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1. SUMMARY 

1.1 Approval for the necessary capital works to the Coroner’s Court at 
Queens Road Walthamstow which will increase the capacity of the 
building to provide an additional court and offices, as well as much 
needed ICT investment to digitise the court. In addition, given the 
existing mortuary adjacent to the Coroner’s Court is not fit for purpose, 
Cabinet approval is required so that the mortuary can be demolished 
and rebuilt with a state-of-the-art digital autopsy suite and additional 
storage capacity to enable it to become the central hub for all post 
mortems across the wider Eastern Coronial jurisdiction. The adjacent 
chapels in the cemetery will be refurbished to accommodate staff 
during the works. 

 

2. RECOMMENDATIONS 

2.1 Cabinet is recommended to: 

2.1.1 Approve the funding requirement of £6.91 million to deliver the 
provision of a new mortuary facility, refurbished Coroners Court and 
Chapels. 

2.1.2 Approve the proposals for the increase in the capacity of the Coroners 
Court and authorise the commencement of the procurement of a 
developer for the necessary capital works including the digital fit out of 
the Court and refurbishment of the chapels. 
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2.1.3 Approve the demolition of the mortuary. 

2.1.4 Approve the commencement of a procurement for the design and build 
of the new mortuary facility including the procurement of a digital 
autopsy suite and CT Scanning service provider. 

2.1.5 Delegate to the Corporate Director of Governance and Law in 
consultaion with the Strategic Director of Finance and Governance, the 
Commercial Director of Property and Delivery and the Portfolio Lead 
for Economic Growth and Housing Development authority to approve 
the appoitment of the successful developer following the procurment 
processes mentioned in recommendations in 2.1.2 and 2.1.4 above. 

 

3. PROPOSALS 

3.1 The Council is the lead Borough for the Eastern Coronial jurisdiction 
which comprises Waltham Forest, Havering, Newham, Redbridge and 
Barking and Dagenham. Collectively the Boroughs that make up this 
jurisdiction contribute to all reasonable and necessary costs that the 
Coroner incurs in providing the Coronial service which are apportioned 
on a pro rata basis based on respective population sizes. 

3.2 Mortuary facilities 

3.2.1 The provision of a mortuary is not a statutory requirement of the 
Coroner or the Council and so each of the Boroughs make their own 
arrangements for mortuary provision. Waltham Forest has its own 
Mortuary facility at Queens Road which is conveniently located 
immediately adjacent to the Coroners Court. The cost of this facility is 
met in its entirety by the Council, and the other Boroughs within the 
coronial jurisdiction fund their own mortuary arrangements either 
directly with Queens Hospital, or as in the case of Newham their own 
mortuary facility at East Ham. 

3.2.2 The Mortuary at Queens Road has capacity to store up to 45 bodies, 
and often accommodates bodies from other Boroughs due to chronic 
storage capacity issues experienced across the wider Eastern coronial 
jurisdiction. Due to the population of the borough increasing and the 
greater demand for public funerals, bodies spend more time in the 
Mortuary after being formally released by the Coroner, before then 
being cremated or buried.  

3.2.3 Increasing the capacity of the mortuary will allow the Council to meet 
the anticipated demand for the Digital Autopsy facility from across the 
whole coronial jurisdiction and beyond. It will allow the Council to 
further increase revenue through the income generated by storing 
additional bodies from out of Borough and also and boost operating 
resilience of the mortuary during the winter period, which is the facility’s 
busiest period. 

3.2.4 A number of flaws have been identified with the Mortuary’s present 
methods of operation given its poor layout which does not correspond 
with industry best practice.  This in itself exposes the Mortuary and its 
staff to risk in terms of cross-contamination and operational failure as 



 
 

identified in both a recent Health and Safety report and a statutory 
inspection by the Human Tissue Authority. In summary the issues are:- 

 The mortuary that has difficulty handling high caseloads due to 
operational limitations on its maximum post-mortem load (four 
non-infectious cases at a time) 

 Limitations of size in terms of post-mortem room areas and body 
storage 

 Operational concerns as a result of poor building design 
identified in the Human Tissue Authority Report. 

