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Mr. WAN Chi-keung, BBS, JP
Chairman

Committee Investigating The Incident of Missing Body
From the Fu Shan Public Mortuary.

Dear Mr. Wan, 18-3-2006

Providing a mortuary service worthy of Hong Kong

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to meet with you and your
members to express my views about the wider issue of developing
“professionalism™ in the mortuaries in Hong Kong,

I believe strongly that the introduction of a trained and professional cadre
of mortuary staff is the only realistic long term solution to the prevention of the
recent series of unpleasantness involving the mortuary.

There should be no reason why Hong Kong should continue t accept the
current situation where the staff in all the public and hospital mortuaries in
Hong Kong allegedly learnt by apprenticeship with no evidence of evaluation or
assessment of competency and technical ability. It is time we introduce at the
very least on the job structured training courses supported by an independent
assessment of competency. A quick search of the internet will show that there are
now professions titled Anatomical Pathology Technicians (UK-NHS). Mortuary
Technicians (Australia), Health Technician in Mortuary Practice (Australia),
Medical Technicians in Mortuary Techniques (South Africa) and Funeral
directors (US). There are diploma and even degree courses in Mortuary Science,
Anatomical Pathology Technology, etc. These are offered by community colleges,
vocational training institutes and even in Universities along with other Health
Sciences courses/degrees.

Why should we “reward™ this very group of people who have been
collectively tarnished by the recent incidents? This is because it is unrealistic and
unfair to expect “professional levels of practice”™ from a group of staff we have
not trained, largely ignored and generally taken for granted. Indeed, this may be
a subconscious manifestation of cultural taboos about deaths and avoidance with
all involved with it. Yet, we all demand that our deceased loved ones are treated
with the utmost respect, propriety and with the appropriate empathy. A crude
example would be to raise an army of untrained soldiers, send them to war and
then express outraged when they lost the battle.

The appropriate training course should be locally designed to cope with
the nuances of local culture and death practices. It will have to be conducted in
Chinese at least until we are able to gradually recruit university level candidates.
Core areas of learning should include: - human anatomy, basic criminalistics,
infection control and safe occupational practices, understanding of bereavement



and their psychological effects on next-of-Kin, etc. Modules on understanding the
various related Ordinances such as Coroners Ordinance, Human Organ
Transplantation Ordinances, etc These courses can and should be brought under
the auspices of the Hong Kong College of Pathologists in conjunction with the
Medical Technologists Association, educational bodies, the Hospital Authority
and the Department of health,

Clear career structures should be available for a trainee mortuary
technician to become a mortuary technician, mortuary technologists and
mortuary director, The Mortuary Director will be someone who understands the
workings of the Mortuary as well as someone who has been trained to manage
and supervise. These staff should be paid at a pay level equal to similarly
qualified staff in other laboratories, etc,

When such a structure is in place, we as a society can then legitimately set
expectations of behaviour and conduct on these individuals, We are then entitled
to demand a “professional level of service”, We can then dismiss and chastised
the individual for not performing the “professional role” we expected.

There can be no excuse for what happened, but what happened was a
symptom of an ailing system that badly needed revisiting and an overhaul.
Society should ask itself why they deserve to have “professional service” if they
are not prepared to allow the demolition of old and unsafe mortuary facilities
and the building of new ones that meet the requirements and challenges of
storage capacity, infection control as well as occupational safety,

The mortuary should not be viewed as a place of death alone; it can and
should be made into a place of hope and of health prevention. An excellent
example is seen in the Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine in Melbourne,
Australia. Not only is there a public mortuary, there is a tissue and organ
donation collection and harvest facility, a genetic counseling, a bereavement
counseling service as well as the site of the Coroners Court itself. Such a setup
will mean that the facility will by necessity be “surgically clean™ and staff will
have a sense of purpose and develop professional attitudes and pride.

Let us gain from this unfortunate tragedy for the involved families and let
Hong Kong gain from their unintended sacrifices,

I have touched on a very limited aspect of the maortuary services; there
should be a thorough multidisciplinary panel review of all the areas associated

with death investigation, documentation and service provision.

I submit for your kind consideration what I feel would be the best way of
ensuring that we do not see a repeat of the recent events.

Yours sincerely,

Dr. Philip S.L. Beh
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