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Office of the Medical Examiner (OME) Team Photo 

Overview 
The Denver Office of the Medical Examiner (OME), a division of the Denver Department of Public Health 
& Environment (DDPHE), serves to protect public health and provide valuable information to the criminal 
justice system through advanced forensic science, detailed independent investigation, and thorough 
documentation. OME investigates deaths suspected to be homicides, suicides, motor vehicle crashes, drug 
overdoses, as well as sudden, unexpected, natural deaths. Colorado law requires and empowers OME to 
determine the cause and manner of these deaths, as defined by Colorado Revised Statute 30-10-606. 
OME’s outstanding forensic services support other city and regional agencies as well, including Denver 
Police, Denver District Attorney’s Office, state public defenders, and local public health departments in 
improving the overall health and safety of Denver residents. Ultimately, OME plays a key role in DDPHE’s 
overarching mission of empowering Denver’s communities to live better, longer. 
OME supports DDPHE’s mission by providing answers to those affected by sudden and traumatic loss, 
helping to protect public health by contributing to education and research, increasing public understanding 
of the forensic sciences, and encouraging and training the next generation of leaders in the field. 
OME regularly compiles and reports data to help improve or save lives by addressing risk factors, common 
issues and trends that may be identified in the data, or by comparing the data to previous years. OME 
consistently shares data with City and County of Denver agencies to better understand current death 
trends, public health issues, underserved communities, and violence. Our statistics influence local, 
regional, and national policies and procedures that prevent, reduce, and address public health issues and 
crime. 
To fully inform our community about fatality trends, OME develops as much information on every case as 
possible and studies those cases that reflect, or are likely to reflect, changing patterns important to public 
health and safety, including risk factors for premature deaths. Current categories of study are deaths 
involving violence, children, persons experiencing homelessness, motor vehicle crashes, suicide, and use 
of prescription drugs, fentanyl, and methamphetamine. 
In 2021, 5107 deaths were reported to OME. COVID-19 continued to disrupt death trends within the United 
States and the City and County of Denver. Also, the use of substances, especially fentanyl, continued to 
grow in Denver. Overall, in 2021, OME experienced a 1.5% increase in workload, which means OME 
investigated more deaths in Denver than in 2020. 
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Dealing with death is always a challenge—even for those highly trained in this 
difficult field of loss. 2021 proved to be another record year of work for our 
team. But our dedicated staff continued to provide the best service to Denver’s 
deceased and their families.  
A highlight of the year was maintaining full accreditation by the National 
Association of Medical Examiners (NAME). In its report, NAME called OME one 
of the best medical examiner offices in the country. Inspectors stated OME staff 
have a system-wide commitment to death investigation excellence focused on 
respect for each deceased person and individual and public health outcomes. 
Not only did OME see an increase in the number of deaths investigated and 
autopsies performed in 2021, but it also took on management of Denver 
County’s vital records—which is unique for a medical examiner’s office. OME also launched a new program 
to support families who have lost loved ones to suicide, overdose or other traumatic causes.  
Overall, OME completed 996 autopsies in 2021, compared to 905 in 2020, a nearly 10% jump. OME 
also fully investigated 1,611 deaths in 2021, compared to 1,586 in 2020, a 1.6% increase. However, 
the number of deaths reported to OME at 5,107 was down 7.24%. COVID-19 likely caused a spike in the 
number of deaths reported to OME in 2020. Thanks to readily available vaccines, that number was lower in 
2021.  
Drug overdoses, most of them from fentanyl, continued to be a scourge of devastation for so many families 
in 2021. Our community continues to be significantly impacted by the presence of fentanyl. Typical sources 
of fentanyl deaths investigated by OME come in several forms, including small, pressed blue and white 
pills, white powder, clear liquid, and may look like black tar heroin.  
These illicit sources of drugs are extremely dangerous because there’s no regulation or oversight in the 
production or distribution of these drugs, which means the amount of fentanyl or other drugs could be 
higher than prescribed medication and potentially lethal. Community education and awareness are critical 
to warning the public to beware. OME partners with other DDPHE divisions and city agencies to work 
towards ending the fentanyl crisis. In 2021, there were 239 fentanyl-related deaths, which is a 48.4% 
increase from 2020 and 1,085% higher than 2017. 

