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FOREWORD 

Sri Lanka was credited to have contained the Coronavirus more successfully than its peers. However, 

while fighting the pandemic, Sri Lanka has given a new lease of life to an equally dangerous virus: 

Islamophobia. Sri Lanka’s COVID response is proof that demonization of particularly the Muslims has 

been normalised. The health crisis has been used to reinforce the narrative that the ‘careless and 

undisciplined’ Muslim community has flouted social distancing and curfew laws. The idea that Muslims 

must be brought in line and not allowed to ‘do their own thing’ has been gaining force in society for a 

long time and simply intensified with this pandemic. The extremely discriminatory policy that has been 

in place in Sri Lanka, insisting on cremation of all those who die of COVID-19 is an extension of this same 

line of thinking. 

Sri Lanka, despite being one of the greatest tourist destinations in the world, is fast becoming known as 

a virtual hell-hole for the minorities, consequent to the racist agenda of scheming politicians who has 

been seeking power at the expense of national integrity and reconciliation. Age old traditions of 

affording due dignity to the dead, have been consigned to the raging fires of racism and bigotry. Today, 

the government appears to be playing politics with the dead.  Tamils cannot remember their dead, 

Muslims cannot bury their dead while the Christians cannot get justice for their dead.  

Repercussions of the current decision on mandatory cremation overweigh its intended objectives. The 

mandatory cremation of Muslim COVID-19 victims has thus being sadly polarizing the country at a time 

it should be unified against the invisible enemy. It falls upon the whole to fight for the rights of a part, 

and to hold their rulers to account for violating and disregarding the established views of science, and 

to the letter and spirit of the country’s Constitution and the UN Charter. As Biraj Patnaik, Amnesty 

International’s South Asia Director, said: “At this difficult time, the authorities should be bringing 

communities together – not deepening divisions between them. “Grieving relatives of people who have died 

because of COVID-19 should be able to bid farewell to their loved ones in the way that they wish, especially 

where this is permissible under international guidelines.” 

People’s Rights Group (PRG), a rights based advocacy and lobbying group based in the UK, formed with 

the purpose of addressing issues and supporting victims of human rights violations in Sri Lanka, 

considered it paramount and its bounden duty inter-alia, duly record the sad tale of forced cremation, 

unravelling in Sri Lanka and its potentially deadly payback, such as setting off silent chains of community 

spread and complication of the already fragile ethnic relations in the country. Those who make decisions 

at the highest levels, should therefore also assess the wider social consequences. These can also be 

mistakes that the Sri Lankans would regret in the years to come. PRG is also of the view that it is the duty 

of the people to hold the government to account to remedy the injustice to sections of the people, for 

“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere” as Martin Luther King, Jr echoed.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past decade minority communities in Sri Lanka have been subjected to various forms of violence -- 

such as repeated attacks on homes, businesses and places of worship; and government enforced policies that 

unequivocally impact these communities unfavourably.  

2020 was no different despite the outbreak of a global pandemic that resulted in extended curfews and 

repeated lockdowns that limited social interactions. The violations committed by the state was during a time 

of great uncertainty, confusion and dire economic downturn. The Muslim community not only endured the 

trauma of the pandemic and the plethora of social and economic consequences that every citizen 

experienced, but the added onslaught of racism by the state, ostracization by the media  and the subsequent 

state sanctioned racism meted out by sections of the public.  

When the novel coronavirus, named COVID-19, swept over 

the island, the government enforced a mandatory 

cremation policy for those who succumbed to the disease 

or suspected cases1. The Muslim community and certain 

Christian groups were grievously affected by the policy, as 

cremation of corpses is forbidden according to their 

religious beliefs. During this time these minority 

communities reached out to the government authorities to 

find compromises that would enable the safe burial of 

COVID-19 victims. However, the Sri Lankan government 

paid little heed to these requests. Instead several Muslims and some Christians who passed away and who 

were found to be COVID-19 positive or suspected of being infected with the virus, were cremated throughout 

2020. Victims’ families were also made to bear the cost of the cremation of their family members, such as 

purchasing of coffins.  

In the ensuing months it became clear that the threat of COVID-19 spreading via the burial of victims, was 

very low if not impossible. In light of this, 190 countries around the world have since allowed for the burial 

of victims of the disease when family members of the deceased requested for burial. In the meantime, the 

World Health Organisation (WHO) released a statement supporting the burial of COVID-19 victims whose 

families preferred burial over cremation, and provided guidelines on how these burials should be conducted. 

Several well-known medical professionals and medical-bodies also refuted the spread of the disease through 

burial and urged the government of Sri Lanka to allow the burial of Muslim and Christian victims. But the 

government remained unmoved. 

The human rights community locally and internationally followed the events unfolding in Sri Lanka closely. 

UNHRC experts released a strong statement urging the government of Sri Lanka to adhere to the ICCPR which 

they were blatantly flouting. Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, among other international 

human rights organisations have called for stern international intervention to ensure minorities in Sri Lanka 

are afforded their fundamental rights. 

The government of Sri Lanka however continued to retain the mandatory cremation policy. It ignored the 

recommendation of the burial of the COVID-19 infected dead submitted in a report by a special committee 

 
1 ‘Suspected cases’ henceforth refers to deaths of persons suspected of having died from COVID-19 infection  

First Covid deceased body has taken for creamtion. 
Picture courtesy Al Jazeera 
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of leading medical professionals and academics appointed by the government. Minister of Health, Pavithra 

Wanniararchchi, when questioned in parliament on 7 January 2021 about her disregard of the 

recommendation, resorted to subterfuge stating the committee was merely a subcommittee to the expert 

committee that was still deliberating on burial (Weerakoon and Dissanayake, 2021).  

In light of these reports and statements, it was apparent to the affected communities the mandatory 

cremation policy had little to do with the safety of the public, and instead was an act of blatant discrimination 

and violence against these minorities. This report comes one year after the COVID-19 virus was detected in 

Sri Lanka; it presents a timeline of events and provides an analysis of how the mandatory cremation policy 

has affected minorities, as well as a legal analysis of the human rights violations that ensued.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

This report is based on a detailed desk review and primary information collected or obtained by People’s 

Rights Group. From the beginning of 2020, PRG diligently collected and documented a wide range of incidents 

that involved direct or potential human rights violations against minorities in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic. In addition PRG obtained, directly from victims’ families and from human rights defenders, 

testimonials, statements and evidence which have been duly verified and used for this report. Permissions 

have been duly obtained and ethical guidelines have been followed, and pseudonyms have been used where 

necessary. 

The report covers the period between 27th January 2020 when the first COVID-19 patient was identified in 

the country, and 22nd February 2021.  

 

HISTORY OF VIOLENCE 

The Muslims of Sri Lanka are a diverse of group of followers of Islam. They differ in religious sects, and across 

ethnicities such as Moor, Malay, Memon, and Bohra having arrived in the island during different times in 

history. While their religious beliefs and ethnicities may intersect, it is the Sri Lankan Moors, who make up a 

large portion of the Muslims in Sri Lanka. The latest Census and Statistics report (2012) produced by the 

Ministry of Census and Statistics states Moors account for 9.3 percent of the population in Sri Lanka. Other 

Muslim ethnic groups such as the Malays, Memons and Bohras are categorised as ‘other’ ethnic groups along 

with Burghers and Sri Lankan Chetties, that collectively account for 0.5 percent of the total population. 

Therefore, even with the inclusion of the other Muslim ethnic groups, the overall Muslim population is 

estimated to be between 9 to 10 percent today. 

The Christian community in Sri Lanka is also divided into many sects. However, anti-Christian attacks in Sri 

Lanka have been largely directed against the Evangelical Christians. The National Christian Evangelical 

Alliance Sri Lanka (NCEASL), estimates the Evangelical Christian population in Sri Lanka to be over 200,000 to 

date. 

Minorities in Sri Lanka have had a chequered history of being subjected to conflict since the island nation 

gained independence from British colonial rule in 1948. The bloodiest of which was the 27-year war against 



 
 

 
SRI LANKA’S DOUBLE PANDEMIC State Sanctioned Forced Cremations During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

People’s Rights Group – February 2021 7 

the Tamil2 rebel group the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) that ended in 2009. Muslim communities 

were at times targeted by state forces and the LTTE during the drawn-out war3 (ICG, 2007), but it was not 

until the state forces defeated the LTTE, that the Muslims of Sri Lanka felt the full force of systemic and 

institutional violence previously reserved for the Tamil community. The Christians have not faced forms of 

institutional discrimination or violence, but they are often targeted by ultranationalist groups. 

With the rising tide of Islamophobia capturing global fervour, the Muslim ‘terrorist’ caught popular 

imaginations of Sri Lankans as well. A new phenomenon spread through the country -- the impossible but 

much feared notion that the Muslims in Sri Lanka, were working towards claiming the island nation for 

themselves. Among the various rhetoric about how Muslims intended to accomplish the feat, there included 

sterilizing the Sinhalese community with food infused with medication4 -- this claim emerged in 2012 when a 

popular Muslim-owned clothing store was attacked for allegedly serving toffees infused with the medication. 

The myth of sterilization pills within the possession of the Muslim community remains today among ultra-

nationalist groups of the majority community5. Isolated incidents of violence against Muslims and Christians, 

such as stoning and defacement of mosques and churches, to burning of Muslim owned shops and homes, 

have occurred since 2012, with larger communal riots occurring almost annually. 

In 2013, following hate speech and violence by 

militant Buddhist monks belonging to the Bodu Bala 

Sena (BBS) carried out several anti-Muslim campaigns 

such as the banning of Halal certification and the 

niqab. A peaceful vigil organised by civil society in 

front of the BBS headquarters was disrupted by the 

police and several protestors were unlawfully 

remanded. In 2014 the Aluthgama riots erupted 

during which many Muslim homes and Muslim 

owned businesses were burnt down, leaving 4 dead 

and 80 injured. Two dozen petrol bomb attacks were 

carried out against Muslims in 2017 (Gunaratna, 

2018). Minority Rights Group International (MRGI) 

reported 47 incidents of religious freedom violations against Christians in 14 districts across Sri Lanka from 

November 2015 until the end of September 2016. And from November 2015 until the end of June 2016, 64 

incidents of religious freedom violations against Muslims were carried out in 13 districts across Sri Lanka. 