 Concerns raised by the Health and Safety Manager following a 

recent condition survey including the lack of transitional zones 

between a sterile and operational areas allowing staff and 

visitors to change their clothing. There is a risk that the facility 

could experience an operational failure due to constraints 

imposed by a poor process flow in the building.  There is an 

exposure to risk that must be considered, given that non-

compliance could be raised, or worse, a loss of Human Tissue 

Authority licence. 

3.2.5 The proposed redevelopment of the Mortuary would provide for a 
capacity of some 10 freezer spaces and 90 refrigerated spaces.  This 
can be further enhanced through emergency provision of up to 80 
incremental refrigerated spaces. 

3.2.6 The Inner North Coronial jurisdiction (made up of the following 
boroughs – Camden, Islington, Hackney and Tower Hamlets) has 
expressed strong interest in utilising the future Walthamstow facility as 
a first point of intervention for Coronial cases. The increased capacity 
will also create the largest public mortuary in the jurisdiction. The 
Coroner has already indicated support for the mortuary at Queens 
Road becoming the Designated Disaster Mortuary (DDM) for the 
jurisdiction, rerouting her mass fatality incidents to Walthamstow 
allowing current DDM Queens Hospital to have a mortuary functioning 
normally during an incident, improving jurisdictional resilience.   

3.2.7 An increase in expansion to the Mortuary would reduce instances 
where it becomes necessary to invoke contingency and utilise mortuary 
space at Walthamstow Hospital, which is chargeable to the Borough.  
There are 60 refrigerated spaces available to us by way of contingency 
which we would not need. 

 

3.3 Impact to mortuary front line services 

3.3.1 The Mortuary service and two staff will need to be decanted to other 

public mortuaries to assist other facilities in the jurisdiction to manage 

the increased caseload as a consequence of the Walthamstow 

mortuary being demolished and rebuilt. Post mortem examinations and 

viewings would be most likely to be facilitated at the East Ham or 



 
 

Haringey public mortuary until the works to the Walthamstow mortuary 

are completed 

3.4 Post Mortems 

3.4.1 Once a coroner’s statutory duty to investigate a death is triggered the 
coroner has a specific statutory power, under s14 of the 2009 Act, to 
arrange a Post Mortem examination.  The statutory purpose of 
arranging a PM examination is either: -  

 
(i) to assist in the objective of ascertaining who the deceased was, and 
when, where and how the deceased came by his death or 

(ii) in order to enable the coroner to make a decision on whether he 
should conduct an investigation.  

3.4.2 Sometimes, the only way that a coroner can establish the cause of 
death is through a Post Mortem examination. 

3.4.3 A PM examination can include any of the following: external 
examination of the body; toxicology tests; tests on organ and tissue 
samples from the body; CT or MRI scanning; and/or full internal 
invasive examination of the body. 

3.4.4 The Chief Coroner remains concerned about the resilience and 
sustainability of the current pathology services to coroners nationally 
and this view is shared by our own Senior Coroner Nadia Persaud.  
There are a dwindling number of pathologists prepared to carry out PM 
examinations requested by a coroner and the service is severely 
underfunded with a statutory fee of £96.80 being prescribed.  Local 
pathology services are seriously stretched, with the result that coroners 
are sometimes forced to wait a number of days for a PM examination 
to be performed which in turn delays the release of the body to family 
for burial or cremation as well as having an adverse impact on 
mortuary capacity where bodies need to be stored. Many pathologists 
take many months to follow up with a detailed written report. 