To help families cope with the devastation of losing a family member to overdose, OME launched the 
Family Advocate Support Team (FAST) in mid-2021. FAST provides crisis intervention, guidance on next 
steps, and community referrals. Their goal is to promote healthy grieving and coping skills so families and 
loved ones can process their grief and loss in a meaningful way. FAST is one of the first programs of its kind 
in the country and has generated interest from other medical examiner offices across the nation.  
Additionally, in 2021, the OME team expanded to include the management and distribution of vital records. 
At the Denver Birth and Death Certificates office, the team provides certified birth and death records in 
Colorado from 1906 to present.  
The year, 2021, stretched our resources and endurance. The surge in autopsies and investigative work 
also led to increased staffing to include doctors, administrative, investigators, and autopsy technicians. 
And it appears 2022 will continue to see this deadly trend. But the talented, well-trained staff at OME will 
be ready to meet the challenge and will continue to develop new and innovative ways to serve the public, 
provide vital information to residents and partner agencies, and provide answers to those affected by 
sudden and traumatic loss. 

2021 at the Office of the Medical Examiner 

Dr. James Caruso 
Chief Medical Examiner/Coroner 
Division Director 

The Year in Review 
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In 2021, OME created and launched the 
Family Advocacy Support Team (FAST), 
a new, groundbreaking program that 
provides support services to people 
who’ve experienced an unexplained, 
violent, or suspicious death of a loved 
one, including those who died by 
suicide or overdose. FAST also supports 
those dealing with the death of a child. 

FAST services are available to surviving 
family members. The team’s goal is to 
promote healthy grieving and coping 
skills so families and loved ones 
can process their grief and loss in a 
meaningful way. 

OME recognized a gap in grief support 
services in their community, but more 
importantly, the unique role a medical 
examiner’s office can play in providing 
outreach and resources to families who 
have suffered traumatic losses. 

FAST has been such a successful 
addition to services provided by OME, 
other medical examiner and coroners’ 
offices across the country are working 
with the program’s creator, Meghan 
Clark, to replicate the program in their 
cities and states. 

Innovative New Program: Family 
Advocacy Support Team (FAST) 

In the face of significant hardships that 
had medical examiner offices across 
the country questioning whether they’d 
lose accreditation, OME maintained its 
strength and full accreditation status. 

Those offices cited caseload increases, 
loss of staff, even economic shutdowns 
that impacted funding. They are similar 
challenges faced by OME. But in the 
face of these challenges, the OME team 
maintained the high standards of NAME 
accreditation. 

A team of NAME inspectors looked over 
a checklist of 349 items that OME staff 
had worked to complete for months. 
OME satisfied each requirement, 
but one. It said two of its forensic 
pathologists conducted more annual 
autopsies than recommended. But OME 
already had a plan in place before the 
inspection to recruit a fourth forensic 
pathologist to address the increase in 
autopsies. 

OME had been accredited for 20 years 
but received provisional accreditation 
in 2016 because of deficiencies in its 
facility. OME resolved that issue by 
moving into a new building in 2018. 

OME Retains Prestigious NAME 
Accreditation 

Beginning in January 2021, OME 
became the new home for vital records 
in Denver. The office was previously 
managed by the Public Health Institute 
at Denver Health, formally Denver 
Public Health. 

The Denver Birth and Death Certificates 
office provides certified birth or death 
certificates in Colorado from 1906 
to present. A birth certificate is a 
statement of facts of a birth and helps 
establish a child’s identity, parentage, 
age, and citizenship. Birth certificates 
may be required for tax filing, 
insurance, school and voter registration, 
veteran’s and social security benefits, 
public assistance, driver’s and marriage 
licenses, passports, and more. A death 
certificate provides a decedent’s family 
with a cause of death and may be 
required to settle decedents’ estates 
and to obtain insurance or other 
pensions/benefits. 

