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The situation on COVID-19 can change quickly. These public health guidelines provide 
actions that can be planned for and taken should COVID-19 be identified in the community 
(Scenario 2B and 3). Everyone should stay up to date with the latest information about the 
spread of COVID-19 and the required health measures and restrictions from the Ministry 
of Health.  
 
 
Role of Church Leaders in supporting communities during COVID-19 
 

Church leaders, faith-based organizations, and faith communities are a primary source of support, 
comfort, guidance, and often health and social services for the communities they serve.  
 
You can play a key role in preventing the spread and mitigating risks of COVID-19 and providing 
religious counselling and support to your communities during periods of extreme stress and social 
disruption. 
 
By sharing clear, evidenced-based information and guidance to prevent COVID-19, you and your 
institutions can promote health-saving information and practices, and reduce fear and stigma.  

This document gives advice on:  

1. Simple ways to prevent the spread of COVID-19 during gatherings in your church community 
2. Suggestions for conducting faith activities remotely 
3. Guidance on providing counselling and support to the community 
4. Guidance on safe burial practices 
5. Details of other information and resources 
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1. Ways to Prevent COVID-19 During Gatherings (when permitted) 
 

Please ensure that your gathering or event complies with measures and guidance provided by 
national and local authorities. Ministry of Health will regularly update their guidance dependent on the 
COVID-19 situation in Vanuatu.  
 
If medium or large gatherings (e.g. over 20 people) are allowed, you should keep in contact with 
authorities in the lead up to the event to ensure your event complies with any new changes or 
guidance.   
 
If gatherings are permitted, church leaders and faith-based communities should take the 
following steps to reduce the threat of COVID-19 in your community:  
 
Keep informed 
• Stay up to-date on the latest advice and restrictions at www.covid-19.gov.vu and from 

information distributed by government agencies.  
• Take every opportunity during gatherings to verbally remind the attendees of the preventative 

behaviours and measures outlined below, and provide informed updates.  
• Display Ministry of Health approved posters about COVID-19 hygiene and prevention measures, 

and visual reminders on physical distancing, and handwashing and cough hygiene.   
• If there are cases of COVID-19 confirmed and when requested by authorities, keep a record 

that can be provided to health authorities that includes contact details of all people who take 
part in the gathering or service.  

• If medium or large gatherings (e.g. over 20 people) are allowed, you should keep in contact 
with authorities in the lead up to the event to ensure your event complies with any new 
changes or guidance.  When required by authorities, gatherings and events should be cancelled 
or postponed to a later date.  
 

Wash Hands Regularly and Uphold Hygiene Practices 
• Provide handwashing (soap and running water) or hand sanitiser facilities for members before 

and after the service. 
• Place disposable facial tissues within easy reach and closed bins for used tissues (ensure that 

handwashing facilities are used afterward).  
• If shoes and sandals are removed from feet they should be placed separately and in bags.  

 
Keep a Safe Distance 
 

Maintain at least 1 meter distance between people, at all times 
• Control the number and flow of people entering and departing from worship spaces. 
• Ensure that children who attend gatherings are appropriately supervised/cared for. 
• Identify a room or area where a person could be isolated if he or she becomes ill or develops 

symptoms. 
• Encourage leaders and worshippers to avoid attending gatherings and services if they are sick 

or have any symptoms of COVID-19.    
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When COVID-19 is confirmed in Vanuatu or the situation changes: 
• When required by authorities, gatherings and events should be cancelled or postponed to a 

later date.  
• Create and assign fixed seating to maintain safe distances, taking measures to separate 

households groups.  
 
Prevent touching between people attending services 
• Ask that members avoid physical contact and replace hugs, kisses and handshakes with a bow, 

peace sign or other greeting to maintain distance. 
• Greet people at the entry to worship spaces with friendly words and smiles. 
• Replace any shared “sign of peace”, for example holding of hands, with an alternative that 

avoids physical contact. 
• Give and receive blessings from at least 1 meter away.  
• Do not undertake rituals involving touching such as foot washing and substitute with 

alternative practices.   
 
Prevent the sharing of items between members 
• Limit the sharing of frequently touched objects (eg. prayer books or song books) and 

encourage people to bring their own if possible.  
• Collect any offerings in one place or area in the church or hall rather than passing collection 

containers among members.   
• Stop the practice of distribution of Holy Communion that involves placing the wafer on the 

tongue or drinking from a common cup. 
• Avoid touching statues or icons and remove communal holy water.  
• Consider using individual pre-packaged boxes/servings of religious or ceremonial foods, rather 

than shared portions from communal containers.  
• Avoid shared foods or refreshments in an open buffet style.  

 
Clean and disinfect surfaces 
• Routinely clean worship spaces and other communal areas with normal detergent, followed by 

disinfectant/bleach solution (0.1%) before and after services or gatherings.  
• Regularly clean frequently touched surfaces such as doorknobs, light switches and stair railings 

with detergent then disinfectant. 
• You can make your own disinfectant by diluting bleach with water (3 teaspoons of bleach to 1 

litre of water or according to directions on package). (See ‘COVID-19 Public Health Information 
– Cleaning and Disinfecting’ Information Sheet.)  

