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State: Iowa 

 

Inquiry 1: How long can I keep the body at home after death and under what conditions? 

There are no statutes or regulations that address this question. 

 

Inquiry 2: Does my state require the body to be embalmed? Refrigerated? 

There are no statutes or regulations that address this question. 

 

Inquiry 3: What methods of disposition are legal in my state? 

Iowa Code Ann. § 144.1.  
“Final disposition” means the burial, interment, cremation, removal from the state, or other disposition of a dead body 
or fetus. 

   

Inquiry 4: Are there any circumstances under which I would be required to wait before final disposition?  

Iowa Code Ann. 144C.5. Final disposition of remains--right to control  
A third party may await a court order before proceeding with final disposition of a decedent's remains or arrangements 
for the performance of a ceremony for a decedent if the third party is aware of a dispute among persons who are 
members of the same class of persons described in subsection 1, or of a dispute between persons who are authorized 
under subsection 1 and the executor named in a decedent's will or a personal representative appointed by the court. 

 

Inquiry 5: What do I need to do to get a death certificate? 

Iowa has an electronic death registration system. 
 
Iowa Code Ann. § 144.26. Death Certificates  
1. a. A death certificate for each death which occurs in this state shall be filed as directed by the state registrar within 
three days after the death and prior to final disposition, and shall be registered by the county registrar if it has been 
completed and filed in accordance with this chapter. A death certificate shall include the social security number, if 
provided, of the deceased person. All information including the certifying physician's, physician assistant's, or advanced 
registered nurse practitioner's name shall be typewritten. 
b. A physician assistant or an advanced registered nurse practitioner authorized to sign a death certificate shall be 
licensed in this state and shall have been in charge of the deceased patient's care. 
2. All information included on a death certificate may be provided as mutually agreed upon by the state registrar and 
child support services, including by automated exchange. 
3. a. The county in which a dead body is found is the county of death. If death occurs in a moving conveyance, the 
county in which the dead body is first removed from the conveyance is the county of death. 
b. If a decedent died outside of the county of the decedent's residence, the state registrar shall send a copy of the 



decedent's death certificate and any amendments to the county registrar of the county of the decedent's residence. The 
county registrar shall record a death certificate received pursuant to this paragraph in the same records in which the 
death certificate of a decedent who died within the county is recorded. The state registrar may provide the county 
registrars with electronic access to vital records in lieu of the requirements of this paragraph. 
3A. The department shall provide for correction to the medical certification of cause of death and substitution of a 
death certificate if evidence substantiating the correction and substitution is presented to the state registrar within 
twelve months of the date of death of the decedent. A correction to the medical certification of the cause of death and 
substitution of a death certificate requested after twelve months of the date of death of the decedent shall be made by 
order of a court of competent jurisdiction and considered an amendment of official record pursuant to section 144.38. 
The substituted death certificate shall comply with requirements pursuant to sections 144.38 and 144.41. A fee shall 
not be charged for a correction to and substitution of a death certificate under this subsection. 
4. a. The department shall establish by rule procedures for making a finding of presumption of death when no body 
can be found. The department shall also provide by rule the responsibility for completing and signing the medical 
certification of cause of death in such circumstances. The presumptive death certificate shall be in a form prescribed by 
the state registrar and filed in the county where the death was presumed to occur. 
b. The department shall provide for the correction, substitution, or removal of a presumptive death certificate when 
the body of the person is later found, additional facts are discovered, or the person is discovered to be alive. 
5. Upon the activation of an electronic death record system, each person with a duty related to death certificates shall 
participate in the electronic death record system. A person with a duty related to a death certificate includes but is not 
limited to a physician as defined in section 135.1, a physician assistant, an advanced registered nurse practitioner, a 
funeral director, and a county recorder. 
 

 

Inquiry 6: What do I need to do to get a burial-transit permit? Is there a wait period before I can receive a 

burial-transit permit? 

Iowa Code Ann. § 144.32. Burial Transit Permit  
1. If a person other than a funeral director, medical examiner, or emergency medical service assumes custody of a dead 
body or fetus, the person shall secure a burial transit permit. To be valid, the burial transit permit must be issued by the 
county medical examiner, a funeral director, or the state registrar.  
The permit shall be obtained prior to the removal of the body or fetus from the place of death and the permit shall 
accompany the body or fetus to the place of final disposition. 
2. To transfer a dead body or fetus outside of this state, the funeral director who first assumes custody of the dead 
body or fetus shall obtain a burial transit permit prior to the transfer. 
The permit shall accompany the dead body or fetus to the place of final disposition.  
3. A dead body or fetus brought into this state for final disposition shall be accompanied by a burial transit permit 
under the law of the state in which the death occurred. 
4. A burial transit permit shall not be issued to a person other than a funeral director when the cause of death is or is 
suspected to be a communicable disease as defined by rule of the department. 

