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          1  CHIEF MEDICAL EXAMINER

          2                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: I welcome the

          3  distinguished Chief Medical Examiner, Dr. Hirsch. I

          4  know you have been sitting patiently, but I thank

          5  you for your patience.

          6                 Do you have a prepared statement,

          7  sir?

          8                 DR. HIRSCH: Yes, sir.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay. And after

         10  you do that, if you will introduce those that are

         11  with you, and then of course we will go right into

         12  questions.

         13                 Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I am Charles

         14  Hirsch, the Chief Medical Examiner of New York City.

         15                 Seated on my immediate left is Thomas

         16  Brondolo, Deputy Commissioner for Administration.

         17  Seated on my far left is Sarah Scott, our General

         18  Counsel, and seated on my right is David Schomberg,

         19  the Director of Medical/Legal Investigations.

         20                 Mr. Chairman, members of the Council,

         21  your letter of February 9th asks that I comment on

         22  two issues. I will start by addressing the proposed

         23  reengineering of the Citywide mortuary operations

         24  and the impact on the provision of services.

         25                 First, let me provide some background
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          2  on the country mortuary and Medical Examiner

          3  operations.

          4                 In each of the boroughs, except

          5  Manhattan, the Medical Examiner's Office is located

          6  in a City hospital contiguous with the county

          7  mortuary. All of the county mortuaries are run by

          8  the Health and Hospitals Corporation.

          9                 In Manhattan the county mortuary is

         10  located at Bellevue Hospital. In all of the boroughs

         11  we rely on the county mortuaries to pick up and

         12  transport bodies to our facilities.

         13                 Also, the county mortuaries store

         14  bodies for a variety of reasons and release

         15  unclaimed bodies for public burial.

         16                 The proposal currently under review

         17  will transfer the county mortuary functions to the

         18  Medical Examiner's Office. This will place

         19  responsibility for the management of all decedents

         20  in one agency and will enhance the efficiency of our

         21  services to the public.

         22                 This initiative currently is under

         23  discussion with OMB and HHC to determine the best

         24  approach for the transfer of these operations.

         25                 There are several difficult personnel
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          2  and budgetary issues that must be resolved before

          3  the initiative can be implemented.

          4                 The next issue mentioned in your

          5  letter is an update on overtime cost containment

          6  efforts. Almost 43 percent of overtime hours used by

          7  our agency is for medical/legal investigations.

          8                 For several years we have been

          9  working to obtain approval for a full compliment of

         10  24 full-time investigative positions.

         11                 This past July the office received

         12  that approval. While we lost four investigators over

         13  the past year, we have hired eight new

         14  investigators, two of whom recently started

         15  training.

         16                 By May of this year, we will for the

         17  first time have a fully trained compliment of 24

         18  medical/legal investigators. Thereafter, scheduled

         19  overtime for medical/legal investigators will be

         20  eliminated.

         21                 In Calendar Year '98, the agency also

         22  used 640 hours of overtime to collect blood samples

         23  from convicted felons for DNA databanking. Under

         24  this program, convicted felons on parole were sent

         25  to OCME borough facilities where an investigator

             Legal-Ease Court Reporting Services, Inc. (800) 756-3410

                                                            6

          1  CHIEF MEDICAL EXAMINER

          2  obtained a blood sample.

          3                 The overtime for this program

          4  comprised approximately seven percent of the total

          5  of our MLI overtime and was funded from a New York

          6  State grant from the Division of Criminal Justice

          7  Services.

          8                 At the last Council meeting, I

          9  reported on the upcoming inspection of our forensic

         10  toxicology laboratory by the American Board of

         11  forensic toxicology. I am pleased and delighted to

         12  report that on March 1st, the laboratory was

         13  notified that it passed this review and it soon will

         14  receive full accreditation by the State of New York,

         15  without which the laboratory could not have

         16  continued to function.

         17                 Mr. Chairman, that concludes my

         18  prepared remarks.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Would you like to

         20  introduce the people with you, or you did already?