MRGI also observed a notable spike in the ‘Sinha Le’6 (Lion’s Blood) campaign against Muslims between 2016 

to 2017. In 2018, anti-Muslim violence broke out in the Central Province, and lasted several days as state 

authorities were slow to react. The damage was unprecedented when compared to previous riots against 

Muslims in post-Independent Sri Lanka. Following the Easter Bombings by a group of radical Muslims in 2019, 

the Muslim community as a whole came under threat. Muslims were discriminated against and harassed in 

 
2 The largest minority group in Sri Lanka; around 11.2 percent of the population. 
3 According to the International Crisis Group these instances include the “ethnic cleansing, massacres and forced 

displacement by the insurgents” experienced by Muslims in the North from 1990 onwards at the hands of the LTTE. As 
well Muslims killed by the pro-Tamil Karuna group in East Sri Lanka in mid-2006. Muslims were also left out of the 
2002 cease fire agreement talks, despite being severely affected by the war in the east of Sri Lanka. 
4 No such medication exists in the world 
5 The Sinhalese 
6 A terror campaign by ultra-nationalist groups  

Aludhgama riot. Picture courtesy BBC Sandeshaya 
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public and private institutions7, there was a call for a ban on the niqab, and many xenophobic publics used 

the bombings to justify their harassment of Muslims.  

Since early 2020 Muslims and Christians faced a fresh onslaught of hate crimes following the mandatory 

cremation policy enforced by the government. This report provides a detailed account of the incidents that 

transpired and a legal analysis of the policy and state action from 2020 to early 2021. 

 

MANDATORY CREMATION POLICY AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction of the Mandatory Cremation Policy 

27 January 2021, marked one year since the first COVID-19 infected person was detected in Sri Lanka. 

Throughout the first year of the pandemic the Sri Lankan government was lauded globally for containing the 

disease far more effectively than many other countries. The World Bank stated: “This relatively low COVID-

19 morbidity and mortality number reflects the government’s strong and rapid response and effective 

implementation of the ‘test, track, isolate and treat’ strategy [...]” (World Bank, 2020).  

While the government’s robust action helped contain the spread of COVID-19 initially, certain elements of 

the plan were unnecessary, conflicted with human rights laws, and were arguably acts of violence. One of 

these included the mandatory cremation policy -- which affected the Muslims and some Christian groups 

disproportionately. Muslims and certain Christian communities bury their dead; cremation is seen as 

desecration of the dead in these Abrahamic religions. Given that Abrahamic religions are widespread across 

the world, the prospect of cremation of those who succumbed to the COVID-19 virus stirred global panic. 

Australian media covering the concerns of Muslim and Jewish citizens reported: “For Muslims, cremation is 

not only prohibited, it's viewed as a desecration of the deceased. "There remains a connection between the 

body and soul even in death, so this is something that is quite metaphysical, and it's a very strongly held 

belief," explains Mariam Ardati, a death doula8 in the Muslim community. "To inflict that type of treatment 

on the body in death, it's quite horrific to even consider [...] because these are rights that are afforded to 

people in death, just as someone has rights afforded to them while they're alive"” (Hegarty, 2020). 

The dire nature of the issue also prompted a response from Ahmed Al-Dawoody9 from The International 

Committee of Red Cross (ICRC): “In Islamic law and Muslim cultures, burying the dead in the ground is 

regarded as the correct way of respecting dead bodies, while cremation is prohibited because it is considered 

a violation of the dignity of the human body. Cremation of the remains of individuals that have died from 

COVID-19 has therefore been a great concern for Muslim communities in some non-Muslim majority states” 

(Al-Dawoody and Finegan, 2020). 

Shortly after the discourse emerged, many countries allowed for the burial of COVID-19 infected dead. The 

Sri Lankan government however was not prepared to compromise.  

 
7 Hospitals and banks, among others. 
8 A death doula is a nonmedical professional trained to care for a terminally ill person's physical, emotional, and 
spiritual needs during the death process 
9 Ahmed Al-Dawoody is the Legal Adviser for Islamic Law and Jurisprudence at the International Committee of the Red 

Cross 
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Initially Sri Lanka appeared to take a progressive and inclusive stance. On 27 March 2020, the Ministry of 

Health published Provisional Clinical Practice Guidelines on COVID-19 Suspected and Confirmed Patients 

which allowed for burial under certain conditions, and additionally allowed for the family of the deceased to 

view the body at a designated place at the hospital.  

On 30th March, at 7pm the first Muslim COVID-19 related death occurred at the Negombo Base Hospital, and 

the cremation of the corpse was carried out overnight. It is learnt that in the lead up to the cremation, the 

family, community leaders, religious leaders and influential politicians earnestly pleaded with the 

government to allow burial citing that it was permitted in the regulations. However this was refused and the 

body was cremated regardless. The family members of the deceased were not even permitted to see the 

body. The next day, 31 March 2020, the Ministry of Health revised it COVID-19 related guidelines to exclude 

burial and make 

cremation the only 

method of disposal of 

COVID-19 victims or 

suspected cases. On 11 

April 2020, this was turned 

into policy when Gazette 

Extraordinary No. 2170/8 

was passed (produced 

below). 

These events caused great 

distress to the Muslim 

community and certain 

Christian groups. Multiple appeals were made by the communities to discuss compromises that would safely 

allow for the burying of their COVID-19 infected dead.  

Gazette Amendment for Mandatory Cremation 

The relevant section of the Gazette reads: 

“61A. Cremation of Corpse of a person who has died of Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)- (1) 

Notwithstanding the provisions of regulations 61 and 62, the corpse of a person who has died or is 

suspected to have died, of Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) shall be cremated-  

(a) at the temperature of 800 to 1200 degrees Celsius for a minimum period of forty-five minutes to 

one hour for complete burning, for the purpose of prevention of any potential biological threat; and  

(b) at a cemetery or place approved by the proper authority under the supervision of such authority, 

in accordance with the directions issued by the Director General of Health Services.  

(2) No person shall handover the corpse of a person who has died or is suspected to have died of 

Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) to any person except to persons who undertake the necessary 

duties of cremation, nominated by the proper authority.  

Ministry of Health’s Provisional Clinical Practice Guidelines 
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(3) The attire and the non-reusable personal protective equipment used by persons who handle the 

corpse at such cemetery or place, shall be incinerated by placing them with the coffin during 

cremation” (Extraordinary Gazettes, 2020). 

The new regulations were swiftly included in the Ministry of Health’s Provisional Clinical Practice Guidelines 

on COVID-19 Suspected and Confirmed Patients; this was the introduction of the controversial mandatory 

cremation policy that remains in place today.  

The above Gazette notification was issued on 11 April 2020, despite the fact that on 24 March 2020 the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) released a set of guidelines permitting burial of COVID-19 victims, albeit following 

stringent precautionary measures and limited contact with the corpse.  

The guidelines read: 

Faith leaders can help grieving families to ensure that their departed loved ones receive respectful, 

appropriate funerals and burial rites, even in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. Knowing how to 

safely plan and perform such funeral rituals and services worship can both protect and comfort 

mourners and show respect for those who have died without causing any infectious risk to the 

mourners.  

1. When acceptable or appropriate according to respective faith traditions, embalming, burial, and 

cremation should be allowed for the remains of persons who have died of COVID-19.  

2. Religious leaders and local religious communities can work with families to integrate appropriate 

religious and cultural practices with burial and funeral steps that reduce the chances of infection. For 

example:  

• If washing the body or shrouding are part of faith traditions, modifications will be needed to protect 

mourners: – At a minimum, people conducting these activities should wear disposable gloves. – If 

splashing of body fluids is possible, additional personal protective equipment may be required for 

those participating in the ritual (such as disposable gowns, face shields or goggles and medical 

masks).  

• If the family of the deceased wishes to view the body after its removal from the medical facility 

where the family member has died, they may be allowed to do so, in accordance with local physical 

distancing restriction, with no touching or kissing of the body and thorough handwashing before and 

after viewing.  

• As modifications to burial and funeral rites are adopted, particular attention should be paid to 

protect children and older adults in attendance. (WHO, 2020a) 

Another guidance note was published by the WHO specific to burying COVID-19 victims and suspected cases 

on 24 March 2020. These guidelines state: 

Key Considerations- 

● To date there is no evidence of persons having become infected from exposure to the bodies of 

persons who died from COVID-19; 

● The dignity of the dead, their cultural and religious traditions, and their families should be respected 

and protected throughout; 



 
 

 
SRI LANKA’S DOUBLE PANDEMIC State Sanctioned Forced Cremations During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

People’s Rights Group – February 2021 11 

● Hasty disposal of a dead from COVID-19 should be avoided; 

● Authorities should manage each situation on a case-by-case basis, balancing the rights of the family, 

the need to investigate the cause of death, and the risks of exposure to infection. 

Funeral home/ mortuary care- 

● If the family wishes only to view the body and not touch it, they may do so, using standard 

precautions at all times including hand hygiene. Give the family clear instructions not to touch or kiss 

the body; 

● Adults >60 years and immunosuppressed persons should not directly interact with the body. 

 

Burial- 

People who have died from COVID-19 can be buried or cremated.  

• Confirm national and local requirements that may dictate the handling and disposition of the 

remains.  

• Family and friends may view the body after it has been prepared for burial, in accordance with 

customs. They should not touch or kiss the body and should wash hands thoroughly with soap and 

water after the viewing;  

• Those tasked with placing the body in the grave, on the funeral pyre, etc., should wear gloves and 

wash hands with soap and water after removal of the gloves once the burial is complete.  

 

Burial by family members or for deaths at home - 

In contexts where mortuary services are not standard or reliably available, or where it is usual for ill 

people to die at home, families and traditional burial attendants can be equipped and educated to 

bury people under supervision. (WHO, 2020b) 

 

The document goes on to detail how family members can undertake the burial of their loved one. 

The Centre for Policy Alternatives, a think tank in Sri Lanka, noted an increase in abuse and harassment, 

Islamophobia, directed at Muslims after cremation was made mandatory. “In these times of distress and 

uncertainty this is an added stressor that may adversely impact the mental health of large numbers in the 

population. 

At present, the religious identity of certain victims has been highlighted due to which, in both mainstream 

and social media, we have seen outpourings of vitriol, and hate speech against Muslims for their actions or 

inactions in not preventing or causing the spread of COVID-19” (CPA, 2020). 

