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Introduction 

Whilst a death in Lourdes is not a frequent event, it is a possibility that we need to plan for before we 

travel to Lourdes with the pilgrimage, so that we can assist the next of kin and other loved ones with 

carrying out the wishes of the deceased and their family. 

When a death occurs whilst on pilgrimage, family and friends in the UK can feel additional distress as 

they are unfamiliar with foreign procedures and may be unable to communicate with the authorities 

in French.  

The UK Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) and British consular services provide 

support, guidance and liaison assistance to UK nationals abroad and their families. 

The French administrative and judicial system (including the Mairie, Gendarmerie, and judicial 

authorities) governs all legal processes following a death in France, and procedures differ significantly 

from those in the UK. 

These notes are designed to assist all parties through the required arrangements. 

In addition, assistance would be provided by the Association Executive and the Tour Operator. 

These notes are designed to help all parties through the practical arrangements that are needed. 

French procedures differ significantly to those in the United Kingdom and whilst it may suit all parties 

to make arrangements quickly, this may not always be possible. 

Please note that whilst care has been taken in compiling these notes, no legal liability for their contents 

is accepted by the Liverpool Archdiocesan Lourdes Pilgrimage Association (LALPA). 

 

Repatriation and Burial 

A relative or a formally appointed representative must instruct a funeral director in France or the UK 

for a body to be repatriated to the UK or buried/cremated in France. The Pilgrimage Director and the 

Executive will inform the travel agent and LALPA insurance provider, who will make the necessary 

arrangements. If there is no insurance cover for whatever reason, funds for repatriation, cremation or 

burial will need to be met by the deceased pilgrim’s family or the executors of their estate. 

A medical certificate (certificat médical de décès) certifying the death is issued by a local doctor in 

Lourdes and serves as a burial permit. A death is registered at the ‘Mairie’ (town hall) in Lourdes. A 

relative or their formally appointed representative usually registers the death. This, however, can also 

be carried out by a local firm of undertakers. A certified copy of the entry is usually issued immediately 

if all necessary details are available. These certificates will normally be in French, but it is possible to 

ask for a certificate in English. No fee is charged for the medical certificate or for the registration. 

French death certificates, however, do not show the cause of death. In France there is no central 

registry corresponding to the General Registry Offices in the UK. 

 

Although not obligatory, it is possible to register the death of a UK national who has died in France 

with UK authorities. This service carries a statutory consular fee. 
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Repatriation of ashes to UK 

To repatriate ashes, the next of kin or their appointed representative should travel with the cremation 

certificate and the death certificate in order to present these to the airline and/or HMRC (His Majesty’s 

Revenue and Customs). The urn must have been sealed by the French Police/Gendarmerie. 

Coroners 

When a body is repatriated to England or Wales from France, a coroner will only hold an inquest if the 

death was violent or unnatural or if the death was sudden and the cause unknown. As the cause of 

death is not given on the French registration certificate, the coroner may order a post-mortem as part 

of the inquest (even if a post-mortem has already been carried out in France). The coroner does not 

have access to the French judicial file. He/she may however request a copy of the French police and 

post-mortem reports through the Consular Directorate. However, these reports will only be provided 

once the judicial process (if any) has been completed and the death is no longer ‘sub judice’. In some 

cases, this can take several months. 

If there is no requirement for a coroner to become involved and a cremation is to be carried out, a 

cremation order will need to be obtained from the Home Office. An application for the order is usually 

made by the local undertaker. There is no equivalent order required for burials. 

Coroners in Northern Ireland are not obliged to hold an inquest into the cause of death, but next of 

kin can apply for a judicial review if an inquest has been decided against. 

Under the CREMATION (SCOTLAND) REGULATIONS 1935 AND 1952, a permit for cremation must be 

obtained from the Scottish Executive in Edinburgh. Coroners do not exist in Scotland and there are no 

special formalities for a burial there. 

