
Dr Tumi Molefe
Forensic Pathologist 

Western Cape Department of Heath & Wellness
Forensic Pathology Service
Observatory Forensic Pathology Institute 

University of Cape Town 

Pioneering Africa’s First 
Forensic Pathology Institute with Holistic 
approach to Human Identification



Overview

Context of West 
Metro Forensic 

Pathology Service 
(FPS), Cape Town

Burden of 
unidentified 

bodies

Observatory 
Forensic Pathology 

Institute (OFPI)

UCT – OFPI 
Molecular 
Research 

Laboratory (digital 
tour)



Salt River Mortuary is one of 16 FPS facilities

WC FPS  facilities: body admission≈12,000/year

Western Cape Population ≈ 7 212 142 

≈74% of case load in Metro (2018) 

City of Cape Town Metro≈ 4 758 433  (2021

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
SRFPL is one of 16 FPS facilities, serves >7.2 mil of people in WC according to Stats 2022 estimate (12% of SA)
Together with Tygerberg Mortuary linked to Univ. of Stellenbosch , SRFPL serves >70% of  WC province- in yellow 
SRFPL – serves West Metro  and Peninsula



West Metro Forensic Pathology Service, 
Cape Town 

35-38% of provincial case load

Attached to the University of Cape Town 

Admission rate ≈2.04/1000 population  (ref. 2020)

Old, debilitated

Being replaced by new Institute (OFPI)

Growing population trends  to growing FPS case 
loads

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
SRFPL one of the busiest mortuaries in WC, Cape Town



HOMELESS/MISSING  destitute/migrants/ human 
trafficking 

any violent deaths

illegal electricity/ loadshedding

fetuses

separated families

DECOMPOSED/
BURNS 

ABANDONED 

Growing population & increasing violent 
crime = increasing burden  on FPS  

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Growing trends in WC population place extreme strain on FPS both financially and affects capacity to run service
While research in prevalence of Un-Id is limited, Research by Reid et al based on 8yr data from SRFPL and Evert from Pretoria Mortuary & international data show that UN-Id bodies come from different sources
Poor socioeconomic status responsible for higher no.s in developing  v/s developed countries in global north





Increasing burden  on FPS  over decades 
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Salt River Mortuary Unidentified Case load- 2010-2020 (n= 3137)

TOTAL ADMISSIONS UNIDENTIFIED

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
2020 Study by Reid et al- showed that between 2010-2017= burden of un-ID bodies was average of aver. 9.2%) till 12% 
Figures for last 2 yrs not available but no doubt are  about 10% total admissions, corresponding to the rebound in violent crime after slight drop during Covid pandemic in 2020.



Burden of Unidentified bodies West Metro FPS, 
Cape Town 

≈ 70% - unnatural

( Homicides, accidents, 
suicides)

≈ 24% - Natural

≈ 6% - decomposed/burns
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Axis Title

Salt River Mortuary Body Admissions  n= 37790  

% NATURAL

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Moreover,  further analysis of COD of these un-ID bodies over last 10yrs 
Shows that 70% die from unnatural (violent), aver. 24% = natural,  5-8% COD unknown
NB to note all these translate into need for routine reference  DNA in  homicides (stabs, strangulations, rape homicides) 
- Accidents  (burns, road, - unidentifiable or crime investigation
Any of above if unidentified at time of autopsy
Often Natural cases are admitted  only for ID only (as per Inquests Act)




Process of ID in the mortuary

Legally 
1 month 

Reality 

3 
months 

Process followed to determine identification Date Only indicate in grey tick box  

Finger Prints taken  Results received Yes/ No  Positive/ Negative 

Clear facial photographs taken   

DNA 

Taken:  

Blood 

FTA  

Swab Tissue Teeth Bone        Nails   other 

 

  

Full Body LODOX Xray scan   

Anthropologic profiling   

Odontology profiling   

Details entered into unidentified register   

DNA Collected by SAPS.     

DNA Profile obtained/handed in at Lab.      

1st Notification sent to Investigating officer.  E Mail   

2nd Notification sent to detective Head.  E Mail   

Final communication, notice of intent to bury.  E Mail   

Longer than 30 days after the last process     

Authorisation to bury given by detective: Yes/ No      

Signed:    

 Date:   

 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Despite implementing reasonably systemic process of ID at our mortuary, with access to Lodox-Xmplar for PM radiology, forensic odontology and anthropology- our identification rates are still lower then expected.
Our legal  statute in the NHA  & REGULATIONS, allow us to bury unclaimed bodies after 1 month to help with storage  limitations, but in reality most bodies are stored for more than 3 months- often to allow police to complete Ix. 
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		Full Body LODOX Xray scan

		

		



		Anthropologic profiling

		

		



		Odontology profiling

		

		



		Details entered into unidentified register

		

		



		DNA Collected by SAPS.

