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PROFESSIONAL CONDUCT ALERT

Medico-legal autopsy findings are official evidence belonging to the investigating and judicial authority, not personal
information for the examining doctor to disclose. Premature public disclosure of interim findings — especially in a
matter that is or may become sub judice — risks contempt of court, breach of NMC confidentiality and social-media
regulations, and avoidable harm to grieving families.

1. Case Overview: Facebook Disclosure of Autopsy Finding, Kaipamangalam

Eight engineering students from Dindigul died when the car in which they were travelling rammed a parked heavy
vehicle at Kaipamangalam-Panambikunnu, Kerala. In the course of the ensuing investigation, the head of the
Department of Forensic Medicine at Thrissur Medical College posted on Facebook that a key autopsy finding was
the presence of alcohol in the blood of most of the deceased.

The post reportedly carried an appropriate scientific caveat — that presence of alcohol could not, by itself, be
concluded as the cause of the accident — and flagged possible contributory factors, including inadequate road-
construction safety precautions and unsafe parking of the heavy vehicle. Laboratory confirmation of the toxicology
finding was, at the time of newspaper reporting, still pending. The case was reported by Times News Network
(Times of India) on 7 September 2026.

Incident Aspect Details & Context Status at Reporting

Accident Event Car carrying eight Dindigul engineering students Investigation ongoing into
struck a parked truck at Kaipamangalam- structural and parking safety
Panambikunnu. lapses.

Social Media Disclosure Departmental head of forensic medicine, Thrissur Post included scientific caveats
Medical College, posted interim autopsy finding regarding causation and
(alcohol) on personal Facebook account. contributory road hazards.

Legal & Regulatory No FIR details, contempt proceedings, or formal Laboratory samples sent for

Status disciplinary action reported in the source article at detailed quantitative examination;
time of publication. confirmatory reports awaited.
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| 2. Forensic Toxicology: Interpreting a Postmortem Alcohol Finding

Postmortem blood alcohol is one of the most misinterpreted findings in forensic practice. A positive result
establishes exposure, not causation — and in a decomposing or trauma-affected body, not even exposure with
certainty.

Why 'Alcohol Present’ Is Not 'Alcohol Caused’

(Interpretive Principles)

Postmortem Artefacts That Confound Results

* Blood alcohol confirms recent consumption, not
impairment level or contribution to the specific event.

» Multiple co-occurring causes (structural/parking hazard,
speed, road condition, mechanical failure) must be excluded
or weighed before attributing causation.

« Correlation between BAC and driving impairment varies by
individual tolerance, body mass, and time since last drink.

« Toxicology is one strand of a multi-factorial accident
reconstruction, not a standalone verdict.

» Neoformation: bacterial and yeast fermentation can
generate ethanol after death, especially in putrefying or
trauma-exposed tissue.

« Site variability: blood alcohol concentration differs by
sampling site (femoral vs. cardiac vs. peripheral) — femoral
blood is the accepted standard.

* Delay & Contamination: delay between death and
sampling affects reliability; contamination during autopsy or
storage can also elevate results.

» Confirmation: quantitative laboratory analysis (not a
rapid/qualitative screen) is required before any finding is
treated as reliable.

| 3. Medicolegal & Statutory Framework

Unlike attorney-client communication, which is privileged under Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam (BSA) ss. 132-134,
no equivalent physician-patient privilege exists in Indian evidence law — a treating or examining doctor can be
summoned and compelled to testify. What restrains premature disclosure, therefore, is not privilege but a
combination of the report's official-document status, RTI exemption, NMC regulation, and the law of contempt.

Evidence Law & RTI Act Contempt of Courts Act, 1971 NMC Act & Professional Conduct

* No physician-patient evidentiary
privilege under Indian law.

* Post-mortem reports held exempt
from RTI disclosure under Section
8(1)(j) while investigation is active.

» Ownership of the report vests in the
requisitioning authority (police/
magistrate), not the examining doctor.

« Section 3: publication on a sub judice
matter carrying real risk of prejudice
amounts to criminal contempt.

* A criminal matter is 'pending' from
arrest/FIR/chargesheet through any
appeal.