Denver Birth and Death Certificates 
offers same-day service at 120 W. 5th 
Ave. before 4 p.m. No appointment 
necessary. Visit Denvergov.org/ 
BirthDeathCertificates to order online. 

In 2021, Denver Birth and Death 
Certificates issued 71,907 certificates. 

Denver Birth and Death Certificates 

Highlights 
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OME leads the City and County of 
Denver Child Fatality Review Board 
in a crucial mission to prevent the 
future deaths of children. This work is 
mandated by state statute. 

The board supports the Child Fatality 
Prevention Act which established state 
and local multi-agency teams to review 
cases of child fatalities from birth to 17 
years of age and involve unintentional 
injury, violence, motor vehicle crashes, 
child abuse or neglect, sudden 
unexpected infant death, suicide, or 
undetermined causes. 

The board uses a public health 
approach to identify trends and 
patterns in child deaths, then takes 
action, improves systems, and 
implements strategies to prevent future 
deaths. 

Our partners include the Colorado 
Department of Public Health & 
Environment, Denver Police, Denver 
Public Schools, Denver Health Medical 
Center, Denver Human Services, Denver 
Children’s Advocacy Center, Denver 
District Attorney’s Office, and Denver 
City Attorney’s Office. 

In 2021, the board conducted in-depth 
reviews of 32 children who died in 
Denver County in 2020. The board did 
additional records reviews of seven 
child deaths. 

Child Fatality Review Board 

OME forensic pathologist, Dr. Sterling 
McLaren, assumed a new role in 
January 2021 as the City and County 
of Denver’s new Chief Medical Officer 
(CMO). 

As CMO, Dr. McLaren advises, plans, 
and administers medical decisions and 
public health programs and services 
to protect and improve the health of 
Denver residents and our environment. 
She also works closely with DDPHE 
leadership to develop, recommend, and 
promote public health policy at local, 
state, and national levels. 

Dr. McLaren’s background in forensic 
pathology, investigating the cause 
of sudden and unexpected deaths, 
provides her with a distinct perspective 
on public health. Forensic pathology, 
in partnership with epidemiological 
research, plays a pivotal role in 
developing strategies to prevent 
disease and injury. 

This synergy between public health 
and forensic pathology has become 
especially clear recently, as OME 
first recognized the record growth of 
fentanyl use in Denver and resulting 
overdose deaths. 

OME Welcomes New Chief Medical 
Officer 

OME staff regularly take their talents 
and expertise outside the office, 
offering educational opportunities to 
the public and other professionals. 
OME is regarded as a premier medical 
examiner office in the country, with 
our team presenting at national 
conferences. 

Dr. James Caruso, Denver’s Chief 
Medical Examiner, and Erin Worrell, 
Chief of Death Investigations, both 
spoke as subject matter experts 
tasked by the Centers for Disease 
Control to offer training nationally on 
drug overdoses. Dr. Caruso was also 
a regular keynote participant in panel 
discussions on handling investigations 
of suspected COVID-19-related deaths 
by medical examiners and coroner 
offices. And he lectured at local public 
venues on forensic pathology. 

Aside from COVID-19, fentanyl use in 
Denver increased in 2021, leading Dr. 
Caruso to interview with media outlets 
about drug overdose deaths in the 
community. 

Community Outreach 
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Increasing the Teaching Role of OME 

A fundamental role of a medical examiner’s office is to train future specialists in the field. This is particularly 
important as DDPHE continues to work to grow the pipeline for public health workers in our community. In 2021, 
OME increased the number of hands-on internship programs from two to three. These in-depth programs support 
talented, well-trained workers in addressing stressors on the death investigation system, including an ongoing 
fentanyl epidemic and increases in deaths by homicide. These educational programs help ensure medical examiner 
and coroner offices can adequately investigate deaths that require increased scrutiny and result in appropriate 
outcomes. Many students who participate in OME educational programs successfully find employment in the field. 