Reaction from the Human Rights Community 

As these events unfolded the Human Rights community, international and local, repeatedly urged the 

government to reconsider the mandatory cremation policy. These views were voiced by the United Nations 

Human Rights Council (UNHRC) Special Rapporteurs, Human Rights Watch (HRW), Amnesty International, 

International Crisis Group (ICG), International Bar Association’s Human Rights Institute (IBAHRI), and locally 

the Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka (HRCSL).  

The UNHRC experts included the Special Rapporteurs on freedom of religion and belief, Special Rapporteur 

on the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health; 
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Special Rapporteur on minority issues, and Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human 

rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism.  

In a letter to the President of Sri Lanka, dated 8 April 2020, the Special Rapporteurs highlighted the 

discrepancies in the guidelines set by the Ministry of Health, with the guidelines by the WHO. It went on to 

point out that “the international Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), to which Sri Lanka acceded in 

1980, protects everyone’s right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. The Human Rights committee 

in its General Comment 22 paragraph 4 advises that the freedom to manifest religion or belief may be 

exercised “either individually or in community with others and in public or private”. It elaborates that the 

freedom to manifest religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching encompasses a broad 

range of acts and the concept of worship extends to ritual and ceremonial acts giving direct expression to 

belied, as well as various practices integral to such acts, including ritual formulae or ceremonial acts. 

While the manifestation of religion or belief may be restricted as per Article 18(3) of the ICCPR, to protect 

public safety, order, health, morals and the fundamental rights and freedoms of others any such limitation 

must fulfil a number of obligatory criteria including being non-discriminatory in intent or effect and 

constituting the least restrictive measure. Even in the face of overwhelming public necessity that falls on one 

or more of the given grounds for permissible limitations noted in Article 18(3), if there is a less restrictive 

measure, a greater interference with the right to manifest one’s beliefs will not be permissible. Given that 

the WHO does not discard burial, albeit under specific conditions for the preparation of the body, as one of 

two means for the disposal of the body, prohibiting burial would not be permissible according to the ICCPR. 

Article 27 of ICCPR provides that “In those States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities exist, person 

belonging to such minorities shall not be denied the right, in community with the other members of the 

group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practise their own religion, or to use their own language.” 

The 1992 Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to the National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic 

Minorities also emphasised that person belonging to minorities have the right to enjoy their own culture, to 

profess and practice their own religion, and to use their own language, in private and in public, freely, without 

any interference or any form of discrimination (article 2.1), and person belonging to minorities have the right 

to participate effectively in cultural, religious, social economic and public life (article 2.2).Moreover, States 

are required to ensure that persons belonging to minorities may exercise their human rights without 

discrimination and in full equality before the law (article 4.1) and create favourable conditions to enable 

persons belonging to minorities to express their characteristics and to develop their culture, language, 

religion, traditions and customs (article 4.2)” (Shaheed, A. et al. 2020) 

The letter concludes: “In view of the challenges posed by the pandemic it is important that the Government 

avoids any unnecessary measures that are likely to raise tension and are running contrary to the respect of 

the fundamental human rights of the person belonging to different communities that exist in Sri Lanka” (ibid.) 

The experts also mentioned the need to protect the privacy and identity of the patients or deceased without 

identifying their ethnicity or religious background in public in order to prevent stigmatisation as individuals 

or members of a specific community. It urged the President and his government to condemn attempts by 

anyone, irrespective of status, to issue or spread hate messages that could instigate ethnic or religious tension 

or violence, through accusations or blame as being responsible for the pandemic.  

In another statement published on 25 January 2021, the experts strongly condemned the continued 

mandatory cremation policy: “We deplore the implementation of such public health decisions based on 

discrimination, aggressive nationalism and ethnocentrism amounting to persecution of Muslims and other 

minorities in the country,” added the experts. “Such hostility against the minorities exacerbates existing 
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prejudices, intercommunal tensions, and religious intolerance, sowing fear and distrust while inciting further 

hatred and violence” (UNHRC 2021a). 

Shortly after, a UN report was published warning: “that the failure of Sri Lanka to address past violations has 

significantly heightened the risk of human rights violations being repeated. It highlights worrying trends over 

the past year, such as deepening impunity, increasing militarization of governmental functions, ethno-

nationalist rhetoric, and intimidation of civil society” 

It further warned that despite the Government’s stated commitment to the 2030 Agenda, Tamil and Muslim 

minorities are being increasingly marginalized and excluded in statements about the national vision and 

Government policy. Divisive and discriminatory rhetoric from the highest State officials risks generating 

further polarization and violence. Sri Lanka’s Muslim community is increasingly scapegoated, both in the 

context of COVID-19 and in the wake of the Easter Sunday attacks of April 2019. [...] “Given the demonstrated 

inability and unwillingness of Government to advance accountability at the national level, it is time for 

international action to ensure justice for international crimes. States should also pursue investigations and 

prosecution in their national courts – under accepted principles of extraterritorial or universal jurisdiction – 

of international crimes committed by all parties in Sri Lanka,” Bachelet [UN High Commissioner for Human 

Rights Michelle Bachelet] said. 

“States can consider targeted sanctions, such as asset freezes and travel bans against credibly alleged 

perpetrators of grave human rights violations and abuses.” Sri Lanka’s contributions to UN peacekeeping 

operations must be kept under review, the High Commissioner added. Bachelet also urged the Council to 

support a dedicated capacity to collect and preserve evidence for future accountability processes. 

The High Commissioner stressed that Sri Lanka will only achieve sustainable development and peace if it 

effectively addresses systemic impunity and ensures civic space.” (UNHRC 2021b) 

South Asia Director of Amnesty International, Biraj Patnaik, in a statement reiterated the inconsistencies 

between how Sri Lanka was handling the disposal of COVID-19 dead and the WHO guidelines, adding: “[a]t 

this difficult time, the authorities should be bringing communities together and not deepening divisions 

between them. Grieving relatives of people who have died because of COVID-19 should be able to bid 

farewell to their loved ones in the way that they wish, especially where this is permissible under international 

guidelines,” (Amnesty International, 2020). 

Patnaik added that any changes to guidelines should involve prior consultation with the affected community. 

Soon after Professor Channa Jayasumana was appointed the Acting Minister of Health on 16 February 2021, 

Amnesty International’s Director of the Office of the Secretary General, David Griffith wrote to him urging 

him to amend the guidelines and policies that discriminate against minorities in relation to the COVID-19 

pandemic (Amnesty International 2021). 

Human Rights Watch’s South Asia Director, Meenakshi Ganguly, condemned the Sri Lankan government’s 

actions, saying: “For families already grieving the loss of a loved one, the Rajapaksa government’s forced 

disposal of remains in a manner contrary to their beliefs is an outrageous and offensive assault on religious 

rights and basic dignity. This policy only serves to cultivate intolerance and social division.” (HRW, 2021a). 

In a more recent statement Ganguly asserted: “The council [UNHRC] is expected to consider a new resolution 

responding to mounting rights concerns in Sri Lanka, including over the treatment of Muslims. The 

government’s evident lack of empathy in addressing the heartfelt concerns of Muslims regarding forced 
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cremations is further evidence of the need for Human Rights Council action on Sri Lanka'' (HRW 2021b) 

indicating the need for international intervention to end discrimination and violence against minority 

communities. 

Also urging UNHRC sanctions on Sri Lanka, Amnesty International wrote: “In February 2020, the Sri Lankan 

government announced that it would no longer cooperate with the UNHRC’s landmark resolution 30/1, which 

promotes reconciliation, accountability, and human rights in the country, and would instead pursue its own 

reconciliation and accountability process. 

“For more than a decade, domestic processes have manifestly failed thousands of victims and their families. 

Given the government’s decision to walk away from resolution 30/1, and regression on the limited progress 

that had been made, the Human Rights Council must send a clear message that accountability will be pursued 

with or without the cooperation of the government. 

“Amnesty International is calling on the UN Human Rights Council to implement the report’s key 

recommendations to put in place more stringent oversight on Sri Lanka, including more robust monitoring 

and reporting on the human rights situation, and the collection and preservation of evidence for future 

prosecutions.” (Amnesty International, 2021b) 

Amnesty International has also published a detailed paper on the violence against minorities by the state and 

the need for UNHRC sanctions on Sri Lanka (Amnesty International, 2021c). 

Back in Sri Lanka, the Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka (HRCSL) released a statement of observations 

and recommendations to the government expressing the critical need to end discrimination against 

minorities in handling COVID-19 infected deaths (HRCSL, 2021).  

In a letter to Mahinda Rajapaksa the Prime Minister of Sri Lanka, UN Resident Coordinator in Sri Lanka Ms 

Hanaa Singer-Hamdy appealed to him to reconsider the discriminatory mandatory cremation policy especially 

the degradation of social cohesion and its contribution to increasing the spread of COVID-19, while assuring 

that the United Nations and its specialized agencies, funds and programs will continue providing support on 

the management of the epidemic (Colombo Page 2020a). 

It is necessary to mention here, despite the following entities not being Human Rights centred organisations, 

the concerns raised by the International Bar Association’s Human Rights Institute (IBAHRI) and the 

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC).  

Given the violation of international human rights by the government of Sri Lanka during the COVID-19 

pandemic the IBAHRI also condemned the forced cremations, stating it was in violation of traditional Islamic 

funeral practices, of Muslim individuals who have died in Sri Lanka from Covid-19 (IBAHRI 2021). 

OIC wrote that it: “called on the authorities in Sri Lanka to ensure the safety, security and rights of the Muslim 

community, as well as commitment to respect their religious practices and rituals, safeguard their dignity and 

to stand firmly against all parties behind the promotion of hatred, Islamophobia, and anti- Muslim sentiment 

in Sri Lanka. 

The OIC also stressed that the current global juncture requires the involvement of all actors in strengthening 

the bonds of cooperation and the values of solidarity among states and consolidating cohesion and synergy 

among constituents of each state to collectively and effectively respond to COVID-19 pandemic and its 

repercussions on all societies” (OIC 2020). As Pakistan is a member of the OIC, this statement was particularly 

important in lobbying for the Prime Minister of Pakistan Imran Khan to address the issues of discrimination 
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against Muslims in Sri Lanka during his visit to the island on 23 February 2021, that coincided with the 46th 

session of the Human Rights Council. 