* R.K. Anand v. Registrar, Delhi High
Court: sub judice matters may be
reported only with court sanction.

* RMP (Professional Conduct)
Regulations, 2023: practitioner-patient
confidentiality extends to deceased
and next of kin.

* NMC Social Media Guidelines
(2023): only verified, non-misleading,
non-case-specific information
permissible on public platforms.

* Breach exposes practitioner to
disciplinary proceedings.

4. The Broader Pattern: Medicolegal Disclosure Across India & Global
Jurisdictions

The Kaipamangalam post reflects a wider, under-regulated grey zone in how forensic and medico-legal findings
move from the mortuary and laboratory into public view across different legal systems.

ForMedEx News Review 9 | September 2026 Page 2 of 4



Jurisdiction / Framework Position on Medicolegal Social Media Disclosure

India — RTI & NMC Framework Reports exempt from RTI during investigation; NMC social-media guidelines bar

case-specific disclosure; no dedicated forensic-disclosure statute exists.

India — Contempt of Courts Act Sub judice publication is legally hazardous if it prejudices proceedings; requires prior

court sanction per R.K. Anand precedent.

United Kingdom — RCPath / Pathologist's primary duty is to the court; GMC confidentiality guidance extends

GMC

explicitly to online and social media spaces.

United Kingdom — Contempt of Strict-liability standard: substantial risk of serious prejudice constitutes contempt
Court Act, 1981 regardless of the publisher's intent.

United States — NAME / HIPAA Autopsy treated as practice of medicine, ethically bound by confidentiality; HIPAA

carve-out governs disclosure to the examiner, not onward public disclosure by them.

| 5. Ethical Considerations: Competing Duties

Duties That Restrain Disclosure Pressures That Prompt Disclosure

» Confidentiality & privacy: extends posthumously to the « Public-interest motive: genuine intent to flag systemic
deceased and non-consenting next of kin. hazards (road/parking safety) to prevent future deaths.

* Non-maleficence: an interim, unconfirmed finding risks « Institutional visibility: professional and departmental
reputational and emotional harm to young victims' families. profile enhancement amid intense public interest.

« Justice & impartiality: forensic medicine's core neutrality * Perceived transparency: countering rumour or

is compromised by pre-judging fault. misinformation already circulating about the accident.

« Fidelity to legal process: disclosure outside the chain of « Structural gap: absence of a clear, department-level
custody bypasses cross-examination. social media protocol to guide real-time decisions.

| 6. Key Lessons for Forensic Medicine Practitioners & Medical Law Experts

No physician-patient privilege in Indian law: Confidentiality of medico-legal findings rests on regulatory
and procedural restraint, not evidentiary privilege — practitioners cannot assume a legal shield exists
where none does under the Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam.

Interim findings are not conclusive: Postmortem alcohol results are exposure evidence, not causation
evidence, and are vulnerable to postmortem artefacts such as neoformation — public framing must reflect
this uncertainty or avoid disclosure entirely.

Route communication institutionally: All public statements on active cases should be channeled
through the investigating officer, magistrate, or an official institutional spokesperson — never via a
practitioner's personal social media account.

Sub judice risk attaches to authority: A departmental head's post carries significantly greater
prejudicial weight than ordinary media commentary, given the source's investigative authority and public
credibility.
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Separate public safety concerns: Infrastructure or roadside-safety lapses identified during an
investigation should be formally reported to civic and administrative authorities, not folded into
commentary on an individual victim's toxicology.

Adopt written departmental protocols: Clear institutional policies distinguishing permissible educational
content from case-specific disclosure eliminate the burden of ad hoc judgment calls from individual
practitioners.

| 7. Investigation Status & Regulatory Summary

As of September 2026, laboratory toxicology reports confirming alcohol use were pending at the time of initial
newspaper reporting. No formal contempt-of-court or NMC disciplinary proceedings have been reported in
connection with the Facebook post, and investigations into the accident remain ongoing. The central question
persists: Will confirmed toxicology and accident-reconstruction findings align with the interim public disclosure, and
will the disclosure itself attract formal regulatory scrutiny?
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