  

3.5 CT Scanning 

3.5.1 Post Mortem Computed Tomography (PMCT) examination is available 
as an alternative to an invasive PM and the current nearest facility is at 
Whittington Hospital. This is currently only available to families in the 
coronial jurisdiction who would have to pay £850. Many families 
(particularly those belonging to certain faith groups including Muslim 
and Jewish faiths) still request PM imaging instead of more invasive 
autopsy. There is no charge for the normal cost invasive PM, the costs 
of which are met entirely by the service. 

3.5.2 Some coronial jurisdictions have made use of scanning techniques to 
replace traditional invasive autopsy for over 90% of cases.  The Chief 
Coroner encourages coroners to consider the use of less invasive 
forms of examination in appropriate cases, especially where the 
bereaved family has a strong objection to invasive examination. 



 
 

Officers have visited a CT Scanning facility operated for the Sandwell 
Coroner by Igene Ltd who are the only current provider in the market 
providing CT Scanning with the professional services of a radiologist. 
They also provide a similar service in Sheffield and Preston. 

3.6 Advantages of Digital Scan 

3.6.1 These proposals present an opportunity for the Mortuary to develop a 
digital autopsy suite with an integrated CT scanner which will 
substantially reduce the numbers of invasive post-mortems once 
operational.   

3.6.2 The substantial redevelopment of the mortuary, coupled with the 
investment in technology will provide Waltham Forest with a facility that 
is unparalleled in Greater London, and an opportunity to realise  
commercial returns as a consequence of the Coroner referring all 
routine, adult PMs across the wider coronial jurisdiction to this facility 
as the Council would be able to charge the other Boroughs for their use 
of the facility. 

3.6.3 Furthermore, both the coronial service and the mortuary service place 
‘dignity in death’ at the very core of their service to bereaved families. 
Investment in CT Scanning technology will reduce the need for 
invasive post-mortem by approximately 75% and thereby evidence 
‘dignity in death’ approach.   

3.6.4 This approach is strongly supported by the Muslim and Jewish faith 
communities in particular.  

3.6.5 Through the deployment of DA, Waltham Forest will benefit from a 
quicker turnaround time and will allow the bereaved to grieve without 
the distress of an invasive post-mortem process being undertaken on 
the deceased.  

3.6.6 DAs reduce exposure to the risk arising from transmission of infection 
during invasive PMs.   

3.6.7 DAs reduce the time taken for a written report which can be generated 
automatically 

3.6.8 The digital recording of the cause of death leads to better mortality 
information and statistics and the lessons to be learned from all deaths. 
Imaging based examinations have the further benefit that through 
detailed images the state of the body, both externally and internally, is 
permanently recorded for anyone to review in future. 

3.7 The Coroners Court 

 

3.7.1 The existing Coroners Court provision is limited in terms of both current 
and future office capacity and is not fit for purpose.  There is no air 
conditioning within the Court and windows cannot be opened.  In the 
summer, the Court becomes unbearably hot and in the winter the 
heating breaks down on a weekly basis which means Hearings often 
take place in a freezing Court room.  Additional heaters cannot be used 
because the existing electricity provision cannot accommodate the 
portacabin and external heaters.  Portacabin accommodation has 



 
 

recently been provided as a temporary measure to accommodate the 
Area Coroner and support staff but this not a sustainable solution for 
the longer term. There are known issues at the court with it being ‘tired’ 
in appearance with issues reported in relation to accessibility, DDA 
access to toilets and general spaces. These deficiencies will be 
remedied within the proposed works. 
 

3.7.2 The number of outstanding cases that the Coroner has that are over 12 
months old is increasing and remains one of the highest in London.  
The Chief Coroner has made it clear that this is not acceptable and has 
written to the Coroner requiring action to be taken.  Addressing the 
backlog will require more Coroner cover, however, this alone will not 
solve the issue, and the need for incremental court space, and 
investment in ICT is fundamental to addressing this significant issue. 
 

3.7.3 A further move to address time-issues would be for the implementation 
of video-based technologies in order to facilitate Inquests and reduce 
costs by reducing the need for experts to travel to court to give 
evidence, saving in travel and substantial costs as well as a reduction 
in professional costs. 
 