		

		

		

		



		DNA Profile obtained/handed in at Lab. 

		

		

		

		



		1st Notification sent to Investigating officer.

		

		E Mail

		

		



		2nd Notification sent to detective Head.

		

		E Mail

		

		



		Final communication, notice of intent to bury.

		

		E Mail

		

		



		Longer than 30 days after the last process

		

		

		

		



		Authorisation to bury given by detective: Yes/ No 

		

		

		

		



		Signed: 

		

		





		Date: 

		

		









Challenges with unidentified bodies in Metro West 

Average length of stay till release  ≈ 427 days 
(124 in 2013). 

FPS partnered with Victim Identification Unit 
(VIC)  DNA analysis & facial reconstruction

Burden feeds into backlog of all Forensic DNA 
analysis

Unclaimed bodies
DNA for Schedule 
8 offences 
(GBV/sexual/ 
femicides) 
Identity theft 
High of DNA 
analysis costs

Poor education
Underutilised 
resources
Poor 
collaborations
No database 
No monitoring  

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While we continue efforts to optimise this ID process in partnership with VIC of the FSL, an aver.= only 110 unidentified cases/month identified within 90 days after admission. 
But with 10%  of admissions being unidentified  at SRFPL & in province, cases remain in FPL facilities for longer 14 months,  
Even if ID’ed,  significant proportion are unclaimed.
Worsening financial cost, heavy burden on storage capacity, & worsens assoc. social injustices
Research has highlighted poor knowledge  of ID methods and lack of stakeholder collaborations  as contributory 




Whole of Government-Society  Approach 

Strategic outcome-based

Client Centred 

Quality Care

Indicators responsive to time

Multi-agency case flow management

Clinical oversight

Quality assurance

MULTIDISCIPLINARY 

•Forensic Clinical/ 
Pathology 

•Molecular
•Anthropology
•Odontology 
•Forensic radiology 
•Entomology 

INTERGRATED 

•Victim Identification 
Board 

•MOU
•Database/registry 

INTERAGENCY 
•Police
•FPS
•Home affairs
•Social welfare
•NGOs

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The scourge of unidentified bodies requires intervention from diff govern departs= social security + housing, commun. safety, health & justice, etc.
Accordingly, the FPS as a Health service adopted Whole of Gov & Whole of Society guided by principles of Bathopele  (meaning people 1st)
& commitment  to quality care  and multiagency case flow Mx for these bodies, &  built the OFPI



Africa’s First Integrated Scientific Forensic Institute 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Purpose built in line with the DOHW 5-year Strategic  and Comprehensive Service Plans
First in African Continent to offer platform for professional, scientific,  forensic service 




The OFPI

• 3- storey facility, boats 4500 sqm
• 287 million, near entry to Groote Schuur Hospital
• Energy- secure

• Integrated mortuary  and laboratory complexes
• Quaternary (specialised support)  health services to  15 WC Province facilities 
• Tertiary health services to the West Metro population. 

• Academic and research service to UCT
• Centre of excellence for scientific FPS in Africa 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Modern design, 3-storey covers 4500 sqm,
Located in the backdrop of Table Mountain and strategically located at entrance of GSH
Will provide tertiary and quaternary services to the entire WC province 
Infrastructure supported by professionals and renowned researchers. 



OFPI Forensic Molecular laboratory 

STANDARDISED 
PROCEDURES

•Uniform protocols & SOPs 
•Evidence-led, international Std.
•Comply with legal statutes, include. Forensic 

Procedures DNA Act, 37,2013 

INTEGRITY & SAFETY  

•Security  -biometric access control, CCTV, 
alarm system

•Only authorised (appropriately trained & 
vaccinated) persons are permitted 

•BSL2-3
•PPE

QUALITY CONTROL 

•Credible results through uniform SLA  & 
protocols & SOPs developed 

•LIMS 
•Ongoing monitoring and evaluation
•Accreditation  

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Equipped with Molecular Lab- designed to provide Credible results through uniform protocols & SOPs developed and underpinned by legal statutes and internal. best practice.  Strict  oversight of daily activities, including receipt and storage of specimens
Ongoing Risk assessment and mitigation and to minimize adverse incidents 
Chain of custody -authorised handling of documentations and reports
Ethical research activities  to add to global knowledge 







OFPI VIB

Modern, 
integrated 

Infrastructure 

Human 
Capacity

Professionals, 
researchers 

Multi-agency 
collaboration 
Stakeholder 

LIMS 
Database 

Law Enforcement
Forensic Science Laboratory  (VIC)

Prosecution
NGO (Pink Ladies)

Social Media/ Conventional 

 

Continued 
Educations & 

training 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Integration & Collaboration of stakeholders: Victim ID board  Database 
OFPI offers : Capacity - expert personnel  & infrastructure capital  with SOPs (ISO- accreditation)
Education on  and optimise available methods  & resources Monitoring & evaluation of system 
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