         21                 DR. HIRSCH: I did, sir.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay.

         23                 Again, let me ask you on this

         24  transfer, because, again, I just don't know.

         25                 Tell me the difference between what
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          2  you did and what you do now and HHC and now with

          3  this transfer, how does that change anything, or it

          4  does not?

          5                 DR. HIRSCH: It is different in the

          6  outer boroughs than in Manhattan because in

          7  Manhattan we have a freestanding facility that is

          8  physically separated from the county mortuary.

          9                 In each of the other boroughs we are

         10  tenants in HHC hospitals, and physically are located

         11  side by side with the county mortuary.

         12                 The personnel who worked for the

         13  county mortuary go to the scenes of deaths, pick up

         14  the bodies, transport them to the medical examiner

         15  facilities.

         16                 In some of the boroughs, the mortuary

         17  attendants who assist our medical examiners are also

         18  HHC employees. So we are in a position of relying

         19  for those indispensable services on HHC personnel.

         20                 We believe that we can provide those

         21  services more efficiently because if those employees

         22  are our employees, there are certain initiatives

         23  that we can do which we feel will improve our

         24  service to the public.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: So, I just want
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          2  to make sure I understand this. The transfer really

          3  is not about physical location, they will remain on

          4  the outer boroughs, so that I am assuming you are

          5  referring to in Brooklyn, Kings County Hospital?

          6                 DR. HIRSCH: That's correct.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: I guess -- in

          8  Manhattan, besides your operation, is there another

          9  HHC facility?

         10                 DR. HIRSCH: The county mortuary at

         11  Manhattan is at Bellevue.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay, Bellevue.

         13                 And in the Bronx is where?

         14                 DR. HIRSCH: Jacobi Hospital, and at

         15  Queens General Hospital.

         16                 Also, in Seaview Hospital Campus in

         17  Staten Island.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay.

         19                 But all of the facilities you

         20  mentioned to me thus far are all HHC facilities?

         21                 DR. HIRSCH: Yes, sir.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay.

         23                 I thought you said in Manhattan you

         24  have yourself, is that internally?

         25                 DR. HIRSCH: In Manhattan it is
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          2  different because we have a freestanding office at

          3  30th and First Avenue, the Medical Examiner's

          4  Office. The county mortuary is located at Bellevue

          5  Hospital, just down the street from us.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: But the services

          7  --

          8                 DR. HIRSCH: The services are the

          9  same, except that mortuary employees in Manhattan

         10  are all Medical Examiner employees and not HHC

         11  employees.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay. Now, so

         13  this transfer, what it will do is it will take HHC

         14  employees and transfer them into your agency, or you

         15  are going to start new where you will hire -- in

         16  other words, what happens to the HHC employees?

         17                 DR. HIRSCH: That is the issue that is

         18  under review because those employees are represented

         19  by different unions than are the Medical Examiner

         20  employees.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: I understand

         22  that.

         23                 DR. HIRSCH: And the question concerns

         24  the treatment, the fair treatment of those

         25  employees, and this is what we are trying to work
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          2  out.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: But let me ask

          4  you, and, again, I really don't know, but I am sure

          5  the issue will be raised between now and actual

          6  budget time because in the transferring, unless that

          7  is resolved before, what you are asking us to do is

          8  vote upon a budget that transfers from one to

          9  another and in this case from HHC to your office,

         10  your agency, correct?

         11                 DR. HIRSCH: That is one potential

         12  scheme, yes.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Well, let me ask

         14  you this, I just want to have a clear mind. The plan

         15  right now calls for a transfer. The plan right now

         16  says take them, transfer from HHC to the Office of

         17  Chief Medical Examiner, that is what the plan says.

         18  That's correct?

         19                 DR. HIRSCH: That is my understanding,

         20  yes.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Fine.