3.7.4 Delays in pathologists processing death reports have a knock-on effect 
in terms of preparing for post-mortem examination and arrangement for 
disposal of bodies.  The Inner North London jurisdiction in particular 
has suffered adverse publicity in this regard.  It is envisaged that the 
deployment of the DA scanner in the Mortuary will significantly and 
positively influence this issue. 
 

3.7.5 The existing Coroners provision is known to have non-compliances 
with regards the Disability Discrimination Act and has insufficient 
welfare facilities.  The building is working beyond its capacity with 
insufficient space to accommodate the complement of staff.  The 
building condition is of concern both internally and externally and the 
ICT facilities, while markedly improved since the introduction of a case 
management system require further investment. 
 

3.7.6 This also provides the Council with an opportunity to refurbish the two 
adjacent redundant chapels in the Queens road cemetery which will be 
used to decant coronial staff into whilst the refurbishment works at the 
Coronary Court are underway. Once the works have been completed 
the chapels can then be marketed in the usual way. The capital costs 
of this element of the project fall to property services rather than the 
coronial service or mortuary service. 
 

4. OPTIONS & ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED 

4.1 The option of doing nothing was considered but there will a significant 
risk of operational failure at the mortuary because of the current 
condition of the property, as well as losing the opportunity to move to a 
digital autopsy solution. It also would carry the risk of the limited body 



 
 

storage capacity on site, particularly during winter periods and any civil 
contingency requirements such as a pandemic. 

4.2 The option of doing nothing at the Coroners court would mean a 
continued reliance on the temporary portacabin facility which is not 
sustainable, and there would still be an increasing maintenance cost. 
We would also lose the opportunity of ‘digitising’ the court4.3 The 
option of a super hub was considered, and detailed costings were 
considered. This would have provided a new building that would have 
combined the coroners and mortuary facilities into one building. 
However, the costs were more expensive with a total cost of £7.6m as 
opposed to the preferred option costs of £3.6m. This would mean that 
the projected return over the period was £18.30m and this would fall to 
£11.40m’s as not as financially acceptable 

 

5. SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY STRATEGY PRIORITIES (AND 
OTHER NATIONAL OR LOCAL POLICIES OR STRATEGIES) 

5.1 Planning policy will guide sustainability proposals. There are no 
implications directly arising from this update report. 

5.2 The mortuary rebuild will be required to meet the set standards of 
published sustainability. 

 

6. CONSULTATION 

6.1 No statutory consultation is required on this proposed capital scheme 
but nevertheless there has been significant engagement by the service 
with a number of key stakeholders over the last two years including  

 The Muslim community 

 The Jewish community 

 The Coronial Service  

 Igene Ltd who are the leading company in the provision of 
coronial digital autopsy suite.  

 The four other Boroughs that make up the Eastern Coronial 
jurisdiction  

6.2 The consultation was very positively received particularly by Noor ul 
Islam and the Chairman Yusaf Hansa who met with the Corporate 
Director of Governance and Law and stressed to him how important 
the digital autopsy facility is to the wider Muslim community. 

 

7. IMPLICATIONS 

7.1 Finance, Value for Money and Risk  

Mortuary Redevelopment 

7.1.1 The estimated cost of the demolition and rebuild of the mortuary is 
£2.13m which will be financed through borrowing over 40 years, 



 
 

resulting in total debt charge of £4.077m.  This will be financed by 
additional income from increased body storage capacity over the 
period of £16.89m and income from Post Mortem services of £2.53m.  
Over the life of the project, this will provide a net surplus of £14.88m. 

Coroners Refurbishment Works 

7.1.2 The estimated cost of the refurbishment of the Coroners court is £725k 
which will be financed through borrowing over 40 years, resulting in a 
total charge of £1.38m. Additional income will be generated by the 
notional share of the rental income for the whole facility to be borne by 
the other Boroughs within the Eastern Coronial jurisdiction which over 
the 40 year period will provide £2.23m average savings and savings as 
a result in the ICT investment which will see a reduction in the costs of 
expert witnesses in particular who will not need to have travel, 
accommodation or subsistence costs which provides an estimated 
£3.48m over the 40 year period.  Over the life of the project, this will 
provide a net surplus of £3.40m.  