Initial Lobbying for Policy Revision 

By May 2020, the Muslim community sought to negotiate compromises with the government to allow for the 

burial of COVID-19 victims. One of these initiatives included a team of professionals led by Prof. Rezvi Sheriff 

-- a well respected medical doctor and academic -- that released a report, identifying compromises that can 

be made to the Islamic burial rituals that would meet all the WHO requirements for burial of infected corpses. 

Four recommendations that are seen as large sacrifices the community was willing to make are as follows:  

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 

(PRG, 2020a) 

To a grieving family, not being able to carry out the funeral rites is indeed emotionally painful, but also 

viewing the corpse just once affords very little closure. However such were the enormous sacrifices the 

Muslim community was willing to make so Muslims who passed away would have at least the dignity of being 

buried rather than cremated. 

The report was presented to the President and Prime Minister during the meeting with the team that 

authored the report. However, the mandatory cremation policy remained intact. 

Muslim Community Refuse to Accept their Dead in Protest 

Between April to December 2020, the government appointed an expert committee to advise them on burial 

of Muslims, but no move was made to overturn the mandatory cremation policy. Brief details describing how 

Muslims and a Christian were cremated against their family’s wishes during this time are included in the 

section titled ‘Case Studies’ in this report. The case studies reveal the trauma and fear prevalent in the 

community over those nine months.  

According to an article published by The Guardian, some of the COVID-19 victims and suspected dead, were 

not infected with the virus. The report stated: “Several of the Muslims whose bodies were cremated by the 

authorities had not been tested for coronavirus, or had even tested negative. Sri Lanka has had more than 

25,000 cases of COVID-19 and 124 deaths, including more than 50 Muslims who were cremated. 

In May, one Muslim man found that his mother had been wrongfully cremated. “The day my mother died at 

hospital, they took her body away and then handed me a pot of her ashes. But the next day they told me that 

my mother’s test was negative and it was a mistake cremating her. Every night I wake up and think of 

mother’s fate. We are poor and we do not have the means to demand justice or fight the authorities,” he 

said” (Ellis-Petersen, 2020) 
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Adding to the trauma and fear the Muslim community was 

subjected to yet another blow. Mentioned in the excerpt of 

the Gazette notification above, the corpses of the COVID-

19 victims were to be placed in a coffin. The burden of 

purchasing the coffin was placed on the deceased’s 

family10. Muslim do not bury their dead in coffins. Instead 

the corpse is shrouded in white linen (the kafan) before it 

is lowered into its grave. Islamic funerals are typically not 

costly due to the simple shrouding of the corpse and swift 

burial (within 24 hours). In addition, the purchasing of a 

coffin especially in the heat of a pandemic -- midst curfew 

and repeated lockdown of urban regions, when many were 

not able to earn an income and many had lost their jobs11, 

and when authorities such as the World Health 

Organisation (WHO) have approved burials, is an 

unnecessary economic burden placed on the Muslim 

community. 

Amnesty International observed in a statement: “To add 

insult to injury, reports indicate that families are being 

forced to bear the cost of cremation, typically around LKR 

50,000-60,000 (approximately USD270-325), in a year that has economically strained many families” 

(Mahamoor, 2020) 

Ways in which the community was able to engage with the government and state authorities during this time 

period was limited as an island wide curfew was imposed from 20 March 2020, for two months which was 

followed by a series of regional lockdowns. As a form of protest against the discriminatory government policy, 

the families of Muslim COVID-19 victims, refused to sign the cremation consent forms, pay for the coffin, and 

accept the ashes of their loved ones. A form of protest that was deeply emotionally painful for the families 

of the deceased, but it was nonetheless effective in communicating the infringement of their constitutional 

rights to the government and state authorities.  

The Guardian reported: “Some Muslim families have begun disowning their dead because they do not want 

to be complicit in the cremations, which they see as a sin for their loved ones. Many have also refused to pay 

the fees of 48,000 rupees (£192) that are demanded by the state to cover the costs of cremation, meaning 

bodies of Muslim COVID-19 victims have begun to pile up in hospital morgues. 

Among them was Mohammad Ashraff, 49, whose uncle Mohammad Jeffrey, 76, died on 26 November of 

coronavirus. His body was compulsorily brought to a hospital in Colombo. “They demanded payment for the 

coffin but I refused because I told them it is against our religion to burn bodies. We have to obey the law but 

we would not participate, we would make no payments, we would have no part and no complicity in this.” 

(Ellis-Petersen, 2020). 

 
10 Refer case study ‘Yoonus and Nazly’: The family was against cremation of Yoonus but were forced to sign a note 

from the authorities stating their approval for cremation. Following this, “they were also made to pay for the coffin 
and provide transportation for it to the crematorium even though they had not consented to it”. 
11 Refer case study ‘Shaykh Fahim’: Mohammed Fahim lost his job due to the pandemic, and had taken to driving a 

three-wheel taxi to support his family when his son passed away. 

Picture Courtesy Tamil Guardian 
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The article also includes a poignant quote from a prominent Muslim’s right activists in Sri Lanka, Shreen Abdul 

Saroor. She asserted: “The way they are treating the Muslim community during this pandemic is clear-cut 

racism. The community is being forced to abandon their own dead in order to protect their beliefs and 

traditions. There is not even a scientific justification for them being denied dignity in death.” 

Given the repeated enforcement of curfew and lockdowns, civil society groups resorted to online petitions 

to draw attention to the issue, one urged ministers of parliament to “expedite the Committee decision on 

the question of burial, and also to use their presence in Parliament, irrespective of political allegiances, to 

question the need for mandatory cremation. We write this with the hope that you will put an end to the 

unnecessary suffering and fear being imposed on our Muslim sisters and brothers” (Liberation Movement, 

2020). 

The protest of not claiming deceased family members that were to be cremated added pressure on state 

authorities as morgues reached full capacity and corpses determined to be COVID-19 positive had to be 

refrigerated. In addition by not consenting to the cremation of their family members state authorities were 

forced to pursue additional procedures in order to obtain court permission to dispose of the unclaimed 

bodies. At the time of publishing this report, the protest continues, and while it has forced state authorities 

to realise the injustice done to the minority communities, the mandatory cremation policy remains in place. 

State Authorities and Local Media Discriminate Against the Muslim 
Community 

It is also important to note, that in parallel to the cremation of Muslim COVID-19 victims and suspected cases, 

the government and state authorities were involved in falsely portraying the Muslim community as having 

the most COVID-19 infections, and thereby implied the spread of the disease was the fault of the Muslims. 

Examples of these include the way in which media outlets reported on the pandemic and the spread of the 

COVID-19 virus, and the racial profiling of the Muslim community by the Government Medical Officers’ 

Association (GMOA) in its COVID-19 exit strategy concept paper in April 2020.  

Human Rights Pulse noted: “In relation to the COVID-19 pandemic itself, state bodies have repeatedly cast 

the Muslim community in a negative light. In a COVID-19 exit strategy presented to the president, the 

Government Medical Officer’s Association (GMOA) and the Information and Communication Technology 

Agency Sri Lanka (ICTA)12 suggested that the Muslim community carried the highest weight of risk in 

spreading the virus. Although this was later amended after heavy criticism for racially profiling Muslims, this 

sentiment continues to echo among the media and public and has led to a rise in hate speech and suspicion 

of the Muslim community” (Hoole, 2020). 

With regards to the role mainstream media has played in fanning hate across the island, BBC reported: “Since 

the death of the first Sri Lankan Muslim from coronavirus on 31 March, some media outlets have openly 

blamed the Muslim community for spreading the disease, even though only 11 deaths have been officially 

recorded in the country” (Pathirana, 2020). 

Cremation of an Infant  

 
12 ICTA publicly distanced itself from the paper following public outrage stating it ‘has not contributed to published 

document, not consulted on nor approved content’ (Daily FT, 2020). 
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In December 2020, the cremation of the 20-day old infant of a Muslim family stirred public outrage, and 

garnered the support of various communities and religious leaders against the mandatory cremation policy. 

The injustice done to Muslims and Christians was too blatant to escape notice. 

The case study titled ‘Shaykh Fahim’ included in this report, 

reveals the disturbing events that took place ahead of the 

cremation of the infant. Baby Shaykh’s father, Mohammed 

Fahim, had lost his job during the curfew imposed due to the 

pandemic -- like many others -- and was driving a three-wheel taxi 

to support his family. When he was informed that his infant son 

had tested positive for COVID-19 based on an antigen test, 

Mohammed -- unable to afford the PCR test on his own income -

- sought financial assistance from family and friends to arrange 

for a PCR test to be carried out at a private hospital13.  

But the state authorities were not prepared to wait for a second 
opinion. “They said because the baby is a COVID-19 positive 
patient, they can cremate. It is as if they rushed to cremate our 
baby,” he said.  

‘When we asked questions, they didn’t have any proper answer. 
We would have had some comfort if they had allowed us to bury 
him instead of cremating him by force. That is what is 
unbearable,” (Abdul Saroor and Mushtaq, 2020). 

In the same news report, leader of the National Unity Alliance 
(NUA), Azath Salley claimed state authorities insisted the Fahim 
family cover the cost of the cremation amounting to USD 300. A 
hefty charge for Mohammed who had lost his job and was struggling to support his family. 

The government of Sri Lanka remained unmoved by the cremation of the infant and the trauma experienced 

by the Fahim family. The state’s concern at the time however was the increasing number of bodies of COVID-

19 victims, that remained unclaimed due to the on-going protest by the minority communities to not consent 

to the cremation of their family members.  

White Cloth Protest and its Suppression 

In the meantime, activists and civil society organisations commenced an island wide protest against the 

forced cremation of Muslims, by tying pieces of white linen on to the fence surrounding the Borella 

crematorium14, and gates of the protestors’ households (as a show of condemnation) and in other burial sites 

and public spaces.  

