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ABSTRACT

Death means the permanent disappearance of all evidence of
life atanytime after live-birth hastaken place.Cause of Death
Certification is the official recording of a person’s death. It
records the cause of death of a person as stated by a doctor or
another responsible health worker. The death certificate is a
standard proforma (form No. 4), devised by world Health
Organization (WHO) and isimplemented by Govt of India. This
form is devised for the sake of uniformity and comparability of
data. Filling up of the form requires utmost care and
knowledge of morbid events leading to the death of a person.
Revised dentist code of ethics allows dentist to issue death
certificate. The awareness among dentists regarding this is
less and more focus should be done to increase awareness.
This article aims to increase the awareness among dentists
regarding death certification.

Keywords: Death; Certification; dentist code of ethics;
proforma; awareness.
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INTRODUCTION

Birth and Death are the two most important events in
the life of any individual as the person’s existence
starts at the moment of birth and ceases at the
moment of death. A person has legal existence
between there corded timings of birth and death'.
The physician’s concept of death is total stoppage of
circulation of blood with consequent cessation of
vital functions. All these definitions require revision
from cessation to permanent cessation of respiration
and circulation. Therefore a more appropriate defi-
nition would be “death is a permanent and irrevers-
ible cessation of functions of three interlinked vital
systems of body namely the nervous, circulatory and
respiratory systems, the so called tripod of life’.

In India, with the passing of the Act - Registration of
Births and Deaths Act - in 19609, registration of these
events is mandatory. Registrar General of India is
the highest official who compiles the information
about deaths and births received from Registrars &
Sub-registrars of Births and Deaths at district level,
Municipal Corporations and Municipalities of
towns and Cantonment Boards of Military
Cantonments.

Examination for somatic death

Auscultate for heart sounds (2min).Auscultate for
respiratory sounds (3min). Palpate carotid pulse.
Occulo-cephalic test, moving head on both sides.
Vestibulo-ocular test using cold water. Apnoea test,
Magnus test : placing a ligature round the base of a
finger. Diaphanous test : looking through the web of
the fingers at a bright light. ECG tracing is confirma-
tory for death.

Role of medical officer

When confronted with ‘death’ of a person, the medi-
cal officer has two tasks at hand. The first is to diag-
nose the occurrence of death and declare the person
dead. The second is to decide the cause of death and
certify the same. Having decided that the person is
dead, he proceeds to fill up “Death Report” in the
capacity of informant. Both the formats of death
report viz Legal Information and Statistical
Information, are to be filled up for each death. The
second task at hand i.e. issuing Medical Certificate

of Cause of Death, is done immediately after decid-
ing the person is dead, by the same medical officer
who has declared the person dead, provided the med-
ical officer is absolutely certain of the cause of death
and if it is a natural death. Deaths due to old age and
deaths due to any naturally occurring disease or its
complication are Natural Deaths. Correct knowl-
edge of the cause of death is essential as future
course of action is different if the death is other than
natural or cause of death is not known/doubtful. If
the death is not clearly of natural category i.e. other
than natural or cause not known/doubtful, the medi-
cal officer having carried out first task i.e. declara-
tion of death, Informs the police of occurrence of the
death for further course of action. He will not issue a
medical certificate of cause of death. Since the bot-
tom portion of the medical certificate of cause of
death is required to be produced by the relatives at
the cremation ground/the municipality office giving
permission for cremation, non-issuance of the same
will automatically ensure that the body can not be

cremated.

Having taken over the custody of the dead body, the
investigating police officer proceeds with inquest
and the cause of death is decided after the medico-
legalpostmortem is carried out as part of the inquest.
This system ensures that the body is not disposed off
without necessary investigations by the police into
the cause and circumstances of death, when the
death is due to other than natural causes.

Certain other points to be kept in mind by the medi-
cal officer concerning the issuance of medical certif-
icate of cause of death, are:-

(a) He should not delay, for any reason, issuing the
medical certificate of cause of death, once he is sure
of the cause of death.

(b) He can not charge any fees for issuing this certifi-
cate.

© He should not withhold issuance of medical cer-
tificate of cause of death even if his dues have not
been cleared by the relatives.

(d) No medical officer should sign medical certifi-




cate of cause of death in advance (i.e. before the indi-
vidual has died) or without viewing and examining
the dead body personally.

Clause 3.10 of revised dentist code of ethics of 2014
allows dentist to issue death certificate. Most den-
tists are not aware of it. Dentist can certify death of
patients under their treatment.

HOWTOFILLTHE FORM

Name of the deceased: to be given in full. Do not
use the initials. If the deceased is an infant, not yet
named, at the time of death, write son of (S/O) or
daughter of (D/O), followed by the names of mother
and father.

Age: If the deceased is over one year of age, give age
in complete years. If the deceased was below one
year of age, give age in months and if below one
month of age, in completed number of days, and if
below one day, in hours.

Cause of death: this part of the form should always
be completed by the attending physician personally.
The actual certificate is divided in two parts viz.
part-Iand part-II.

Part-I. It Deals with the immediate cause and the
underlying cause of death. The immediate cause or
the terminal event is entered here. Part-II. It Deals
with other significant condition or disease contrib-
uted to the process of death but did not lead to it.

Part-1

Only one cause is to be entered in each line. Line-a:
Immediate cause of death is entered here, like dis-
ease/abnormality/injury/poisoning etc. The imme-
diate cause is defined as the immediate or terminal
event leading to death. Mode of death such as respi-
ratory failure, cardiac failure etc is not an appropri-
ate entry. Line-b: Next considers whether the imme-
diate cause is a complication of delayed result of
some other cause. If so, enter the antecedent cause in
part-1 line- b. The antecedent causes refer to the
pathological process or injury responsible for death.
Thus it is a disease or injury that has initiated the
train of morbid events leading directly to death or it
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is the circumstances of the accident or violence that
produced the fatal injury3.Line-c: Sometimes there
will be three stages in the course of events leading to
death. If so, line-c will be completed.

Part-11

Other significant conditions contributing to death,
but not related to disease condition causing it. Onset:
complete the column for interval between onset and
death whenever possible, even if very approximate
e.g. frombirth, or several years etc.

The sequence of events to be followed, in death cer-
tification are’.

The cause of death is known

7.1. Death of a person- the attending physi-
cian/registered medical practitioner issues
the death certificate, in prescribed proforma.
It is as per provision made in the Registration
of Birth and Death 1969 (18 of 1969.)°

7.2. The certificate is send to Registrar of Birth
and Death. (As per above Act)

7.3. Registrar or his representative certifies the
extract given in the certificate.

7.4. This certified death certificate is admissible
as evidence for the purpose of proving
birth/death. (Section 76,of Indian Evidence
Act 1872 (10f1872).

B) The cause of death is not known/ uncer-
tain.

7.5. The last attending doctor does not issue the
death certificate.

7.5.1. The case is informed to the police.

7.5.2. The body is kept in safe custody and handed
over to the police for autopsy.

7.5.3. After autopsy the facts of death is communi-
cated tolocal registrar.

7.5.4. Death certificate is issued by registrar of Birth
and Death.
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