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“Here lately, it has been taking 
about two weeks to get a body back,” 
said Lee County Coroner Carolyn 
Green.

The delays often cause families 
of crime victims delay funerals for 
weeks while they wait on the crime 
lab to finish with initial examina-
tions. This can be a source of frustra-
tion for those mourning the loss of a 
loved one.

For example, the state crime lab in 
Pearl took 16 days to return the body 
of Tadarrell Hall, who was shot and 
killed in Tupelo on July 24. His funer-
al was held three weeks later, on Aug. 
14.

When a body is sent to the crime 
lab for an autopsy, there is an initial 

physical examination to try to deter-
mine a cause of death. At that time, 
samples can be taken, which are in 
turn sent to other laboratories. These 
toxicology reports can take up to two 
months to come back. Specialized 

tests can take longer.
According to Sean Tindell, Depart-

ment of Public Safety commissioner, 
it isn’t the autopsies themselves that 
are causing such long delays, but 
putting together the final reports.

Staffing shortages drive delays
A lack of pathologists is one of the 

most significant causes of delays in 
the autopsy process. Earlier this year, 
Dr. Mark Levaughn, the state medi-
cal examiner, resigned while under 
an investigation, which brought the 
number of in-house pathologists at 
the state lab down to only two.

Tindell, who has been the commis-

Slow autopsy reporting hinders criminal justice system
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Alicia Waldrop, lab director at the Tupelo Police Department, loads the injector of the auto sampler in the GCMS as she test edibles in her lab on 
Sept. 29, 2021, in Tupelo. This crime lab can handle drug testing but does not perform autopsies. In order to ease autopsy reporting delays, state 
officials have discussed placing placing a pathologist in north Mississippi to perform autopsies. 

“Anything over a 
year is unacceptable. 

Really, anything 
over 90 days is 
unacceptable.”

Sean Tindell
Commissioner, Department of Public Safety

DELAYED AFTER DEATH

By Taylor  Vance and Wil l iam Moore  |  Dai ly  Journal

A
utopsy delays at the State Medical Examiner’s office are causing 
backlogs for county coroners, funeral homes and attorneys – a 

problem that has persisted throughout state government and the 
judicial system for years. • Anytime a violent or an unusual death 

occurs in north Mississippi, the body is shipped to the state crime lab in 
Pearl to be processed. Once the pathologists at the crime lab have completed 
an autopsy, the body is returned.

By CALEB BEDILLION

Daily Journal

TUPELO •  The Lee County Board of Su-
pervisors will again hear a request for local 
authorities to restrict the availability of kra-
tom, a controversial herbal product.

During their regular meeting, Monday, 
supervisors are expected to hear comments 
from Sheriff Jim Johnson and several local 
parents in respect to their concerns about 
kratom. However, county administrator Bill 
Benson does not anticipate any kind of pol-
icy decision will be made by county author-
ities at Monday’s meeting.

“I don’t think there’s going to be any ac-
tion taken,” Benson said. “You had some 
parents who wanted to come talk to the 
board about it.”

Kratom is derived from the leaves of a 
tropical tree in southeast Asia and is var-
iously sold in powder, liquid and capsule 
form. Some local gas stations stock prod-
ucts derived from kratom, though many of 
these products contain other additives and 
none of them are regulated by the Food and 
Drug Administration.

Kratom is currently legal in the United 
States at the federal level, but the FDA has 
cautioned that the substance may be dan-
gerous.

Supporters have disputed the FDA’s anal-
ysis and say the substance provides safe, 
nonaddictive pain relief and can also com-
bat anxiety disorders. Some kratom users 
also say it manages the withdrawal symp-
toms of potent opiate drugs.

The federal Drug Enforcement Agency 
has considered moves to make kratom ille-
gal, and some states have banned it.

Although legislation to ban kratom state-
wide in Mississippi was introduced during 
the 2019 legislative session, it died in com-
mittee.

That same year, the Mississippi Bureau of 
Narcotics repeatedly pushed local govern-
ments in Northeast Mississippi to ban kra-
tom through local ordinance.

At least 28 counties and cities in the 
northeast region of the state have all acted 
to ban the possession and sale of kratom.

Lee County supervisors heard a request 
to likewise prohibit the product, and held 
a public hearing on the issue, but never 
banned kratom.

At least one local government – Monroe 
County – reversed course on kratom; in 
2020, supervisors there voted to rescind a 
ban on the product that had been imposed 
in 2019.

caleb.bedillion@djournal.com
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Meredith kicks 
off statewide 

tour in Tupelo

James Meredith 
speaks at the 
Link Centre 
in Tupelo as 
he was asked 
questions by 
Sam R. Hall, the 
executive editor 
of the Northeast 
Mississippi Daily 
Journal, on 
Friday, Oct. 1, 
2021.
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TURN TO LAB, 2A

Tupelo restaurateur has successfully 
chased his dream. Business, 14A

By BLAKE ALSUP

Daily Journal

TUPELO • James Meredith, the 
first Black student to attend the 
University of Mississippi, kicked 
off a statewide tour at the Link 
Centre in Tupelo on Friday morn-
ing.

The day marked exactly 59 years 
since Meredith became the first 
African American student to enroll 
at the University of Mississippi on 
Oct. 1, 1962.

“Today is the anniversary of my 
entering Ole Miss, and that’s why 
today is the first day (of the mis-
sion),” Meredith said to an audi-
ence of about three dozen people 
who attended.

Meredith, 88, referred to his 
82-county tour to promote the 
nonprofit religious organization 
Bible Society as his “third mis-
sion.”

“I am on my last mission from 

TURN TO MEREDITH, 6A


