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This report presents a set of practical measures with regard to handling of the dead 
bodies and selection of burial sites for the safe burial of COVID-19 infected dead bodies. 
These measures address the concerns raised on burying the COVID-19 infected bodies 
and supplement the existing guidelines.  

Considering the present context, this report is submitted to All Ceylon Jamiyyathul Ulama 
(ACJU) representing the Muslim community which has raised concerns on the cremation of 
dead bodies of COVID-19 patients. The recommended measures in this report could be of 
use to further the discussions with the relevant authorities and find an amicable solution 
to the current impasse. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The guidelines of the World Health Organization for the safe management of dead bodies of 

persons who died from COVID-19 allow either burial or cremation. The mandatory 

cremation of bodies of deceased persons with COVID-19 in Sri Lanka adds further trauma to 

the communities that practice burial due to religious and cultural traditions. 

Major concerns raised on burying the bodies of deceased persons infected with COVID-19 

include the fear of mismanagement / unsafe practices in the burial of dead bodies and the 

possibility of contamination of groundwater. Based on the available scientific literature, 

and national and international guidelines on handling COVID-19 patients, this report presents 

a set of practical measures for the safe burial of bodies of deceased persons infected with 

COVID-19 addressing the major concerns:  

Deviations from the normal burial rituals: 

 Body will not be returned to the relatives (only trained personnel should handle remains) 

 No washing, no traditional clothing, only restricted viewing  

 Absorbent material should be put under the body and sealed in the first body bag 

 Wrapping and sealing of the body with second body bag 

 Applying disinfectants to the outer side of each body bag 

 Placing in a coffin and no further opening of coffin once sealed at the hospital 

 Transportation to the burial site only in authorised vehicles by the authorities  

Selection of a burial site and burial method satisfying the following criteria: 

 At least 30 m from any spring or watercourse, at least 10 m from any field drain, 250 m 

from any groundwater source used for drinking-water, and 500 m from the nearest 

habitable building. 

 Sites with the groundwater level deeper than 3.3 m from the ground surface.  

 For sites where the groundwater level is shallower than 3.3 m from the ground surface, 

the ground level can be raised to the required level by filling with suitable soil, confined 

by a perimeter wall if required. 

 The minimum depth from the ground surface to the bottom of the grave is 1.8 m.  

 Grave area should be cordoned off for a limited number of immediate family members 

and only trained personnel should handle the burial process. Graves should be clearly 

demarcated for identifying and tracing purposes.   
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1. Introduction  

The current efforts of the Government of Sri Lanka to contain the spread of COVID-19 

disease are highly appreciated locally and globally. The dedications and sacrifices of all the 

front-liners from medical, public health, police, armed forces and other relevant sectors 

putting themselves at higher risk to help the country to fight the COVID-19 pandemic will 

always be remembered and appreciated. 

Deaths due to COVID-19 are deeply painful for the bereaved families and friends as they 

have to experience also the trauma of not being able to give them a proper „send-off‟ due to 

the public health concerns on risk of potential infection during the handling and disposal of 

dead bodies. The safety and well-being of everyone should be the first priority, and at the 

same time the religious and cultural practices should be respected with mutual respect in-line 

with rights of the people and international guidelines to overcome the unprecedented 

challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The guidelines of the World Health Organization (WHO) for the safe management of a dead 

body of a person who died from COVID-19 allow for either burial or cremation. The Gazette 

Extraordinary of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka No.2170/8 of 11th April 

2020 stipulates that the corpse of a person who has died or is suspected to have died, of 

Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) shall be cremated. This regulation adds further 

trauma to the communities that practice burial due to religious and cultural traditions. The 

mandatory exposition of cremation under the present condition may bring several hurdles to 

the noble and collective efforts of all communities against COVID-19 at this critical juncture.  

It is our view that the following concerns have led to the status quo: growing apprehension of 

the disease progression of the new virus, possibility of groundwater contamination from the 

burial sites where groundwater table is shallow and potential risk of transmission from 

inappropriate burial practices and methods. 

The report summarizes the available facts and concerns in relation to the burial of bodies of 

deceased persons with COVID-19 from the literature and international guidelines, and 

presents a set of practical measures addressing the concerns for the safe burial of bodies of 

deceased persons infected with COVID-19. These measures include certain deviations from 

the normal burial rituals, hydrogeological considerations in selecting burial sites, proposal to 

select new common burial sites satisfying the hydrogeological considerations, and additional 

safety management procedures to be adopted when handling the dead bodies.   