 

Police and judicial Enquiries 

Enquiries are not held when the doctor who certifies a death is satisfied that no suspicious 

circumstances exist, and the death was due to natural causes. However, an enquiry is held when the 

death occurs in a public place, e.g. in the street or at a hotel, or when foul play is suspected. In such 

cases the responsibility for issuing the burial permit lies with the Public Prosecutor (Procureur de la 

Republique) at the local High Court (Tribunal de Grande Instance). 

The police or gendarmerie are involved at this stage and hold an initial enquiry. A medical expert 

commissioned by the court (Medecin Legiste) must inspect the body and decide whether to issue the 

medical certificate. If in doubt, they will not issue the certificate and will report the case to the 

Procureur. In either case, the Procureur can order a post-mortem and further police enquiry. If a post-

mortem or further forensic tests are ordered by the Procureur, this may delay the issue of the burial 

permit. If they suspect, or the post-mortem indicates, foul play, i.e. murder, they will refer the case to 

an examining magistrate (Juge d’Instruction). The latter will conduct a full investigation and can 

summon witnesses, commission further investigations by the police (either judicial or criminal) / 

gendarmerie or forensic examinations and send enquiries (by way of a Commission Rogatoire) to 

other, including foreign, authorities. They aim to reach conclusions about the cause and circumstances 

of the death, and if they conclude that there has been foul play, they may charge one or more persons 

with criminal offences. This enquiry can take many months to complete. 



Legal advice and release of information 

Enquiries into deaths in France are not public. To have access to the investigation and obtain 

information from the magistrate’s file, interested parties must apply through a lawyer to the court to 

be made civil parties (Partie Civile) to the proceedings. The court will decide which applications for 

‘Partie Civile’ are valid. Consular staff do not have access to a judicial enquiry and cannot give legal 

advice. 

Even in the most routine cases, such as death from natural causes in ordinary circumstances, there is 

no routine way of obtaining official confirmation of the medical cause of death. The doctor who 

certifies the death will not usually provide a medical certificate which states anything other than that 

he has medically certified the death. 

 

Post-Mortems 

A post-mortem is usually carried out at the Legal Medical Institute (Institut Medico Legal (IML)). A 

guide in English has been produced by the IML in Paris and can be found on their website. Only medical 

staff and the police and/or magistrate in charge of the investigation can attend. It is often the case 

that the Institute will hold certain organs and samples in the event that further tests might be required 

at a future stage of the investigation. French judicial authorities do not require the authority of the 

family to retain body parts if they are deemed necessary for the investigation. However, should the 

magistrate in charge of the case decide that they are no longer required, it is possible for the family 

to make a request in writing for their release. 

 

 

Information Governance and Confidentiality 

All personal data relating to deceased pilgrims must be handled in accordance with: 

• UK GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 

• common law duty of confidentiality (which continues after death) 

Only necessary information should be shared with: 

• next of kin 

• authorities 

• insurers 

Records relating to the deceased must be: 

• securely stored 

• accessed on a strict need-to-know basis 

• retained in accordance with LALPA retention policies 

 



Safeguarding and Pastoral Care 

LALPA recognises its responsibility to: 

• provide pastoral and emotional support 

• respond sensitively to bereavement 

• ensure safeguarding considerations are upheld, particularly where vulnerable individuals are 

affected 

Information may be shared where necessary: 

• to protect individuals 

• to comply with legal obligations 

 

Roles and Responsibilities 

Pilgrimage Director 

• Coordinates response 

• Liaises with family, insurer, and tour operator 

• Escalates incidents 

• Accountable for ensuring compliance with UK legal and safeguarding obligations 

 

Association Executive 

• Supports family liaison 

• Ensures documentary processes are followed 

 

Healthcare Team 

• Confirms clinical details 

• Assists authorities where required 

• Must cooperate with French medical and judicial authorities 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Useful addresses 