Family Advocacy Support Team (FAST) Internship 

The new Family Advocacy Support Team (FAST) supports those who have experienced 
an unexplained, violent, or suspicious death of a loved one, including a child or those 
who died by suicide or overdose. FAST services are available to surviving family 
members throughout the grief process. FAST interns and volunteers offer emotional 
support and practical assistance to those who have experienced an unexplained, 
violent, or suspicious death of a loved one.  Interns and volunteers also work with 
investigators, administrative staff, and medical examiners to collect and enter data 
into a case management system. In 2021, OME hosted a total of four interns and 
two volunteers. 

Forensic Autopsy Technician Internship 

OME trains qualifying candidates in a module-based curriculum encompassing the 
many duties of forensic autopsy technicians. This internship prepares students to 
be better qualified for a professional role in the forensic field by teaching daily tasks 
of a forensic autopsy technician, including evisceration techniques and various 
disciplines that make up the medicolegal forensic investigation. OME trained a 
total of 11 forensic autopsy technician interns during 2021. OME works with the 
National Association of Forensic Autopsy Technicians (NAFAT) to create a certification 
application for interns who complete our training program. 

Investigative Internship 

OME offers a one-year medicolegal investigative internship program with several local 
universities. Interns are expected to carry their own caseload to include gathering 
information to determine cause and manner of death, helping to identify the 
deceased, investigating cause and manner of death, helping to locate and notify next 
of kin, and properly documenting death scenes. In 2021, OME hosted a total of 13 
investigative interns. Two interns were hired into full-time positions at OME, and one 
in another county. 

OME Internship Programs 
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Mortality Ratios* 

The total number of drug-related deaths in Denver in 2021 was 472. That is a 27.6% increase compared to 
2020. Overall, between 2019 and 2021 there was a 109.8% increase in the number of drug-related deaths 
investigated by OME. 

Drug-Related Death Trends 

2021 Annual Report

www.denvergov.org/medicalexaminer

medcomments@denvergov.org

   

 

 

  

 

 

7 



Like other parts of the nation, Denver is 
experiencing unprecedented increases in drug 
overdose deaths. These trends are heavily 
influenced by deaths due to fentanyl. Fentanyl has 
become a more widespread drug choice across the 
country and is much more potent than other drug 
types. 

DDPHE, including OME and other divisions, continue 
to partner with the Institute of Public Health at 
Denver Health (formerly Denver Public Health) and the Denver Police Department to monitor a dashboard 
created in 2019. The dashboard shows several indicators that could point to increased fentanyl presence 
and acts as an early warning system. 

The number of fentanyl-related deaths continues to 
grow exponentially each year. The total increase in 
fentanyl-related deaths between 2017 and 2021 
is 1,085%. 

It is important we continue to work together with 
other local public health agencies, city agencies, 
and community partners to understand what impact 
this change in the presence and use of fentanyl 
will have on Denver populations and to develop an 
appropriate response to prevent future fentanyl-
related deaths. 
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In 2021, 68.7% 
of deaths were 
caused by more than 
one substance 

9.9% of deaths were 
caused by five or 
more substances 

31.3% of deaths 
were caused by a 
single substance 

The majority of drug overdose deaths in Denver were caused by multiple substances found in the 
deceased’s system as identified by the forensic pathologist and toxicology. 

Polysubstance Use 
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Fentanyl Methamphetamine Heroin 

239 Fentanyl-Related Deaths 

63.8% 

31.5% 

31.8% 

208 Methamphetamine-Related Deaths 

121 Cocaine-Related Deaths 

45 Heroin/Morphine-Related Deaths 

48.5% 

Change since 
2020 

In 2021 there were 472 drug-related deaths investigated by OME, a 27.6% increase compared to 2020. 
This increase is notable as it builds on the 64.4% increase in drug related deaths between 2020 and 
2019. 

Overall, between 2019 and 2021 there was a 109.8% increase in the number of drug-related deaths 
investigated by OME. When looking at the manner of death among these cases, 424 were accidental 
overdoses, 36 were suicides, and 12 were undetermined. 

Types of Drugs Present 
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In 2021, there were 87 traffic-related deaths investigated by OME. 2020 saw a decrease in traffic-related 
deaths, but 2021 rebounded with the highest number of deaths seen in the past five years. 