 

Inquiry 7: Personal Preference Statute 

Iowa Code Ann. § 144C.3(2) 

 



A declaration shall not include directives for final disposition of the declarant's remains and shall not include 

arrangements for ceremonies planned after the declarant's death. 

 

 

Inquiry 8: Designated Agent Statute 

Iowa Code Ann. § 144C.3(1) 

 

A declaration shall name a designee who shall have the sole responsibility and discretion for making decisions 

concerning the final disposition of the declarant's remains and the ceremonies planned after the declarant's 

death. A declaration may name one or more alternate designees and may include contact information for the 

designees and alternate designees. 

 

Iowa Code Ann. § 144C.6 

 

1. A declaration executed pursuant to this chapter may but need not be in the following form: 

I hereby designate ................ as my designee. My designee shall have the sole responsibility for making decisions 

concerning the final disposition of my remains and the ceremonies to be performed after my death. This 

declaration hereby revokes all prior declarations. This designation becomes effective upon my death. 

My designee shall act in a manner that is reasonable under the circumstances. 

I may revoke or amend this declaration at any time. I agree that a third party (such as a funeral or cremation 

establishment, funeral director, or cemetery) who receives a copy of this declaration may act in reliance on it. 

Revocation of this declaration is not effective as to a third party until the third party receives notice of the 

revocation. My estate shall indemnify my designee and any third party for costs incurred by them or claims 

arising against them as a result of their good faith reliance on this declaration. 

I execute this declaration as my free and voluntary act. 

2. A declaration executed pursuant to this chapter shall be in a written form that substantially complies with the 

form in subsection 1, is properly completed, and is dated and signed by the declarant or another person acting 

on the declarant's behalf at the direction of and in the presence of the declarant. In addition, a declaration shall 

be either of the following: 

a. Signed by at least two individuals who are not named therein and who, in the presence of each other and the 

declarant, witnessed the signing of the declaration by the declarant, or another person acting on the declarant's 

behalf at the direction of and in the presence of the declarant, and witnessed the signing of the declaration by 

each other. 

b. Acknowledged before a notarial officer as provided in chapter 9B. 

3. A declaration may include the location of an agreement for prearranged funeral services or funeral 

merchandise as defined in and executed under chapter 523A, cemetery lots owned by or reserved for the 

declarant, and special instructions regarding organ donation consistent with chapter 142C. 



4. A declaration for disposition of remains made by a service member who died while performing military duty as 

defined in section 29A.1, subsection 3, 8, or 12, on forms provided and authorized by the department of defense 

for service members for this purpose shall constitute a valid declaration of designee for purposes of this chapter. 

 

 

Inquiry 9: Right of Sepulcher Statute 

Iowa Code Ann. § 144C.5(1) 

 

1. Except as provided in subsection 4, the right to control final disposition of a decedent's remains or to make 

arrangements for the ceremony after a decedent's death vests in and devolves upon the following persons who 

are competent adults at the time of the decedent's death, in the following order: 

a. A designee, or alternate designee, acting pursuant to the decedent's declaration. 

b. The surviving spouse of the decedent, if not legally separated from the decedent, whose whereabouts is 

reasonably ascertainable. 

c. A surviving child of the decedent, or, if there is more than one, a majority of the surviving children whose 

whereabouts are reasonably ascertainable. 

d. The surviving parents of the decedent whose whereabouts are reasonably ascertainable. 

e. A surviving grandchild of the decedent, or, if there is more than one, a majority of the surviving grandchildren 

whose whereabouts are reasonably ascertainable. 

f. A surviving sibling of the decedent, or, if there is more than one, a majority of the surviving siblings whose 

whereabouts are reasonably ascertainable. 

g. A surviving grandparent of the decedent, or, if there is more than one, a majority of the surviving grandparents 

whose whereabouts are reasonably ascertainable. 

h. A person in the next degree of kinship to the decedent in the order named by law to inherit the estate of the 

decedent under the rules of inheritance for intestate succession or, if there is more than one, a majority of such 

surviving persons whose whereabouts are reasonably ascertainable. 

i. A person who represents that the person knows the identity of the decedent and who signs an affidavit 

warranting the identity of the decedent and assuming the right to control final disposition of the decedent's 

remains and the responsibility to pay any expense attendant to such final disposition. A person who warrants the 

identity of the decedent pursuant to this paragraph is liable for all damages that result, directly or indirectly, 

from that warrant. 

j. The county medical examiner, if responsible for the decedent's remains.  

 

 

 


