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Guidelines for Handling Unearthed Caskets and Loose Bodies 
Due to Flooding and Mass Casualties  

Division of Public Health  

North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services  

September 1999  

Overall Objective: Recovery and storage of all caskets and bodies until a positive 
identification can be made and the bodies properly reburied or otherwise handled according to 
family wishes. Unearthed caskets and embalmed bodies do not pose a public health threat.  

Cooperating Agencies: Local Health Departments, Local Law Enforcement, Local  

Medical Examiners, N.C. Board of Mortuary Science, N.C. Funeral Directors  

Association, N.C. Board of Morticians and Funeral Directors.  

Authority: All unidentified unearthed caskets and loose bodies are subject to the authority of 
the State Health Director or his designee until a positive identification can be made and the next 
of kin notified.  

Documentation: The date, time, location, and description of the body or casket must be 
recorded by the recovering person and reported to local authorities. In some cases it is 
advisable to take photographs and/or describe clothing.  

Storage: All unearthed caskets and loose bodies shall be transported to a secured facility and 
stored until a positive identification can be made. Loose bodies should be placed in body bags. 
If available, refrigerated storage is preferred to reduce the problem of odor.  

Identification: Local law enforcement officials and local funeral directors will assume 
responsibility for positive identification of unidentified caskets and loose bodies. In some cases 
a forensics identification team may be required.  

Safety: All reclaimed bodies should be handled using universal blood and body fluid precautions 
if it is not certain they have been embalmed. If the body is suspected to be recently deceased 
then the local law enforcement and medical examiner should be contacted. Public access to 
cemeteries with significant flood damage and unearthed gravesites should be limited.  

Reburial: According to the N.C. Board of Mortuary Science, the law requires that all unearthed 
caskets and loose bodies be properly handled as a new burial. The state is not responsible for 
the costs associated with reburial of unearthed caskets. Federal disaster funds (FEMA) may be 
requested for this purpose if available.  

 


