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EBOLA IN CONTEXT: UNDERSTANDING 
TRANSMISSION, RESPONSE AND CONTROL 

WEEK 2 STEP 2.4 BURIAL PRACTICES (VIDEO) 

Traditional funeral practices in West Africa can exacerbate transmission of the 
Ebola virus. This video discusses traditional practices and changes that might 
be made to prevent transmission during funerals. The training of burial teams 
and development of funeral guidelines are discussed below. 

The key role that burial practices can play in the spread of Ebola has been apparent 
since the first outbreak. In 2014, “in Guinea […] 60% of cases have been linked to 
traditional burials.”1 

In the video, anthropologist, Professor Paul Richards and social scientist, Esther Yei-
Mokuwa, discuss the cultural basis of funeral and burial practices and emphasise 
how important it is in West African communities to attend funerals and offer 
emotional support to the bereaved. To show respect for the deceased, mourners 
may offer to help with the cleansing of the body. Physical touching and ‘mingling of 
tears’2 with the bereaved are important elements of showing support. 

They discuss how changes must be made in consultation with communities, keeping 
key elements such as washing the body, allowing the burial to be witnessed, and 
conducting proceedings at a respectful pace, all while maintaining safety. Cremation 
(which was made compulsory for Ebola victims in Liberia in August 2014) is 
particularly problematic in this cultural context because knowing the resting place of 
an individual is fundamental. 

Safe burials have been introduced in many areas. Médicines Sans Frontières has 
provided safe burial training in affected countries, and the International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies have been actively implementing safe and 
dignified burials; procedures are explained to the families, and those that handle the 
body use Personal Protective Equipment. Social attitudes are changing and more 
people are accepting the new procedures. A Red Cross volunteer recently reported 
that3 ‘the communities trust us to take care of their loved ones. Now we have no 
problems recruiting other volunteers. People feel safe and believe in what we are 
doing.’ 

Drawing on advice from anthropologists and religious leaders, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) produced a new protocol in November 20144for safe and 
dignified burials that sets out the steps in detail. The training of burial teams and the 
number of safe and dignified burials carried out are included among the key 
indicators of the Ebola response in the WHO situation reports.5 Nevertheless there 
continue to be reports of unsafe burials and hiding corpses from the authorities. The 
number of cases detected only after death and the number of unsafe burials are now 
reported weekly on the WHO website. 

http://www.who.int/csr/disease/ebola/situation-reports/en/


  2 

Once the body is inside the bags used for safe burial the risk of contamination 
should be very low. Nevertheless there is interest in how long the virus remains 
viable. Recent data from animal studies suggest that this is up to 7 days. 

  

http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/21/5/15-0041_article
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This material has been repackaged from a free, online course delivered by the 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine on the FutureLearn platform in 
2015. Additional information about the course and its contributors can be found on 
the School website. 

Future iterations of the course may feature slightly different material. Further live 
runs of this and other courses can be found on the platform. Please visit the School’s 
FutureLearn webpage for more details. 
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