Page 5 of 11 

 

2. Key facts related to the disposal of bodies of deceased persons with COVID-19  

Many questions have been raised on handling and disposing the bodies of deceased persons 

with confirmed or suspected COVID-19. Given the facts that the coronavirus is new and its 

outbreak continues to evolve rapidly around the world, understanding the available 

scientifically proven facts about COVID-19 transmission routes, viral shedding pattern and 

persistence in the environment is critical to manage the disposal of dead bodies of COVID-19 

victims.  

2.1. General facts about COVID-19 virus transmission 

 COVID-19 virus is primarily transmitted from infected persons to others (i) who are in 

close contact through respiratory droplets during cough or sneeze, (ii) by direct contact 

with infected persons, or (iii) by contact with contaminated objects and surfaces (Dhama 

et al., 2020). Airborne transmission of COVID-19 virus is also another possibility 

(Ignatius et al., 2004)
1
. 

 The COVID-19 virus needs a live host to replicate, but it may survive on some surfaces 

for two hours to nine days similar to other coronaviruses (WHO 2020b).  

 In dead bodies, without a live host, most viruses eventually break down (WHO 2005).  

2.2. Facts related to water and sanitation for COVID-19 virus 

 According to the WHO Guideline published on 19th March 2020 (WHO 2020b), while 

persistence of COVID-19 virus in drinking-water is possible
2
, there is however, no current 

evidence that coronaviruses are present in surface or ground water sources or transmitted 

through contaminated drinking-water (UNWater 2020). 

 There is no evidence that the COVID-19 virus has been transmitted via sewerage systems 

with or without wastewater treatment. Further, there is no evidence that sewage or 

wastewater treatment workers contracted the severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), 

which is caused by another type of coronavirus that caused a large outbreak of acute 

respiratory illness in 2003 (WHO 2020b, p.2). 

 The COVID-19 virus is an enveloped virus, with a fragile outer membrane. Generally, 

enveloped viruses are less stable in the environment and are more susceptible to oxidants, 

such as chlorine (WHO 2020b).  

                                                           
1
 WHO (2020a, p.1) reports that COVID-19 virus is not airborne, but with possible spread through faeces.  

2
 WHO, (2020b, p.2) further reported that the COVID-19 virus has not been detected in drinking-water supplies, 

and based on current evidence, the risk to water supplies is low.  
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2.3. Burial of dead bodies infected with COVID-19 and potential risk to groundwater 

It is a common myth that persons who have died of a communicable disease should be 

cremated (WHO 2020a). Presently, the burial is practiced in many countries for disposing 

COVID-19 infected bodies.  

A major concern raised for burying the dead bodies of COVID-19 patients is the 

contamination of groundwater resources by the leachate produced from the body during 

decomposition or by the percolated rainwater that come into contact with the buried remains. 

Vithanage (2020) postulated that groundwater can be contaminated by the transmission of 

COVID-19 virus from the leachate released from buried bodies, while Sriwijitalai and 

Wiwanitkit (2020) reported that COVID-19 virus can transmit through dead bodies. 

However, these reports are mainly of hypothetical nature, and not supported by scientific 

evidences. The direct contact transmission remains the confirmed and predominant pathway 

of COVID-19 virus spread. There is no evidence to date that COVID-19 virus is present in 

groundwater sources or transmitted through contaminated drinking-water. 

Further, globally, there is no evidence to support that corpses buried underground as per 

WHO guidelines pose a risk of epidemic.  Human remains pose a substantial risk to health 

only in a few special cases, such as deaths from cholera or haemorrhagic fevers (WHO 2005). 
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3. Recommended measures for the safe burial of COVID-19 infected bodies 

In some communities, the general practice of disposing dead bodies is burial. The common 

burial rituals include:  

 Bathing /cleaning of the dead body and enshrouding the dead body  

 The wake, funeral prayer or funeral services at religious place and/or at graveyard  

 Final burial at the graveyard 

In the context of managing dead bodies of COVID-19 patients, there are two primary 

guidelines.  

(1) National guideline - “Provisional Clinical Practice Guidelines on COVID-19 suspected 

and confirmed patients – Version 4 (MoH 2020)” and  

(2) WHO guideline - “Infection Prevention and Control for the safe management of a dead 

body in the context of COVID-19”, Interim guidance, (WHO 2020a).   

These guidelines include a section on disposing dead bodies of COVID-19 patients. WHO 

guideline permits both burial and cremation of COVID-19 infected dead bodies. Moreover, it 

considers the mandatory cremation of the persons who have died of a communicable disease 

as a common myth. In contrast, the national guideline insists mandatory cremation of 

COVID-19 infected bodies. 

Having reviewed the above guidelines and research findings and other international 

guidelines accessible to the authors, the following measures are proposed based on the 

available literature for the safe burial of the COVID-19 infected bodies in Sri Lanka.  