Among these deaths, 35.6% were a driver, 26.4% were a pedestrian, and 17.2% were motorcyclists. This is 
consistent with trends seen in previous years. 

Traffic-Related Deaths 

*Mortality ratios represent deaths that occur 
in the City and County of Denver, divided 
by the annual Denver population. Note this 
method of rate calculation differs slightly 
from traditional residence-based mortality 
rates. Population estimates and forecasts 
come from the Colorado State Demography 
Office. Error bars represent the 95% 
confidence interval of the mortality ratio. 
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The number of suicides investigated by OME in 2021 was relatively stable compared to prior years.  
However, there was a three-fold increase of suicides among women aged 45-54 years (12 in 2021 vs. 
4 in 2020). 

Deaths By Suicide 

*Mortality ratios represent deaths that occur in the City and County of Denver, 
divided by the annual Denver population. Note this method of rate calculation 
differs slightly from traditional residence-based mortality rates. Population 
estimates and forecasts come from the Colorado State Demography Office. 
Error bars represent the 95% confidence interval of the mortality ratio. 
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2021 
and 2020 

Firearms 

Most Common Cause 

25-34 year-old 
males 

Largest Subgroup 

*Mortality ratios represent deaths that occur in the City and County of Denver, 
divided by the annual Denver population. Note this method of rate calculation 
differs slightly from traditional residence-based mortality rates. Population 
estimates and forecasts come from the Colorado State Demography Office. 
Error bars represent the 95% confidence interval of the mortality ratio. 

85% 

7% 
5% 3% 

Homicide Deaths by Cause of Death, 
Denver OME cases, 2021 

Firearm 

Sharp Force 

Blunt Force 

Other 

8.2 

10.7 
9.3 

14.2 14.3 

0.0 
2.0 
4.0 
6.0 
8.0 

10.0 
12.0 
14.0 
16.0 
18.0 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

De
at

hs
 p

er
 1

00
,0

00
 p

op
ul

at
io

n 

Year 

Homicide Mortality Ratios* by Year, Denver OME cases, 2017-
2021 

7 

5 

5 

6 

8 

10 

28 

17 

12 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 

65 and up 

55-64 years 

45-54 years 

35-44 years 

25-34 years 

19-24 years 

18 and under 

Homicides by Age and Sex, Denver OME cases, 2021 

Male Female 

The number of homicide deaths investigated by OME continues to increase, just as in 2020. When 
compared to 2019, there were 57.6% more homicides in 2021. 

A death is considered to be a homicide when a person is killed by one or more persons; murder is unlawful killing. 
The legal differences between homicide and murder are established in criminal law. 

Homicide Deaths 
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PEH made up 20.6% of the drug-related deaths in 2021. 

Most Common 
Manner of 

Death in PEH 

Accident 
56% 

4% 

29% 

6% 
5% 

Manner of Death Among People Experiencing 
Homelessness, Denver OME cases, 2021 

Accident 

Homicide 

Natural 

Suicide 

Undetermined 

In 2021, OME investigated 191 deaths among people experiencing homelessness (PEH). These deaths 
made up 11.9% of the total cases investigated by OME, which is an increase over previous years. In 2020, 
160 cases, or 10.1% of OME cases, were in PEH. 
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Homelessness 

82.5% 

81.7% 

83.3% 

80.6% 

79.4% 

17.5% 

18.3% 

16.7% 

19.4% 

20.6% 

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0% 70.0% 80.0% 90.0% 100.0% 

2017 

2018 

2019 

2020 

2021 

Percentage of drug deaths 

Ye
ar

 

Percentage of Drug Deaths by Homeless Status, Denver OME cases, 2017-2021 

Persons with a residence Persons experiencing homelessness 

Increm
ental Increase 

Office of the Medical Examiner

500 Quivas St.

Denver, CO 80204

    
 

 

     

14 



75% 

10% 

3% 

12% 

82% 

8% 

6% 
4% 

Other Accidental Deaths 
(excluding traffic- and drug-related) 

Additional Death Data 

Residency Information 

Blunt Force Asphyxia 

Environmental Other 

Denver City and 
County Residents 

Residents of other 
Colorado Counties 

Non-Colorado 
Resident 

Missing Residence 
Info/Homeless/ 
Unknown 

There were 215 deaths classified as 
accidental deaths (excluding traffic 
and drug-related) in 2021. The majority 
were caused by blunt force trauma. 
Among these deaths, more than 75% 
were aged 65 and older. Most of 
these deaths represent falls or similar 
injuries amongst the older population. 

