need to be approved by the Alleghany County DSS Director or his designee prior to the authorization of dispose of the body. If this procedure is not followed, the agency handling the disposition of the body may not be reimbursed fully. 

· If a resident of another county dies unclaimed in Alleghany County, DSS in Alleghany County will dispose of the body and send an invoice to the county of residence.  

· NOTE:  If the referring county needs help with this process, Alleghany County DSS will assist them with the procedures.  If they have questions about their obligation to pay, refer them to the appropriate North Carolina Statutory requirements. 
· If the decedent was in a nursing home, adult care home, family care home, or hospice resident; advise the facility that the body must be sent to the hospital morgue for proper storage and they are responsible for having the death certificate signed.  Advise the facility that they must take the lead in searching for family or friends that the decedent may have had.  Also the facility is required to send it to the Clerk of Superior Court.  

The above stated policy was accepted on _______________________. 

_________________________

DSS Director

_________________________

DSS Board Chair