7.1.3 There will be a need to decant staff into the two redundant chapels 
adjacent to the site. However, this will lead to additional costs of £753k 
to bring the chapels to a ‘fit for purpose’ state. The borrowing over the 
40-year period will be £1.441m. It is anticipated that this will be funded 
from the properties being rented out providing an income of £1.729m 
over the period. The net budgetary position is a modest £22k over the 
period once running costs are taken into account.  Over the life of the 
project this should provide a net surplus of £22,000, but if the 
refurbishment doesn’t happen then there would be additional costs of 
accommodating the coronial staff as well as on going maintenance 
costs for the redundant chapels. 

7.2 Legal 

7.2.1 Section 24 of the Coroners and Justice Act 2009 provides that the local 
authority must provide such accommodation and staffing that are 
required by the Coroner to undertake the coronial function.  

7.2.2 Under the Local Authorities Cemeteries Order 1977 a local 
authority may, if it thinks fit, provide and maintain a mortuary for use in 
connection with a cemetery and may furnish it and equip it as it thinks 
appropriate. The current mortuary formerly served the existing 
cemetery at Queens Road. 

7.2.3 The Council has the general power of competence under section 1 
Localism Act 2011 and ancillary powers under section 111 Local 
Government Act 1972 to do anything, which is calculated to facilitate or 
is conducive or incidental to the discharge of any of its functions 

7.2.4 The Procurement of the Delivery Partner will be conducted in 
accordance with the Public Contracts Regulations 2015 (as amended) 
and the Council’s Contract Procedure Rules. Under Rule 9.1.1 the 
Council may use a legally compliant framework agreement which the 
Council has procured or has the right to access (subject to complying 
with the rules applicable to that framework).  



 
 

7.3 Equalities and Diversity 

7.3.1 The Equality Act 2010 requires public authorities to have due regard to 
the need to eliminate discrimination and advance equality of 
opportunity. The Council must further take into account its wider Public 
Sector Equality Duty (PSED) under s.149 of the Equality Act 2010 
when making its’ decisions. The public sector equality duty (s.149, 
Equality Act 2010) requires the Council, when exercising its functions,  
to have “due regard” to the need to: eliminate unlawful discrimination, 
harassment and victimisation and other conduct prohibited under the 
Act, advance equality of opportunity between those who share 
“protected characteristic” and those who do not share that protected 
characteristic and foster good relations between persons who share a 
relevant protected characteristic and persons who do not share it (this 
involves having due regard, in particular, to the need to (a) tackle 
prejudice, and (b) promote understanding) 

7.3.2 An Equalities Impact Assessment has been completed and is attached 
in Appendix 1. There are no adverse impacts to any of the protected 
groups. 

7.4 Sustainability (including climate change, health, crime and 
disorder) 

7.4.1 Planning policy will guide sustainability aspects of the site 
redevelopment including carbon reduction measures. A new mortuary 
including a state of the art digital autopsy suite is likely to result in 
improved energy efficiency at the facility. 

7.5 Council Infrastructure 

7.5.1 To deliver the successful outcomes for the coronial and mortuary staff 
council staff we will need to allocate the required resources which 
includes the following support from Corporate resources:  

 Specialist ICT support  

 Specialist change project management support  

 Health & Safety support  

 Specialist work space consultancies as when required to assist our 
transition to the Council’s flexible new ways of work 

7.6 Brexit 

7.6.1 The impact of Brexit is as yet unknown, but it is considered that it is not 
relevant to the decisions taken at this stage.  

 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION (as defined by Local Government 
(Access to Information) Act 1985) 

None 

 