Among the 1,609 cases investigated by 
OME in 2021, 75% were residents of 
the City and County of Denver. Another 
10% were residents of other Colorado 
counties, and 3% were residents of 
other states or countries. There were 
also cases where no permanent 
residence information was found 
during the investigation (12%). 

2021 Annual Report

www.denvergov.org/medicalexaminer

medcomments@denvergov.org
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Annual Statistical Report 
Category Count 

Total Deaths Reported 5107 
Medical Examiner (ME) Case Load 

Medical Examiner Cases (Jurisdiction Retained) 1611 

Waived Cases (Jurisdiction Waived) 2026 
Inquiries (No Jurisdiction Retained) 1255 
Total Scenes Responded to 1425 
Bodies Transported to Office by Order of OME 1642 
Courtesy Holds 251 
Other: (Non-Human Bones, Skeletal Remains, Specimen, Out-
side Agency Assist) 14 

Bodies Unidentified after Examination 0 
Unclaimed Bodies (Coroner Rotation Burials) 43 
Exhumation 0 

Autopsies 
Complete Autopsies 978 
Partial Autopsies 18 
External Examinations 367 
Drive-by External Examinations 5 
Chart Reviews 245 
Cases where Toxicology was Performed 1070 
Outside Autopsy for Other Jurisdiction 0 
Hospital/Private Autopsies Retained Under the ME Jurisdiction 0 

Manner of Death and Select Causes (ME Cases) Count Autopsied 
Accident 720 464 
Homicide 105 101 
Suicide 159 151 
Undetermined 42 41 
Natural 583 237 
Fetal Death 2 2 

Organ and Tissue Releases 
Donor Alliance Organs/Tissues Recovered 42 
Donor Alliance Organs/Tissues Denied 10 
Donor Alliance Organ Recovery 76.2% 
Rocky Mountain Lions Eye Bank Donors Recovered 217 
Rocky Mountain Lions Eye Bank Successful Transplants 114 

Office of the Medical Examiner

500 Quivas St.

Denver, CO 80204
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Birth & Death Certificates 
(Vital Records) 

Paula Andrade† 

Maria Garcia‡ 

Rokendra Bradford* 

Sallie Leyba 
Alicia Vigil 
Rosa Velasquez 
Maria Andrew-Rubio 

Organization Chart 

Ethan Jamison 

2021 Annual Report

www.denvergov.org/medicalexaminer

medcomments@denvergov.org
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James Caruso, MD 
Chief Medical Examiner/ 
Coroner/Division Director 

Steven Castro Forensic Pathologists 
Manager of Operations Meredith Frank, MD 

Ian Puffenberger, MD 
Sterling McLaren, MD 
Debra Berry, MD (Fellow) 

Administration 
Meghan Clark‡ 

Galena Brown 
Ian Harwick 
Hailey Matthews 

Autopsy Support 
James Wallace‡ 

Ryan White 
Conor McGuinn 
Lindsey McNaughton 
Lilian Dowd 

Staff Assistant 
Jami Milsap 

Sr. Data Analyst 

Death Investigations 
Erin Worrell, AMBDI-D‡ 

Tracy Brisendine, AMBDI-D* 

Andrea McGinnis, AMBDI-D* 

Peri Beaulieu 
Robert Branham 
Amy Duprey 
Taylor Lowry 
Ashton Savage 
Hanah Shimeall 
Lauren Silver - ABMDI-D 
Sharon Teller 
Jordan Yarborough 

Key 

† Operations Supervisor 
‡ Supervisor 
* Lead 
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