         22                 But the bodies, but the people you

         23  are referring to, happen to be --

         24                 DR. HIRSCH: Which bodies are we

         25  talking about?
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: The ones that are

          3  helping to assist your agency in the carrying out of

          4  whatever the function is, okay? That are HHC

          5  personnel. These HHC personnel, are they qualified

          6  if, let's say tomorrow it gets transferred, can they

          7  qualify in your agency to hold a similar position?

          8                 DR. HIRSCH: The functions are very

          9  closely related.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: So, I guess what

         11  is happening now, and so I understand it, what is

         12  happening is I guess the Commissioner of Labor

         13  Relations, is it? Or collective bargaining, trying

         14  to see how one, what happens to -- how many

         15  personnel are we talking about in HHC?

         16                 DR. HIRSCH: In Queens I believe there

         17  are 13 people that are potentially involved. And you

         18  are correct, the Office of Labor Relations has been

         19  participating in these discussions.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: And in Brooklyn

         21  is how many?

         22                 DR. HIRSCH: Brooklyn I don't know off

         23  of the top of my head.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Do you have any

         25  idea of the total, how many it is? Or should I be
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          2  asking HHC when it comes, since I see HHC's ears and

          3  eyes are sitting in the audience taking notes, so

          4  let me share, if you can't get me the number, that

          5  will be the question I will ask Luis Marcos.

          6                 DR. HIRSCH: I am hearing behind my

          7  back several numbers passing back and forth, but I

          8  suspect --

          9                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Give me a --

         10                 DR. HIRSCH: Ball park?

         11                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Yes.

         12                 DR. HIRSCH: Fifty to 75 people

         13  perhaps.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Fifty to 75 you

         15  said?

         16                 DR. HIRSCH: Approximately.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: All right.

         18                 I understand in the Fiscal Year '99

         19  budget, in November when we passed the last budget

         20  mod, there was a transfer from Queens Hospital to

         21  your office; how did you do that?

         22                 DR. HIRSCH: Mr. Brondolo can respond

         23  to that one for you.

         24                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BRONDOLO: In

         25  doing this transfer we were looking at possibly
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          2  having the funds come to us and paying HHC to do the

          3  services, as one method of going over and doing this

          4  transfer.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: I want to be

          6  sure. Again, I am trying to get my head -- because

          7  we are talking about now 50 to 75 people.

          8                 It is correct that in our budget mod

          9  in November, the functions within Queens Hospital

         10  was transferred over to OCME, correct?

         11                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BRONDOLO: The

         12  funding was put in there for that transfer for

         13  Queens Hospital.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Yes, I understand

         15  that. Right.

         16                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BRONDOLO: The

         17  transfer did not take place because we were stuck on

         18  these issues of how to go over and do this transfer

         19  with the employees.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: So currently you

         21  have how many people at Queens Hospital performing

         22  the function?

         23                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BRONDOLO: About

         24  13.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Thirteen. So,
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          2  while the money, interagency I guess, got

          3  transferred to your office, the personnel are still

          4  HHC personnel, that is what you are saying to me?

          5                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BRONDOLO: Right.

          6  And we may have to do a modification and move that

          7  money back since the transfer did not take place at

          8  this time.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Wait a second.

         10  Hold on. Because we have -- and I did not see within

         11  the Department of Health or the Chief Medical

         12  Examiner -- we are going to be doing a budget mod

         13  within the next two weeks and I look at those

         14  things, especially when it comes to health services,

         15  I don't see in the mod where they are transferring

         16  back the money to HHC.

         17                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BRONDOLO: I am

         18  not sure why. We are still in negotiations with OMB

         19  about if we can still go ahead and do this, and I

         20  will have to get back to you on that.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay.

         22                 Does anyone else have questions?

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: Yes.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Councilwoman

         25  Clarke.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: Thank you, Mr.

          3  Chairman.

          4                 I am just asking the one question I

          5  have asked for the last five years concerning the

          6  new facility to be constructed at Kings County

          7  Hospital.

          8                 It seems to me that it is taking a

          9  long time for ground breaking. Can you tell us where

         10  you are in the process, what capital dollars you are

         11  looking for, and how effective that will be in

         12  consolidating the services that you provide?