The protest was called the ‘White Cloth Protest’ and went viral15 on social media. Sri Lanka Brief reported the 

protest gaining popularity: “The white handkerchiefs were tied to the iron fence by rights activists as a protest 

 
13 The state hospital had refused to conduct a PCR test on the infant 
14 The crematorium at which all the COVID-19 victims and suspected dead were cremated. It is located in Colombo -- 

the commercial capital of Sri Lanka. 
15 Among urban cities across Sri Lanka 

A boy protesting to seek justice for baby shaykh - 
Picture courtesy Nesan 
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of forcible cremation of a 20-day old Muslim child on the grounds that he had contacted COVID 19. Later the 

protestors used the hashtag #WhiteClothProtest to popularised (sic) the campaign asking to tie a white piece 

of cloth where ever (sic) they can to show solidarity with the demand for safe burials. The protest picked up 

and hundreds of white handkerchiefs were tied to the fence of the Kanatte Cemetery in Borella” (Sri Lanka 

Brief, 2020). 

Government resistance to the campaign was seen after former Minister Mangala Samaraweera joined the 

campaign in tying white linen on the Borella crematorium fence. Overnight the pieces of white cloth were 

removed from the fence and discarded.  

The former MP tweeted: “The ghouls of 

Kanatte have removed overnight the white 

handkerchiefs tied in memory of the infant 

who was cremated forcibly against the wishes 

of the parents.” 

The removal of the white linen was by the law 

enforcement authorities and the protesters 

were brought under surveillance. Sri Lanka 

Brief reported: “One of the activists who took 

part in the protest tweeted that “we have 

been informed that the Police have removed 

white flags from the Kanatte16 crematorium 

gate. We have also been informed that military and intelligence personnel are questioning and taking 

photographs of those coming to the site.” 

“The tying has been permitted by CMC and Kanatte officials have allowed it as well. There is technically no 

restriction on continuing to do so. 

“But we want you to be fully informed of the situation and urge you to be mindful of the surroundings should 

you wish to participate. This was expected but it is nevertheless upsetting that even peaceful solidarity is 

being stifled by this government and authorities.” she tweeted” (ibid.). 

Former Member of Parliament Ali Zahir Maulana who was one of the first to break the news about the 

cremation of the 20-day old infant, Shaykh Fahim, was quoted in the media saying: “Late last night I drove by 

the Borella crematorium to see the outpouring of support. While driving by, I noticed a group of policeman 

(sic) dressed in their “PT” kits loitering around the gate of the crematorium. There were hundreds of white 

cloths (sic) hanging in protest on the fence. 

“This is an overt attempt by the Government to stifle peaceful civil disobedience by well-intentioned 

members of the public, & (sic) a clear indication of suppression. What’s more evident is this protest was 

making waves & (sic) definitely has caught their attention. In that aspect, we’ve won” (ibid.). 

As the Muslim community and supporters from other communities -- religious and ethnic – from around the 

island joined the White Cloth Protest, the government distanced themselves from the mandatory cremation 

policy. “Responding to the protests, government spokesman Keheliya Rambukwella said the cremation policy 

is for the expert committee to review “from time to time”.  

 
16 Sinhala term for burial grounds 

Picture courtesy Colombo Telegraph 
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“The government has nothing to do with reviewing the decision to permit burials,” he said, adding that the 

government stands by the committee’s decision. “Also, when we highlight the concerns of Muslims, then 

there are concerns expressed by the Buddhist community who say even some of their final rites have been 

deprived and then there is the Catholic community’s sermon, so this is a little complex situation” (Al Jazeera, 

2020). 

Rambukwella’s statement shows lack of regard for the Muslim community, as the community had repeatedly 

expressed its willingness to make compromises to Islamic funeral rites, especially in terms of not holding 

public funeral prayers. Some of these compromises are highlighted in the section of this report titled: “Initial 

Lobbying for Policy Revision”. The complexities that Rambukwella alludes to were unlikely to transpire. 

Further, Rambukwella’s fears were invalidated when a powerful order of Buddhist monks, along with 

Christians and Hindu religious leaders, released a statement appealing to the President of Sri Lanka, Gotabaya 

Rajapaksa, to reconsider the mandatory cremation policy. Providing translated excerpts from the letter 

originally produced in Sinhala, EconomyNext reported: “The letter noted that the burial of dead bodies is a 

revered “religious practice including Islam and Christianity” and this right is protected by the Constitution of 

Sri Lanka. 

It said that the decision issued by a gazette notification on April 11, 2020, making cremation mandatory was 

taken soon after the outbreak of the pandemic and “we believe it was a precautionary measure taken due to 

the lack of biological knowledge” about the COVID 19 virus. 

The letter went on to say that “now after more than 8 months later (sic), and with a considerable body of 

research available about the nature of the COVID 19 virus, and results indicating that there is no danger of 

this virus spreading by the burial of COVID 19 dead bodies, we are of the opinion that there is no justification 

for the mandatory cremation of those who have died of COVID 19.” 

“At this time we take the view that the burials of those who have died due to COVID 19 infection should be 

allowed subject to certain conditions which would adequately protect the health of the people on one side 

and the religious practices of the Muslims, Catholics and other religious groups,” the letter asserted” 

(Ranawana, 2020) 

The venerable monks and other religious leaders made it very clear they fully comprehend the gravity of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the need to be cautious even when burying infected corpses. If the burial of COVID-

19 victims and suspected dead is permitted it is unlikely that they will disregard the need for caution and 

social distancing, and request to perform religious rites that may contribute to the spread of the virus, as 

feared by Minister Rambukwella.  

Far-Reaching Consequences of Cremation 

The cremation of the infant and the white cloth protest occurred towards the latter part of year 2020, when 

the repeated lockdown of urban areas was eased and the situation of the Muslims and Christians looked 

bleak. 

It was around this time that the far-reaching consequences of the cremation of these minorities was fully 

realised. A report that emerged in the international media noted that the Muslim community was more 

exposed to the COVID-19 virus due to the discriminatory practices of the state. The Sri Lanka Muslim Council 

(SLMC) spokesman, Hilmy Ahmed stated “more than half of Sri Lanka's 222 COVID-19 victims were from the 
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Muslim minority which accounts for just 10 percent of the 21 million population”. He went on to say, "We 

have a disproportionate number of fatalities because Muslims don't seek treatment fearing that they will be 

cremated if they are diagnosed with the virus after going to hospital," (AFP, 2021). 

Ahmed highlights a startling revelation. It is the impact of the cremation of Muslim COVID-19 victims and 

suspected deaths, had far reaching repercussions to the Muslim community as a whole. The community was 

now afraid that if they or a loved one were to be found positive of the COVID-19 virus and subsequently 

succumbed to the disease, they would invariably be cremated. A prospect that was indeed horrific to the 

community. As a result, to preserve their dignity, Muslims chose not to seek medical attention. If they 

experience COVID-19 symptoms they would not seek medical attention, this in turn was problematic as it 

would increase the chances of the entire household, and neighbourhood contracting the disease as well, 

which would contribute to the rapid spread of the disease. 

Muslims, especially the ageing population, were reluctant to seek medical attention for existing ailments in 

case they contract the COVID-19 virus while at a hospital, or if they passed away at the hospital and were 

cremated thereafter under suspicion of having contracted the virus. This reveals how steeped in fear the 

Muslim community was and the severity of the repercussions of the mandatory cremation policy. 

The same AFP article, quoted the Minister of Justice saying: “Sri Lanka's Muslim Council (SLMC) accused the 

government of trying to provoke Muslim youths into doing "something rash" with its decision on cremations, 

a claim echoed by Justice Minister Ali Sabry, a Muslim” (ibid.). However, it must be noted that at the time of 

writing this report, no evidence has emerged of Muslim youths organising or retaliating in such a manner. 

Attempt to Bury Infected Corpses in the Maldives 

In December 2020, reports emerged of discussions between Sri Lanka and Maldives regarding the burial of 

Sri Lankan Muslim COVID-19 victims in the Maldives. Confusion arose as to who approached whom first, and 

accusations were levelled against the Maldives’ for condoning institutionalised racism in Sri Lanka. 

The Maldivian Foreign Minister Abdulla Shahid announced that authorities were considering a “special 

request” from Sri Lanka to facilitate Islamic funeral rites in the Maldives for Sri Lankan Muslims succumbing 

to the COVID-19 pandemic. Shahid posted on Twitter: “This assistance will offer solace to our Sri Lankan 

Muslim brothers and sisters grieving over burial of loved ones.” 

Ahmed Shaheed, the UN’s special rapporteur on freedom of belief commented: “It looks like the request did 

not come from the Muslim community or with their consent, and could end up enabling the further 

marginalisation of Muslim communities in Sri Lanka,” Shaheed said in a statement to Al Jazeera, noting that 

the World Health Organization’s (WHO) guidelines permit both cremation and burials for people who die of 

COVID-19” (Rathindra. K, Rasheed. Z, 2020). 

Maldivian citizens however accused the Maldivian government of abetting the Sri Lankan government in its 

discrimination against Muslims. Given that the burial of COVID-19 infected victims has been approved by the 

WHO, the Sri Lankan government is obligated to bury its Muslim citizens as per their fundamental rights 

afforded to them locally and internationally. Maldivians took to social media to express their anger. Aya 

Naseem called it “supporting racism towards Muslims under the guise of Islamic heroism”, while Afa Rameez 

described the move as Maldives “playing along when our neighbours are being Islamophobic”. 
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Reporting on the sentiments of Muslims in Sri Lanka, Al Jazeera published Ali Zahir Moulana, a former 

legislator, stating: “I am thankful and grateful to the generous offer by Maldives. However, we can’t accept 

this offer because it will only cover up a gross violation of Muslims’ rights [...] We want to be buried in Sri 

Lanka. In our land [...] The government defies science and international pressure” (ibid). 

“Rauff Hakeem, the leader of Sri Lanka’s Muslim Congress, also rejected burials in Maldives. Instead, in a 

letter posted on Twitter on Wednesday he said, “We, Muslims will demand that our government reverse its 

unjustified cremation policy which is not based on epidemiological science [...] We will resist any attempts by 

our government to use this offer to deny our fundamental right to live and be buried in our beloved country 

with dignity”(ibid). 

It is also important to note, that the deeply flawed solution of burying Muslim COVID-19 victims in the 

Maldives, would have left out the Christian COVID-19 victims. 

As the discourse continued the government of Sri Lanka denied having reached out to the Maldives, stating 

that the Maldives government had approached them with regard to burying Muslim COVID-19 victims.  

As confusion and condemnation of the ‘Maldives solution’ ensued, the matter was eventually abandoned by 

both parties. 

Medical Professionals and Academics Speak Out 

Throughout 2020 several research reports were published dispelling the myth of the disease spreading via 

burial of infected corpses.  

