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Naturalizing unnatural death involves 
reducing lethal police encounters to problems 
with the the victim’s biology. Death investigators 
who participate in this process diminish state 
accountability and suppress knowledge about 
the health effects of police violence and 
structural racism.



Report 1: “Natural Causes?” 59 Autopsies Prove Otherwise

❖In a sample of 59 
cases, 26 deaths (44%) 
were ruled natural 
➢65% of these 

natural deaths were 
Black individuals 

❖More than 78% of the 
people in the total 
sample died before 
standing trial

Of 260 total recorded jail deaths between 2009-2019, only 59 (23%) were publicly 
accessible; the other 201 (77%) were on security hold.



Report 2: Los Angeles County Jail Deaths 2009

❖71% of the death cases from 2009 
occurred pre-trial
➢70% of these pre-trial deaths were 

Black or Hispanic people

2009 was the most lethal year in LA County Jails before the COVID-19 pandemic (38 total deaths) 

❖58% of jail deaths in 2009 were deemed 
natural by the LAMEC
➢Average age at death (natural) : 49 years 
➢Black and Hispanic people constituted 

73% of the natural deaths



180 Deaths Across 10 MD Jails & Detention Centers 2009-2018 
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CA Assembly Bill 2761 (Kevin McCarty) signed into law September 2022:
• Death certificate must indicate if death occurred during use of force by 

peace officer, in-custody of law enforcement, or when ”death was 
precipitated by law enforcement conduct”

• Law enforcement office with custodial status must report within 10 
days of in-custody death “decedent’s age, race, and gender, on its 
internet website within 10 days of the death. If any information 
regarding the death changes, the bill would also require the agency to 
update the posting within 30 days of the change.”









Recommendations

• National guidelines for increasing decarceration and jail diversion efforts 

• National standards/protocols for medical treatment following traumatic injury involving law enforcement

• National standards/protocols for treatment and surveillance of individuals suffering from mental illness 
or substance abuse

• National standards for using “natural” and “undetermined” death classifications following violent police 
encounters 

• Create a national committee that investigates counties with the highest and lowest rates of in-custody 
death (jails and during arrest)

• National guidelines for mitigating in-custody death 
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