Organisation Address Telephone Website 

Foreign, 

Commonwealth 

& Development 

Office, Consular 

Directorate 

King Charles St, 
London 
SW1A 2AH 
 

+44(0)207 008 1500 www.gov.uk/government/org

anisations/foreign-

commonwealth-

development-office 
 

British Embassy, 

Paris 
 

35, Rue du Faubourg 
St Honoré, 
75383 
Paris 
 

+33(0)1 44 51 3100 

 

 

www.gov.uk/government/wo

rld/france 

www.gov.uk/world/organisati

ons/british-embassy-paris 
 

British 

Consulate, 

Bordeaux 
 

14 Rue Montesquieu, 
33000 
Bordeaux 
 

+33(0)5 57 22 2110 

 

 

www.gov.uk/world/organisati

ons/british-consulate-

bordeaux 
 

British 

Consulate, 

Marseilles 

Les Docks de Marseille 
– La Joliette, 
10 Place de la Joliette, 
Atrium 10, 31st Floor, 
13002 
Marseilles 
 

+33(0) 4 91 15 7210 

 

 

www.gov.uk/world/organisati

ons/british-consulate-

marseille 
 

Legal Aid 

Agency 
 

Unit B8, Berkley Way, 
Viking Business Park, 
Jarrow, 
South Tyneside, 
NE31 1SF 

+44(0)300 200 2020 www.gov.uk/government/org

anisations/legal-aid-agency 
 

Victim Support 
 

+44(0)8 08 16 89 111 www.victimsupport.org.uk 
 

France Victimes 

Federation 
 

27, Avenue 
Parmentier, 
75011  
Paris 

+33 116 006 

 

FREE 

www.france-victimes.fr 
 

Bereavement 

Support 

(France) 

 
+33 06 24 50 22 74 

(Mon-Fri 9am-5pm) 

 

www.bsnvar.org 
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International Funeral Directors 

Every care has been taken compiling this list by the UK authorities. However, neither His Majesty’s 

Government nor the British Embassy in Paris can act as guarantor of the competence or probity of any 

particular company, nor can they be held responsible in any way for consequences arising from advice 

accepted or action initiated. 

All the companies listed below can take calls in English. 

Companies based in the United Kingdom: 

Funeral 

Director 

Address Telephone Email/Website 

Co-operative 

Funeral Care 

International 

 
+44(0)208 729 0029 www.coop.co.uk/funeralcare/advi

ce/when-someone-dies-abroad 
 

Albin 

International 

Repatriation 

George Alfred 
Dyer House, 
51 Neptune St, 
London, SE16 7JP  

+44(0)207 313 6920 info@albininternational.com 

www.albininternational.com 

 

Haven 

Repatriation 

Services 

13 The Broadway, 
Gunnersbury 
Lane, 
London 
W3 8HR 

+44(0)203 918 4961 haven.acton@funeralpartners.co.u

k 

www.havenfunerals.co.uk/services

/repatriation/ 

 

National 

Association of 

Funeral 

Directors 

618 Warwick 
Road, 
Solihull 
B91 1AA 

+44(0)121 711 1343 

 

info@nafd.org.uk 

www.nafd.org.uk 

 

Companies based in France: 

Funeral Director Address Telephone Email/Website 

PFG PFG Lourdes 

Funeral Services, 12 

Place de l’Eglise, 

65100 Lourdes 

+33 05 62 94 02 39 

 

 

www.pfg.fr 

Anubis 

International 

Assistance 

 
+33 1 49 19 59 60 

 

 

www.anubisgroup.co.uk 
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Much of the information contained in this policy was obtained from the UK government website 

highlighted below: 

www.gov.uk/guidance/what-to-do-after-a-british-person-dies-in-france#legal-advice-and-release-

of¬information 

 

The website states that whilst care has been taken in compiling these notes, no legal liability for their 

contents is accepted by the British government or their embassy. 

 

 

 