World-renowned virologist Prof Malik Peiris, Chair Professor of the Department of Microbiology, the 

University of Hong Kong, Faculty of Medicine, in an interview with BBC dispelled these false notions, stating: 

"COVID-19 is not a waterborne disease [...] And I haven't seen any evidence to suggest it spreads through 

dead bodies. A virus can only multiply in a living cell. Once a person dies, the ability of the viruses to multiply 

decreases." 

He added: "Dead bodies aren't buried right in running water. Once you bury the body six feet under wrapped 

in impermeable wrapping, it is highly unlikely it would contaminate running water." 

Professor Peiris further said there was no scientific evidence to say that COVID-19 in a body buried in a six 

feet deep grave would filter through many layers of soil. Even if it is buried six feet underground in running 

water, it would still have to seep through many feet of soil to get into the overground water sources and 

subsequently survive in it, he added” (Pathirana, 2020). 

“If the body is wrapped in water-resistant material and chemicals are used to expedite the process of decay, 

the possibility of even a residual amount of the COVID-19 infection seeping through the soil and 

contaminating water is an entirely non-scientific argument. That is a major reason why the World Health 

Organisation and many countries in the world have no problem with burials,” he said (Jayamanne, 2020) 

Sri Lanka’s apex body of community medical specialists, the College of Community Physicians Sri Lanka 

(CCPSL), issued a strong statement in December 2020 debunking the myth of the COVID-19 virus spreading 

through contact with infected corpses, and highlighting the greater threat of spread of the disease among 

the Muslim community as a result of the discriminating mandatory cremation policy. 
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Below are excerpts from the four-page statement for brevity: 

- “COVID-19 is a rapidly evolving situation in which the decision making had to be based on 

precautionary principles at the early stage of the pandemic. When there was an uncertainty at the 

onset of the pandemic – we as the College of Community Physicians of Sri Lanka accepted it at that 

point of time. However, the subsequent accumulation of evidence forces us to rethink and revise the 

recommendations.” 

- “The latest scientific brief updated in October 2020 by the National Center for Immunization and 

Respiratory Diseases (NCIRD), Division of Viral Diseases, Center for Disease Control clearly confirms 

that the spread of SARS-CoV-2 is primarily through respiratory droplets. Contact transmission and air 

borne (sic) transmission are also possible but not the main mode of transmission. This updated 

scientific brief is similar to the evidence summary published previously in July 2020 by WHO and 

there is no change in the evidence on the transmission of SARS-CoV-2 virus with more than 80 million 

global cases and 1.7 million deaths.” 

“With more than 85,000 published scientific literature on COVID-19, not a single case has been 

reported due to virus transmitted through a dead body.” 

- “The claims on the SARS-CoV-2 spread directly through groundwater have not been scientifically 

substantiated and there is no indication that the virus could be transmitted through the drinking 

water7 . As per the viral biology, these viruses need a host cell to survive for a long period. And there 

are scientific methods available that could be adopted to minimize such effects viz. insulation, 

leachate collection and treatment. The principal sources and routes of potential transmission of 

SARS-CoV-2 in water systems could be hospital sewage, waste from isolation and quarantine centers, 

faecal-oral transmission, contaminated surface and groundwater sources and contaminated 

sewage8 , but not the dead bodies. Coronaviruses die off rapidly in wastewater at 23oC, within 2 to 

4 days and the process is rapid in higher temperatures as in Sri Lanka.” 

- “The risk of COVID-19 from the human remains/ dead bodies has been discussed in almost all public 

health programmes around the world. Two systematic reviews on dead body management during 

global pandemic of COVID-19 clearly show that there is no evidence on COVID-19 transmission so far 

from dead bodies. However, the duration of viral survival in dead body is still debatable and WHO, 

CDC and the European Center for Disease Prevention and Control had issued clear and extensive 

guidelines on handling dead bodies confirmed or suspected as having COVID-19 with detailed 

attention to the procedures in relation to handling the body in the ward, mortuary, funeral home, 

during transfer, and crematorium /burial site. At the same time these guidelines strongly discourage 

any ritual practice which may involve in risk of disease transmission. Nevertheless, all these global 

pandemic control programmes clearly stipulate that the victims can be "buried or cremated" with all 

precautions mentioned earlier.” 

- “Due to the highly contagious nature of this disease and the resulting quarantine and lockdown, it is 

natural that the fear associated with the disease is also rising when the disease is fast spreading, 

affecting the well-being of people. Anxiety, preoccupation with thoughts of Coronavirus infection, 

paranoia with getting infected, disease-related social media have been found as common 

manifestations of this fear psychosis. Biological disasters like this pandemic can generate immense 

prejudice, xenophobia, stigma and othering, all of which have adverse consequences on health and 

well-being and in the public participation in the control programme. COVID-19 pandemic has taught 

the world many lessons: one is about the importance of collective responsibility vs. individual 
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responsibility in shaping the wellbeing of all. A proper COVID-19 control strategy has to be all 

inclusive, lest, could end up in endangering the lives of all. This is the true meaning of Whole-of-

Government, Whole-of-Society approach. A scientific cost benefit evaluation is required in culturally 

sensitive issues which might affect participation of some communities in disease control activities 

such as getting engaged in early detection, contact tracing, volunteering with correct information 

and in seeking healthcare.” (CCPSL, 2020) 

Supreme Court Dismisses Case against Cremation 

The Muslim and Christian communities were grateful for the outpouring of support they received from 

various religious leaders, medical professionals and civil society activists, however, the government remained 

resolute in its decision against the burial of COVID-19 infected dead. 

One last strand of hope in accessing their 

fundamental right to bury their dead was the 

Supreme Court. After the mandatory 

cremation policy was introduced, Muslim 

leaders, civil society groups, and some of the 

families of the Muslims who were cremated 

filed petitions in the Supreme Court.  

The earliest petitions were filed soon after the 

cremation of the first Muslim COVID-19 

victim, and despite this being a grave issue, 

the hearings were repeatedly delayed. When 

the cases were eventually heard, the bench of 

judges were changed before the next hearing. 

On the second day of the hearing the Chief 

Justice replaced one of the judges on the 

bench.  

On 1 December 2020, all 11 fundamental rights petitions filed seeking an order to nullify the gazette 

notification that enforced the mandatory cremation policy, were dismissed with the consent of a majority of 

the judges, without hearing the merits of the case. 

The grounds on which the dismissal was made were mendacious in nature. Local media that reported on the 

court proceedings stated: “The Deputy Solicitor General said yesterday that scientists had not yet reached a 

final decision on how the COVID-19 virus spread and that the plaintiffs' contention that the COVID-19 infected 

corpses will not spread the virus could not be accepted as they were still investigating the matter”, (Colombo 

Page 2020b) 

The Deputy Solicitor General’s reasoning was invalid given that scientists attached to the WHO, have already 

cleared misconceptions about the spread of the disease via groundwater from burial.  

The news report also added: “The Deputy Solicitor General of the Government further stated today that the 

gazette notification issued by the Director General of Health Services stating how the funeral should be 

conducted in the event of the death of a person infected with COVID-19 is completely legal and does not 

infringe on the fundamental rights of any party”. (ibid.) 
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In a statement by the Centre for Policy Alternatives, one of the affected plaintiffs stated: “We placed greater 

hopes in the courts. However, for reasons unknown our applications have been rejected. Now we feel 

dejected, let down and abandoned”, said a son of one of the victims who challenged the offensive regulation 

in court” (CPA 2020), 

However, the larger community was not prepared to yield to pressure and resistance from the government 

and state authorities, even the Supreme Court. The President of the Muslim Council of Sri Lanka (MCSL), N 

M Ameen, told The Hindu in an interview shortly after the Supreme Court decision: “We are very concerned, 

but we still hope that the President will do the right thing and direct authorities to let Muslim families bury 

COVID-19 victims in their families.” (Srinivasan, 2020b) 

Alternating Decisions 

The government and state authorities had vacillated throughout 2020 on being open to burying victims of 

COVID-19, before retracting their words, causing great distress to the minorities. A committee was 

established to find dry land to bury victims, but delayed in doing so. As agitations for burial intensified in 

December 2020, Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa instructed the committee and relevant ministries to 

expedite its findings, however, even when dry land was found, no move was made to bury COVID-19 victims. 

The minority communities affected by the mandatory cremation policy were given renewed hope when 

another expert committee appointed by the Ministry of Health, which included top medical practitioners and 

medical academics in the country, revised its recommendation to include burial of COVID-19 victims on 2 

January 2021. 

Colombo Telegraph reported: “The panel chaired by Professor Jennifer Perera, Senior Professor in 

Microbiology in its recommendations submitted to the Ministry of Health this week said, “’While firmly 

standing by on the previous recommendation and guidelines on exclusive cremations of dead bodies as the 

most appropriate method of disposal which was based on the understanding at the time, the expert 

committee has revised the recommendations on disposal of bodies to include both cremation and burial, 

while adhering to the specified safety precautions.” (Colombo Telegraph, 2021). 

However, on 7 January, Minister of Parliament, 

Pavithra Wanniarachchi informed Parliament 

that no amendments would be made to the 

mandatory cremation policy, based on 

recommendations by a subcommittee 

committee to the expert committee (Weerakoon 

and Dissanayake, 2021). The Daily News 

reported: “The Health Minister said the decision 

to cremate COVID dead in Sri Lanka will not be 

amended on religious, political or any other 

grounds. Responding to Ponnambalam she said 

the sub-committee consisted of virologists, 

Judicial Medical Officers, microbiologists, 

epidemiologists and general physicians. (Nathaniel and Mallawarchchi, 2021) 

A group of Muslims staged a protest outside the United Nations Office 
in Colombo – Picture courtesy Daily Mirror 
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The government’s opposition to granting minorities their fundamental right to practice their religion -- sans 

harm to others, as enshrined in the constitution of the country was clearly malicious, given that at this point 

there was enough evidence to prove burial of COVID-19 victims would not cause the disease to spread. 

At the same time, the government appeared uncoordinated and blundering in their response to the 

mandatory cremation policy. On 10 February 2021, in Parliament, Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa assured 

burial of COVID-19 victims would be allowed (Francis, 2021). This news was publicly appreciated by the 

President of Pakistan, Imran Khan, who was due to visit Sri Lanka towards the end of February 2021, as well 

as UK High Commissioner, Sarah Hulton; and US Ambassador, Alaina Teplitz. 