         13                 DR. HIRSCH: We recently have received

         14  an architectural feasibility study for a new

         15  freestanding building on the Kings County campus.

         16  That facility would include the Medical Examiner and

         17  county mortuary functions in one facility. That

         18  architectural feasibility study is under review and

         19  we hope within the very near future to be able to

         20  let you know the capital dollars we will be

         21  requesting. That issue has not been settled yet.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: But it has

         23  taken quite awhile. You know, with the

         24  reconstruction of Kings County I think it would be

         25  to your best interest and to the best interest of
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          2  persons who, while dead they may be, you know, it is

          3  in the best interest to have the services

          4  consolidated, and I think would be a good addition

          5  and at least part of the redevelopment of the whole

          6  Kings County campus. And so I am encouraging you

          7  because it is taking this long to review, to have

          8  rendering, you know, seems as though I will leave

          9  the Council, having done nine years, ten years of

         10  asking the same question and not getting the result

         11  that I think is desired.

         12                 So, if there is any way that the

         13  Council can be of assistance, especially because it

         14  is going to be in the 40th District, I want to be

         15  able to push for more jobs and more activity within

         16  the 40th District, so all of that means a lot to me

         17  and to the community in which I live, not just

         18  because I represent it, but it is a community in

         19  which I live, and any economic activity to me is

         20  worth my fighting for. So, I would like very much to

         21  be of assistance while I continue to be here and

         22  have a Chairperson who also looks at the things that

         23  happen in our borough.

         24                 Thank you very much.

         25                 DR. HIRSCH: Councilwoman Clarke, I
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          2  simply would like to say how much I appreciate your

          3  support for this important endeavor, and I believe

          4  it is an important enhancement of service to the

          5  community, and in particular for recently bereaved

          6  family and friends who must come to our facilities

          7  for one reason or another. I think it will enhance

          8  the sensitivity with which we can interact with

          9  people at that uniquely stressful time in their

         10  lives, and I very much look forward to it.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Let me ask

         12  something, since we are dealing budget and I see my

         13  good friend from HHC, and I guess you are referring

         14  to Kings County Hospital, and they are coming

         15  Friday, help me out.

         16                 The question, I am sorry I was

         17  distracted, when you said 40th my light went on

         18  right away. I used to do that when I first came here

         19  and they told me I should be more global, not

         20  parochial.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: All politics

         22  is parochial.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Anyway, let me

         24  make sure I understand.

         25                 First of all, Council member, you
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          2  have been here now I think about four to six years,

          3  correct?

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: Yes.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay. And you

          6  have been asking the question for six years. I just

          7  became the Chairman about a year ago. What was that

          8  question that you asked that you felt has not been

          9  addressed?

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: The Examiner

         11  is supposed to get a new facility, although he is

         12  independent of Kings County Hospital per se, the

         13  fact that the campus is being redeveloped, his

         14  facility --

         15                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Is supposed to be

         16  part of the overall --

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: Part of the

         18  overall, and we would like --

         19                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: I understand it.

         20                 Now, here is what I am going to do

         21  for you, Mr. Marine, and Mat respectively, since

         22  this has to do with HHC and the reconstructing or

         23  the reconstruction of Kings County Hospital, that I

         24  believe is what you are saying, on Friday, I think

         25  it is Friday, isn't it, with President Luis Marcos?
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          2  Because it is not really -- I mean, if you are going

          3  to do a new campus, although you are separate, if

          4  they don't provide the --

          5                 DR. HIRSCH: The site has been

          6  selected and HHC has generously provided us an ideal

          7  site for such a building.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Now, who will

          9  build it? You or them?