3.1. Handling of dead bodies in preparation for burial 

The negligence of guidelines for the handling the dead bodies infected by COVID-19 (not 

using proper personal protecting equipment, not practicing standard precautions, ritual 

washing, enshrouding, and gatherings for the funeral religious services etc.) can increase the 

risk of infections. The general existing government guidelines and protocols should be 

strictly followed for handling the dead bodies of confirmed or suspected COVID-19 patients 

for burial.  

The following deviations from the normal burial rituals should be practiced for proper 

handling of COVID-19 infected dead bodies: 
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a) Body will not be returned to the relatives - exclusively handled by the health authorities 

and trained personnel assigned by the health authorities 

b) No washing, no traditional clothing, only restricted viewing - exclusively handled by the 

health authorities and trained personnel; and viewing is at the discretion of authorities 

according to the existing safety protocols 

c) Coffin - once it is sealed at the hospital, no further opening will be allowed in any 

circumstances  

d) Transportation to the burial site  - only in authorised vehicles by the authorities  

Some additional measures are also recommended in handling the dead bodies for burial:  

e) Wrapping the dead body with double body bags - absorbent material can be put under the 

body and sealed in the first body bag (DoH 2020); wrapping and sealing of the body can 

be done with the second body bag. This will ensure that the leachate coming out of 

decomposing body will not leak for a period of time, more than months.  

f) Apply disinfectants to the body bags - both body bags should be sprayed with 0.5% 

sodium hypochlorite or any appropriate disinfectant. If required, additional amount of 

disinfectant should be kept between first and second body bags in order to deactivate any 

virus that may leak from the body.  

g) Sealing the coffin - as soon as practical, the wrapped bodies should be placed in a coffin.  

 As the body is placed in a coffin and sealed, it provides protection for body bags to 

withstand for any damages. It also ensures no intrusion from outer environment for a 

period of time. 

 The coffin should be sealed airtight to eliminate any spread of COVID-19 virus. 

 The coffin should not be returned to relatives and should be exclusively handled by 

authorised persons. Relatives may attend the burial at the discretion of authorities. 

 The coffin should be taken to the burial site and buried immediately 

The practices described above for handling the bodies will ensure that any possible leakage of 

the surviving viruses on the body or within the body will be quarantined and die off under the 

sealed environment. 

Health and safety of the personnel who handle the burial processes: Those who are 

handling the coffins at the burial site must use appropriate Personal Protective Equipment 

(PPE) such as surgical mask, clean gloves, and isolation gown. Used PPE should be 

disinfected and collected for incineration as prescribed by regulations 
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3.2. Burial site selection for COVID-19 infected dead bodies 

Generally the burial sites to bury infected dead bodies in the context of emergencies should 

be located where the groundwater level is deeper, where seasonal or flash floods do not 

occur, where the soil is neither very permeable nor with very low permeability (Żychowski 

and Bryndal, 2015), and where the soil conditions enable excavation of a pit to the required 

depth with near vertical cut. Such burial sites should be away from any habitable building and 

a minimum distance of 500 m from the nearest habitable building is recommended (Harvey et 

al., 2002).  

The following hydrogeological criteria should be considered in selecting new burial sites for 

this purpose: 

a) Distance from water sources: 

 At least 30 m from any spring or watercourse (Ucisik and Rushbrook, 1998; Harvey et 

al., 2002; WHO 2005);  

 At least 10 m from any field drain (Ucisik and Rushbrook, 1998)  

 250 m from any groundwater source used for drinking-water (Ucisik and Rushbrook, 

1998; Morgan, 2004)  

Note: According to Harvey et al., (2002), graveyard should be located 50 m from the ground water 

sources used for drinking water, whereas few other researchers (Ucisik and Rushbrook, 1998; 

Morgan, 2004) have suggested to keep a distance of 250 m from any ground water sources used 

for drinking-water. Considering the safety aspects, it is recommended to maintain a distance of 

250 m from any groundwater sources used for drinking-water. 

b) Depth of groundwater level: 

Location of such new burial sites should be situated where groundwater level is deeper 

than 3.3 m from the ground surface.  

The minimum depth of 3.3 m is calculated based on the recommended minimum depth 

from the ground surface to the bottom of the grave, 1.8 m (Morgan 2004) and 

recommended minimum clearance between the bottom of the grave and the  groundwater 

level, 1.5 m (Żychowski and Bryndal, 2015; Harvey et al., 2002). 

Note: Spatial and seasonal fluctuations of groundwater level at a designated zone and the related 

highest groundwater level should be considered in selecting the plot of burial site. 

c) Additional measures:  

For demarcating and making the burial sites identifiable and traceable or for the chosen 

sites where the groundwater level is shallower than 3.3 m from the ground surface, the 

ground level can be raised to the required level by filling with suitable soil, confined by a 

perimeter wall if required.  
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