The following day, State Minister Dr. Sudarshani Fernandopulle told Parliament that the decision to bury 

COVID-19 victims had not been reached, despite the remark made by the Prime Minister. Yet another panel 

of experts called the ‘Technical Expert Committee’ had been appointed to review the possibility of burial, and 

the Ministry of Health would only act on the committee’s recommendations. Responding to the State 

Minister, Leader of the Sri Lanka Muslim Congress and Member of Parliament Rauff Hakeem, stated: “The 

Prime Minister made a very categorical statement that burials would be permitted. This is a better late than 

never, mature decision by a very mature politician. He understands not only the predicament of the 

government but the minorities and the reconciliation of this country. In such an issue, now going back to the 

so-called, ‘expert committee’ which is full of people who are pseudo scientists is not going to solve this 

problem. Minister Ali Sabry knows that Muslims on both sides have been agitating for this and finally the 

Prime Minister has given a solemn undertaking in this House. 

“What more than that? Now it is up to the Health authorities. Who is better than the Prime Minister to make 

a decision on behalf of the government? Who are the so-called experts in the Health Ministry who are 

blocking this and creating racial tensions in this country? We are dragging the whole country into an abyss by 

this conduct,” he said.” (Marasinghe et al, 2021) 

Legal Analysis 

As COVID-19 infected cases rose in Sri Lanka in early 2020, the Ministry of Health commenced preparations 

to contain the disease. On 20 March 2020, the Ministry of Health published Gazette notification No. 2167/18, 

declaring Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) a quarantinable disease with regards to the existing 

Quarantine Regulations passed under the Ordinance in 1925 and 1960 making these regulations applicable 

to procedures taken in relation to COVID-19. 

A few days later, on 25 March 2020, the Ministry published another Gazette notification (Gazette 

Extraordinary 2168/6) which defined ‘proper authority and ‘diseased locality’ in the century old Quarantine 

And Prevention Of Diseases Ordinance, to make it more relevant and applicable to present times. The Director 

General of Health Services was designated as the “Proper Authority” according to the Gazette notification.  

According to Regulation 1 of the regulations issued by the above Gazette, the Director General of Health 

Services may delegate some of their powers to the Medical Officer of Health as well as the Chairpersons of 

the local authorities, medical officers in ports, airports and in any military, naval or air force establishment 

and the District Director of Health Services or the Regional Director of Health Services. 

However, the Attorney General in a letter addressed to the Acting Inspector General of Police (IGP), stated 

that the Director General of Health Services has delegated their powers as the proper authority to the Acting 

IGP. Although this letter has been used to sanction the legitimacy of several actions carried out by the police 
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as part of the COVID-19 response, it is not clear under what legal provisions and/or regulations that the 

powers of the proper authority have been delegated to the Acting IGP. 

With regards to the term ‘disease locality’, “under the Quarantine and Prevention of Diseases Ordinance, 

‘diseased’ is defined to mean infected or suspected of being infected with disease. 

Gazette Extraordinary No. 2168/6 dated 25 March 2020 defines a ‘diseased locality’ as any locality infected 

or suspected of being infected with disease and declared to be diseased by the Proper Authority as a diseased 

locality for such period as the Proper Authority shall determine. 

According to these regulations, the Proper Authority must identify a diseased locality. However, at present 

the public communications identifying diseased localities are issued by the police, which is not identified as 

a Proper Authority under the Gazette” (CPA, 2020) 

On 27 March 2020, the Ministry of Health published the first version17 of the Provisional Clinical Practice 

Guidelines on COVID 19 Suspected and Confirmed Patients which allowed for burial under certain conditions, 

and for the family of the deceased to view the body at a designated place at the hospital. This progressive 

provision was amended after the first Muslim COVID-19 related death occurred on 30 March 2020, and the 

hasty cremation of the corpse within 24 hours. During this short time the family of the disease was not 

allowed to see the body, despite the provision for this in the circular as well. 

The following day, 31 March 2020, the Ministry of Health amended the COVID-19 guidelines circular stating 

the disposal of COVID-19 victims or suspected cases should be limited to cremation. This was turned into 

policy on 11 April 2020, when Gazette notification No. 2170/8 was published. 

Gazette notification 2170/8 states that the cremation of all COVID-19 victims or suspected cases is to prevent 

the biological threat of the virus spreading from infected corpses. This myth however has been dispelled by 

the Interim Guidance published by the WHO on 24 March 2020, which states: 

● To date there is no evidence of persons having become infected from exposure to the bodies of 

persons who died from COVID-19; 

● The dignity of the dead, their cultural and religious traditions, and their families should be respected 

and protected throughout; 

● Hasty disposal of a dead from COVID-19 should be avoided; 

These points demonstrate the regulations imposed by the Ministry of Health are not necessary nor are 

expedient for the purpose of preventing the disease from entering or leaving the island. 

Such restrictions are also not permitted by law. Given the WHO guidelines, the ICRC commentary (Al-

Dawoody and Finegan, 2020), as well as the global practice as evidenced by the European Council for Fatwa 

and Research (ECFR, 2020) the measures adopted by the Ministry of Health are not proportionate to the 

purpose they seek to achieve.  

Therefore, the regulations by the Sri Lankan government violate fundamental rights guaranteed under the 

Constitution, they are illegal, arbitrary and ultra vires the powers vested in the Minister of Health, Pavithra 

Wanniarchchi, in terms of the law and Constitution.  

 
17 It has been updated several times since 27 March 2020 



 
 

 
SRI LANKA’S DOUBLE PANDEMIC State Sanctioned Forced Cremations During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

People’s Rights Group – February 2021 28 

The impugned guidelines marked in the circular by the Ministry of Health on 31 March 2020, introducing 

cremation as the only method of disposal of COVID-19 victims and suspected cases, infringes every citizens’ 

freedom of thought, conscience and religion, including the freedom to have or adopt a religion of their choice 

and such rights of others similarly circumstanced, and is in violation of Article 1018 of the Constitution. 

Article 10 of the Constitution confers a non-derogable right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, 

of every citizen including the freedom to have or adopt a religion or belief of their choice. Freedom of religion 

or belief is an individual right and also has a collective component. It confers the right to hold spiritual beliefs 

and to live by them, whether in private or in public, alone or in community with others. All citizens therefore 

possess a non-derogable right to choose a method of disposal of a corpse, in line with their spiritual 

perspective. This right cannot be denied or restricted in terms of Article 1519 of the Constitution.  

The circular by the Ministry of Health to the extent it prescribes cremation as the only permitted mode of 

corpse disposal, do not have an effect in law, and the Regulation 61A stipulated in the Gazette notification 

2170/8 dated 11 April 2020 is formulated in a manner contrary to and ultra vires the provisions of the 

Quarantine and Prevention of Diseases Ordinance No. 3 of 1897. Therefore, by failing to act in the manner 

prescribed and permitted by the law, such as Quarantine and Prevention of Diseases Ordinance No. 3 of 1897, 

the state authorities have acted in a manner that is arbitrary, capricious, unreasonable, illegal, unlawful and 

in violation of the fundamental rights guaranteed to the citizens of Sri Lanka. In these circumstances, the 

relevant state authorities have failed to act lawfully and uphold the rule of law and have thus infringed Article 

12(1)20 of the Constitution. 

In addition, the failure of the state to recognize the unequal treatment, that stems from the application of 

the circular and Gazette notification, in protecting the right of all citizens equally to observe and practice 

their religion, whereby those identifying as Muslim or Christian have been denied equal protection of the 

law, the Ministry of Health has failed to act lawfully and uphold the rule of law and in doing so has infringed 

Article 12(1) of the Constitution on a second account. 

Article 12(2) of the Constitution guarantees that “No citizen shall be discriminated against on the grounds of 

race, religion, language, caste, sex, political opinion, place of birth or any one of such grounds” and therefore 

the application of the cremation only policy to the citizens of Sri Lanka disadvantages and discriminates, and 

applies to the detriment of Muslims and Christians who believe it is part of their religious duty to bury their 

dead.  

Article 14(1)(e) of the Constitution guarantees all citizens “the freedom, either by himself or in association 

with others, and either in public or in private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, 

practice and teaching” and that it is obligatory on them, and those materially similarly circumstanced as 

followers of Islam or Christianity, to manifest their religion or belief in worship, observance and practice by 

adhering to the rituals and ceremonial acts associated with burial in these Abrahamic religions. Due to the 

unfair, disproportionate and unnecessary limitation against practicing their religious way of honouring and 

respecting the dead, the state authorities are denying Muslims and Christians their constitutionally assured 

personal and community rights to manifest religion through worship, observance, practice and teaching 

which is an infringement of Article 14(1)(e) of the Constitution. 

 
18 Article 10. Every person is entitled to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, including the freedom to have or 

to adopt a religion or belief of his choice.  
19 Article 15. (1) The exercise and operation of the fundamental rights declared and recognized by Articles 13(5) and 

13(6) shall be subject only to such restrictions as may be prescribed by law in the interests of national security. 
20 Article 12. (1) All persons are equal before the law and are entitled to the equal protection of the law.  
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Article 15(7)21 applies to Articles 12(1), 12(2) and 14(1)(e) of the Constitution and subjects such rights to “such 

restrictions as may be prescribed by law in the interests of national security, public order and the protection 

of public health or morality, or for the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights and 

freedoms of others, or of meeting the just requirements of the general welfare of a democratic society”. For 

the purposes of this paragraph “law” includes regulations made under the law for the time being relating to 

public security.” Given that it has been made very clear by local and international authorities that COVID-19 

cannot spread from a corpse buried underground, Article 15(7) cannot be used to justify the cremation only 

policy.   

All organs of the Government have a duty to respect, secure and advance the fundamental rights which are 

guaranteed under the Constitution and such rights may not to be abridged, restricted or denied save and 

except in the manner and to the extent permitted by the Constitution. 

In promulgating the impugned regulations, the Ministry of Health and other relevant state authorities have 

failed to consider the objective of due realisation of the fundamental rights and freedoms of all persons, 

which attracts liability under Article 126 of the Constitution. 