         10                 DR. HIRSCH: DASNY.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Excuse me?

         12                 DR. HIRSCH: DASNY, the Dormitory --

         13                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: The State. I

         14  thought so. That is that project, that's the Kings

         15  County --

         16                 DR. HIRSCH: That's correct.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Okay.

         18                 But I think in fairness to Council

         19  Member Clarke's question, because if I don't get an

         20  answer she will bug me to death, on Friday can we

         21  get a status so she need not ask that question, make

         22  it part of his opening remarks, as he usually brings

         23  me anywhere between 15 to 20 pages, just add a

         24  sentence on the status of the Medical Examiner's

         25  facility?
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          2                 Okay, Council Member?

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: And what

          4  negotiation is going on with DASNY, where is this

          5  architectural plan? What is taking them so long to

          6  have an approval of it.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Now you asked me

          8  to do something, I following through, now you are

          9  biting more than you can chew now.

         10                 Thank you.

         11                 Anyone else?

         12                 I will tell you, you know, I first

         13  met you when your office was in shambles, I must

         14  tell you, and I have been a member of this Committee

         15  for 14 years, when you and I first met we spoke

         16  about issues and concerns in your office, and don't

         17  be offended, we don't have any questions because

         18  apparently you are doing an excellent job. And

         19  because you are, and honestly, even as Chairman of

         20  the Committee, I am not getting the kind of

         21  complaints from my own constituency that I used to

         22  get before I became the Chairman. I must say

         23  respectfully, that is why I don't want you to think

         24  that all of a sudden you sat here for an hour, and

         25  we only have you here for ten minutes. As Chairman
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          2  of the Committee for the past year, I don't hear

          3  either the eight, nine members of this Committee, or

          4  the 50 members of the Council, about your office

          5  functioning.

          6                 So, Dr. Hirsch, again, I commend you

          7  for the kind of work, and please let your men and

          8  women know within your own office that this Chair

          9  really appreciates the kind of work and the kind of

         10  professionalism that they provide every single day.

         11                 And anyone sitting in this audience

         12  from your office, I don't want to go back and say

         13  you sat there for an hour, and hour and a half, he

         14  was called up and within ten to 20 minutes he was

         15  gone, that is a credit to you, sir, and to your

         16  leadership and the people who work under you.

         17                 So, I hope when I say I have no more

         18  questions, and Councilman Reed joins us again, I

         19  don't think he has any questions, seeing no other

         20  questions, I also extend to you the right to give

         21  the last word, and again, take back the compliments,

         22  it's rare, although I do try to do it as much as I

         23  can, but to see a committee just have you for ten

         24  minutes, that is a credit to you and your

         25  leadership, sir.
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          2                 DR. HIRSCH: Mr. Chairman, I assure

          3  you that my colleagues and I sincerely appreciate

          4  your remarks and I gather the sentiments of other

          5  members of the Committee, and I will share those

          6  sentiments with the rest of the staff.

          7                 I would point out that you and I have

          8  a ten-year history now, and I assure you, based on

          9  that decade of experience, that I do not

         10  misinterpret the lack of questions as a

         11  manifestation of disinterest on your part.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Let me just tell

         13  you, since I see Mat here, too, as you know, this

         14  Committee is on the road. We are now visiting HHC

         15  facilities.

         16                 Let me say that I intend this summer

         17  to have this Committee personally visit not only

         18  your facility in New York but perhaps visit other

         19  locations where we can see for ourselves the kind of

         20  work you do, how you do it, so that we have a better

         21  understanding and knowledge and appreciate the men

         22  and women that work with you and know what you must

         23  work with.

         24                 DR. HIRSCH: We certainly welcome that

         25  opportunity.

             Legal-Ease Court Reporting Services, Inc. (800) 756-3410

                                                            23

          1  CHIEF MEDICAL EXAMINER

          2                 CHAIRPERSON ROBLES: Good. Thank you,

          3  Doctor.

          4                 DR. HIRSCH: Thank you.

          5                 (Hearing concluded at 12:20 p.m.)
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          9            I, CINDY MILLELOT, a Certified Shorthand

         10  Reporter and a Notary Public in and for the State of

         11  New York, do hereby certify the aforesaid to be a

         12  true and accurate copy of the transcription of the

         13  audio tapes of this hearing.
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