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 Australian Health Ministers’ Conference
COMMUNIQUE

CODE OF ETHICAL AUTOPSY PRACTICE

Australian Health Ministers have endorsed a national Code on autopsies, which is based on informing and involving families and the preparation of information brochures.

Meeting in Melbourne, the Ministers said the conduct of autopsies had become an issue of national community concern acknowledged by the medical community and the health system.

They welcomed the completion of the Report and the Code by a sub-committee on autopsy practice which was developed in consultation and cooperation with relevant sectors.

Chair of the Australian Health Ministers’ Conference, Victorian Health Minister John Thwaites, said that the Code would be a public document, which will inform families and the community, as well as guide practice within the health system. 

“Recognising that autopsy practice must be based on honest and open communication between health professionals and those they are involved with, guidelines have been drafted for:

· informing and involving families;

· preparing information brochures for use by families and medical staff who might request an autopsy.

.

“Reports have largely confirmed that practice in Australia over many years has been consistent with legislation, however this is not enough – practice needs to reflect what the community regards as acceptable in the environment in which autopsies are now performed,” said Mr Thwaites.

“The Code will address this, providing a nationally agreed set of principles and:

· guidelines for autopsy request and authority forms that address the community’s concerns and expectations; and

· procedures for handling and disposal of tissue and organs after the autopsy is completed.”

Mr Thwaites said it was essential that Australia had nationally consistent practice in the area of autopsies and that legislation at state and territory level would need to be reviewed to ensure consistency with the Code.

Health Ministers have agreed to monitor and review autopsy practice compliance with the Code through AHMAC and its Autopsy sub-committee.
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PRINCIPLES

The following principles describe what underpins the Code and what governs future directions for both coronial and non-coronial autopsies, acknowledging that coronial autopsies require the authorisation of the coroner rather than the family.

· It should be clear that a non-coronial autopsy can only be carried out with the permission of the next-of-kin.

· Respect must be shown towards the deceased and their families at all times.

· Full, open and attentive communication is fundamental to effectively involving families.

· Processes must be transparent and accountable and able to be assessed and reported.

· The public benefit of autopsies needs to be recognised.

In addition, autopsy practice must be governed by the following principles:

· The family must be consulted and given the opportunity to be involved to whatever extent they wish to be.

· The wishes of the deceased and the family in regard to the autopsy examination should be accommodated as far as possible

· Information must be provided in a timely, understandable and sensitive fashion and answers to questions must be open and honest.

· Only appropriately trained persons should provide information to families.

· Family members must be consulted and their agreement obtained about organ retention and disposal, (in person wherever possible) unless they have made it clear they do not want to be consulted.

· Appropriate bereavement support should be provided to families in acknowledgement of their loss.

· An appropriately qualified and authorised person should take responsibility for the performance of each and every autopsy.

· There must be a clear delineation between the uses to which retained tissues/organs can be put such as diagnosis, research or education.

· All research using organs or tissues derived from autopsies must have the approval of a properly constituted ethics committee.

· The guidelines that accompany the Code outline the information that should routinely be offered to families.  They should form the basis of all request and authority forms for non-coronial autopsies and information brochures provided to families and requesting doctors.