Furthermore, the Ministry of Health and other relevant state authorities, have also failed to respect the 

Principles of Natural Justice by not duly consulting relevant stakeholders prior to acting and promulgating 

regulations without a sound and valid basis, which has resulted in arbitrary, irrational, unreasonable actions 

as well as omissions that infringe fundamental rights of citizens of Sri Lanka. 

The dangers posed by the impugned actions are very serious and grave and irreparable loss, harm, damage 

and prejudice has been caused and continue to be inflicted on citizens of Sri Lanka. 

Dr. Althaf Marsoof, in a paper explaining how the mandatory cremation policy infringes the rights of 

minorities concluded: “The COVID-19 health crisis is a real and serious threat. The international community, 

governments and citizens all have a collective role to play if we are to defeat this natural enemy. However, 

we must do so without losing our humanity. This particularly applies in respect of decisions made as regards 

the disposal of bodies of COVID-19 victims. The analysis undertaken above suggests that there is significant 

doubt as to whether the practice of cremating bodies of COVID-19 victims is consistent with the fundamental 

rights framework of the Sri Lankan Constitution. 

While we must strive to achieve the greater public good of suppressing the virus, we must not unduly 

disregard the rights of citizens, even if those rights relate to a minority community. It is crucial for those 

having the authority to decide on matters such as this to do so objectively and scientifically and, more 

importantly, to be transparent and make genuine efforts to engage with the community when such decisions 

are made. What is necessary is to encourage open dialogue between State authorities and the community so 

that practical solutions, if not compromises, may be reached” (PRG 2020b). 

 

 
21 Article 15(7): The exercise and operation of all the fundamental rights declared and recognized by Articles 12, 13(1), 

13(2) and 14 shall be subject to such restrictions as may be prescribed by law in the interests of national security, 
public order and the protection of public health or morality, or for the purpose of securing due recognition and 
respect for the rights and freedoms of others, or of meeting the just requirements of the general welfare of a 
democratic society. For the purposes of this paragraph “law” includes regulations made under the law for the time 
being relating to public security.  
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Conclusion 

The introduction of the mandatory cremation policy, and all the subsequent decisions and events, are 

indicative of the government’s blatant act of discrimination and violation of the fundamental human rights 

of minorities in Sri Lanka. When 190 countries allow for the burial of their COVID-19 dead, and international 

authorities such as the WHO, as well as leading local and international scientists recommend burial from early 

to mid 2020, it is deeply disturbing that the government of Sri Lanka continues to stand against burial of 

COVID-19 victims. 

The mandatory cremation policy does not simply harm minority communities to whom burial is part of their 

religious doctrine, but is an act of deliberate violence towards them. It is an act of intolerance and hate. The 

prolonging of the decision to rescind the policy and the insincere hope given to these minority communities 

only to be retracted days later, is emotionally and mentally traumatising to the communities.  

Furthermore, the dismissal of the fundamental rights petitions by the Supreme Court without hearing the 

cases, is indication of the deeply rooted and far-reaching discrimination against minorities in Sri Lanka. From 

the perspective of international law, Sri Lanka acceded to the ICCPR in 1980, and is therefore obligated to 

uphold the rights afforded to minorities in the Act. In denying minorities dignity in death, when burial of 

COVID-19 victims has no adverse effects, the government’s racist motives have been laid bare.  

More importantly, the disregard and the failure of the government to even attempt to comprehend the 

gravity of cremation of their dead to these communities, and to remain resolute in its decision to cremate 

COVID-19 victims, have left these communities feeling isolated within their own country. Continued blatant 

discrimination and the denial of fundamental rights to minorities, will only exacerbate the already degrading 

social cohesion of the island nation. 

Even as this report is being finalized, the situation relating to forced cremations continue to evolve, 

particularly with the impending vote on Sri Lanka at the 46th Session of the Human Rights Council, and there 

are possibilities that in the face of immense international pressure the government might change its policy. 

In such an event, the immediate challenge will be to ensure the smooth and swift implementation of dignified 

burial, with the high levels of Islamophobia, racism and discrimination that has permeated the public service 

systems and the general public. It is also important to note that the end of forced cremation is not the end 

of human rights violations in the country: as reiterated in this report, it is just one significant manifestation 

of a broad pattern of violations against minorities. Tackling the root causes of human rights violations and 

ending impunity is a long and difficult journey that the country has to take, and the engagement of the 

international human rights community is imperative in this process. Finally, with hundreds of victims forcibly 

cremated, the issue of forced cremation becomes the latest addition to long list of injustices against 

minorities that demands accountability and justice.  
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CASE STUDIES 

 

Fathima Rinosa  

On 4 May 2020, Fathima Rinosa (age 44) who was receiving treatment for pneumonia at the National Hospital 

Colombo was transferred to the Infectious Diseases Hospital (IDH). The following day (5 May), early in the 

morning the family received a call from the hospital administration to say that she had passed away and her 

body had already been cremated. The PCR test result which was released after her cremation and the death 

certificate noted the cause of death to be ‘suspected C19’. A government doctor appeared on national 

television on 6 May 2020 and said that Rinosa’s PCR test result was negative, and her body was cremated by 

mistake. Her family was taken for quarantine upon her death but the next day the entire family was brought 

back to their housing complex in Mattakkuliya, Colombo as their COVID-19 PCR test results were negative.  

 

Mohamed Minhaj 

Mohamed Minhaj (age 19), was mentally ill and bedridden from birth and was under his family’s constant 

supervision, died in his sleep on 27 October 2020 around 4.30 am at his house in Colombo-12. The doctor, 

who treated him regularly, visited the house at around 8.30 am and cleared all documents for burial, 

however, due to the curfew imposed at the time, the Grama Sevaka Niladhari asked one of Minhaj’s the 

brothers to get police clearance to transport the body to the burial ground. The brother of the deceased went 

to the area police station where he was kept waiting for almost 2 hours. Later the police rushed to the house 

and forced the family to take the body to the National Hospital Colombo (NHC). The hospital authorities 

ordered a PCR test, and the body was put into the police morgue at the NHC pending the PCR test results. 

Next day they were informed that the test result was positive, following which his body was cremated. His 

death is recorded as one of ‘sudden COVID death’ by the health ministry spokesperson. His entire family as 

well as the relatives who had come to attend the funeral, when the body was being prepared for burial earlier 

in the day, were sent for compulsory military quarantine.  
 

Ahamed Jamaldeen Abdul Razeek 

On 2 November 2020, Ahamed Jamaldeen Abdul Razeek (age 78) from Colombo 13 was admitted to the 

Colombo National Hospital after sustaining a head injury after a fall. He was transferred to the ICU due to 

heavy bleeding and later to an isolation ward. He died the next day and his body was kept in the morgue with 

other bodies without any special protection. Later the authorities had said his PCR test result was positive 

and cremated his body on 4 November 2020. His death was declared as a sudden COVID-19 death by the 

health ministry media spokesperson, however, his name had been later removed from the national COVID-

19 causality list. None of his family members were allowed to see his body except one son who was compelled 

to sign the consent form for cremation. The son remains disturbed to this day, as he is unaware if it was in 

fact his father who was cremated since he was not allowed to see his father’s face after his death. 

 

Rajendran Raveendran 

Rajendran Raveendran died on 11 November 2020. He is the father of a 5-year-old son and one month old 

infant. On the day of his death he went to catch fish in Diyawanna Oya since he and his family had nothing to 

eat in the household. His boat went near the Army commander's house and the guards knocked his boat 

causing it to overturn in the water. As a direct consequence of this attack, Rajendran Raveendran drowned 
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(there is an eyewitness to his drowning). On 12 Nov a PCR test was taken on his body. The test was negative 

but, after families started talking about the killing to the opposition politicians, on 13 November the police 

said another PCR test was taken and within 2 hours the results allegedly showed Rajendran's body tested 

positive. His body was cremated the next day despite the family’s protest and their demands for the burial 

of Rajendran’s body. No post-mortem was conducted. 

 

Shaykh Fahim 

On December 9, baby Shaykh Fahim, a 20-day old infant, was forcibly cremated at the Borella crematorium. 

The infant was admitted at a state hospital at 10 pm Monday (7 December) night. He was subjected to an 

antigen test that turned out positive for COVID-19. While Fahim waited for the antigen test results, hospital 

staff had asked him to leave the baby at hospital and return home. Fahim and his wife went home reluctantly. 

Shaykh was moved to the MICU around 3 am on Tuesday (8 December). When Fahim contacted the hospital 

again at 5:30 am, he was informed that his infant son had passed away. Fahim rushed to the hospital where 

the medical staff informed him that he needed to sign some documents. Fahim said he would only sign the 

documents if could get a PCR test done for his son and would be allowed to bury the infant. The medical 

officials refused to release the baby’s body for burial and demanded that Fahim sign the documents. When 

Fahim refused, the official demanded that he either sign or leave.  

After an exhausting battle to gain access to his son, on Wednesday (9 December) afternoon, Fahim received 

a call from the hospital notifying him Shaykh’s body was to be transported for cremation to the Borella 

crematorium. Fahim, accompanied by friends went to the crematorium but he was unable to go inside, as he 

did not want to see his baby being burnt.  

‘Shaykh’s father MFM Fahim told Al Jazeera he could not gather the courage to witness the burning of his 

infant son’s body. “I told them that I cannot go into a place where they are burning my baby. My friends and 

family asked the authorities how they can go ahead with the cremation when neither of the parents had 

signed any document giving consent,” Shaykh’s father, Mohammed Fahim, told Al Jazeera’.  

Mohammed Fahim lost his job due to the pandemic, and had taken to driving a three-wheel taxi to support 

his family when his son passed away.   

 

Mohamed Rafeek 

Mohamed Rafeek was admitted at a hospital in Puttalam on 16 January 2021. Hospital authorities moved him 

to a Hospital in Kurunegala for scanning the next day and he was to remain there for further treatment. 

Rafeek’s family was informed that he had tested positive for COVID-19, and was moved to another ward two 

days later. On 22 January, hospital authorities told his family that Rafeek had passed away, and the cause of 

death was pneumonia from COVID-19. Rafeek’s family remain in disbelief. In an interview his nephew states 

that Rafeek was admitted at hospital for a leg injury, and he had not shown any symptoms of COVID-19 or 

pneumonia at the time. The family maintains that Rafeek was forcibly cremated on 24 January 2020 after 

dark, as they did not sign the consent form and their request for Rafeek’s remains was denied.  
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