
 

 

 

 

County pathologist proposes lease plan 
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A busy weekend at the Jefferson County Morgue has staff members on the phone, 

pleading with funeral homes to hurry and pick up the bodies being stored there.  

Otherwise, there aren't enough autopsy tables in the cooler to hold the bodies.  

So many counties use Jefferson County's morgue that sometimes deliverers are forced to 

wait there until one of the eight tables empties.  

Richard Skinner, administrator of the morgue, said occasionally a transport service must 

stay at the  
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morgue with a newly delivered body until a funeral home can pick one up to make a table 

available.  

"Sometimes we have to get pushy about it," he said.  

The morgue staff recently went to county commissioners, asking for 12 new autopsy 

tables and a $70,000 expansion to the cooler.  

County Auditor Patrick Swain said if that was done, the funds would have to come from 

the outside counties using the morgue.  

The morgue has plenty of room for just the local autopsies, but 14 other counties also use 

the morgue.  

Jefferson County's forensic pathologist may have a solution: turn the morgue into a 

business instead of a branch of the county.  



Dr. Tommy J. Brown, who contracts with Jefferson County to act as its pathologist, 

recently proposed leasing the morgue from the county in return for a set number of yearly 

autopsies at no charge.  

Brown performs autopsies to determine how individuals die, whether by natural causes or 

homicides. He is also trained to testify in court on causes of death.  

The proposed lease would allow Brown to potentially expand the morgue and contract 

with outside counties to perform their autopsies. Brown is already doing close to 500 

autopsies each year for the surrounding counties. He does about 300 for Jefferson 

County.  

Swain said the change could save the county $130,000 in operating costs. "That's just a 

cursory look on it," he said.  

Brown's proposal would provide 225 free autopsies as lease for the facility in the first 

year and 200 free autopsies in the following years. Autopsies above that number would 

be billed to the county at $1,200 per autopsy, according to a letter Brown sent to county 

commissioners this month.  

The morgue staff, now county employees, would become Brown's employees, and he 

would also be responsible for the maintenance of most of the equipment and supplies.  

Autopsies done for other counties would be contracts handled by Brown himself.  

County Auditor Swain said that currently, other counties pay Jefferson County $1,100 per 

autopsy. Of that amount, $600 goes to the Jefferson County to cover its costs and $500 

goes to Brown.  

Jefferson County pays Brown a minimum of $120,000 a year for 240 autopsies. He gets 

$500 per autopsy above that number, Swain said.  

The number of Jefferson County autopsies has been pretty consistent over the years, he 

said.  

Brown does a total of about 800 autopsies a year for close to $400,000.  

Tom Rugg, assistant district attorney who handles civil matters, said he has some 

reservations about the proposal.  

The county couldn't just sign an agreement and hand the morgue over, Rugg said. If the 

morgue were to become a private business as Brown proposes, the county would have to 

bid it out.  

Due to the limited nature of a morgue building, he wouldn't expect a horde of bidders, he 

added.  



He also worries that the change could mean Jefferson County wouldn't get top billing at 

the morgue anymore with all the other counties competing for Brown's time.  

"I'm a little bit concerned about the loss of control," he said. The current contract 

guarantees Brown's commitment to Jefferson County.  

Brown declined to comment for this story.  

There's no question, however, of the quality of Brown's work, Rugg said.  

"We think he's a wonderful, credible forensic pathologist," he said.  

Rugg warned that these were preliminary ideas "still on the ground floor."  

County officials should have some idea of what path they'll take soon because Brown's 

current contract runs out at the end of July.  

One thing they know they don't want is a return to the past.  

In the 1980s, there was no morgue and no contracted pathologist.  

Vi McGinnis, Justice of the Peace for Precinct 1 Place 1, said the system then was 

"primitive."  

Clinical pathologists, who study diseases and usually have medical practices or work in 

hospitals, would do the autopsies at funeral homes, McGinnis said.  

But they didn't have the state-of-the-art equipment or specialized training now available 

to forensic pathologists, she said.  

In 1992, when the county correctional facility was built, a small morgue was attached to 

it. Hired forensic pathologists worked there until the new, larger morgue was built in 

2000 next to the correctional facility.  

Between pathologists, however, were long stretches of time when the county had to hire 

Houston pathologists to travel here to perform autopsies or transport the bodies to the 

Harris County Medical Examiners Office.  

Both options are expensive, Rugg said.  

McGinnis likes the way autopsies are done now. "I don't have any problems with the 

system," she said. "We've got a real professional system."  
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