 
Keep the space well ventilated  
• Planned gatherings should be held outdoors, if possible.  
• Alternatively, indoor venues should be well ventilated, for example using open halls or keeping 

windows and louvres open.  
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Wearing a Mask if advised:  
• Use of masks may be required for the general public when there are COVID-19 cases in the 

community to help limit transmission. Only wear a mask if advised by Vanuatu Ministry 
of Health that the situation requires its use. 

• Follow the guidelines and advice about mask use from the Ministry of Health and WHO.  
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2. Conducting Faith Activities Remotely 

 
If possible, use technology to maintain community and continue worship 

• Video or audio-record worship services and broadcast or share them on social media, radio 
and tv. 

• Contact individuals in the community by phone or through social media rather than visiting in-
person. 

• Encourage members of your community to use mobile phone calls if they wish to pray 
together.  

• Communicate times when your faith community can observe religious practice remotely at 
the same time each week. 

• Collect prayer requests from the community into a document that can distributed to be 
supported by all members. 
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3. Providing Counselling and Support to the Community 

 
Keep individuals connected to strengthen community and combat isolation 

• Reach out and check-in on members of your community who are living alone, are older 
adults, have disabilities or are vulnerable. 

• Create a contact list where members can volunteer to phone other members regularly. 
• Avoid in-person visits where possible and promote physical distancing. Wherever possible, 

communicate remotely (via phone) or from a safe distance, for example if visiting the person 
stay outside and 1m from the other person. 

• Prevent family separation and promote that children stay with families if they are separated.  
 
Help others who need assistance 

• Encourage your community members to support one another, especially those who are most 
vulnerable. This could include donations of money, food, and other essential needs.  

• If a person has experienced a distressing situation, listen and do not pressure them to tell 
their story. Support the person to identify positive coping strategies and supportive people 
who can assist them.  

• Support healthcare workers, law enforcement officials and others in essential services. 
• Offer special prayers for the sick with messages of hope and comfort. 

 
Manage worrying news 

• Encourage your community on ways to manage stress and keep up hope during this time.  
• Encourage members of your community to limit their reading of news related to COVID-19 or 

encourage them to only read the news and updates at a certain time of day.  
• Follow only credible sources, including the Ministry of Health and WHO.  
• Promote hope and support to members by reading the bible and seeking guidance from their 

faith. 
 

Respond to situations of family violence 
Globally there has been a significant increase in violence against women, children, and marginalized 
people. During this time, it is important that you support vulnerable members of your community by:  

• Share information with your community on how to access appropriate domestic violence 
services in your area.  

• If you know how to safely identify vulnerable individuals and families, refer them to the 
services available.  

• Actively speak out against violence and emphasize there are options and help available to 
deal with stress. 

• Where a child is concerned, always report to the relevant authority (Child Desk or police) and 
be informed of child protection policies and referral processes, including what to report, when 
to report, to whom, and how. 
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4. Safe Burial Practices 

 
Ensure grieving families receive safe, respectful, and appropriate funerals and burial rites 
for their loved ones.  
If funerals are allowed by national and local authorities, religious leaders and communities should 
apply the recommendations above regarding physical distancing to manage the risk of community 
members and families coming together. Where possible, limit funeral gathers to only immediate 
family members.  
 

• Always maintain at least 1 meter distance between mourners.  
• Have the funeral outdoors if possible, or in a well-ventilated space, for example open hall or 

church with windows and louvres open.  

• Regulate the number and flow of people entering and departing from funeral venue.  

• Assign fixed seating to maintain safe distances. 

• Remind funeral members to avoid hugging, kissing and handshaking, and instead suggest 
they bow or offer some other sign of mourning with family and friends.  

• Ensure handwashing (soap and running water) or hand sanitiser as well as facial tissues and 
a bin for disposal. 

 
Other guidance for burials and funerals of persons with COVID-19:  
Families should follow guidance provided by health authorities on handling the body of the deceased. 
When acceptable or appropriate according to respective faith traditions, burial and cremation should 
be allowed for the remains of persons who have died of COVID-19.  
 
In addition to general recommendations for funerals and burial rites outlined above:  

• Family viewing may be arranged based on the advice of health authorities, and allowance 
should be made for only a few members to view the body only. No touching or kissing of the 
body should be allowed. Families should use standard precautions during and after viewing, 
including hand hand washing or hand sanitizer.  

• Funerals should be closed casket.  
• No touching or kissing of the body.  

• Funerals should be held as soon as possible after the body is collected from the mortuary  
• Burial attendants or funeral pallbearers must wear gloves and wash hands with soap and 

water after removal of the gloves following the burial.  
• Limit attendance by children, person with existing medical conditions and older persons, 

however where attendance is necessary, pay particular attention to their protection. 
 
Although burials of those who have died from COVID-19 should take place in a timely manner, in 
accordance with local practices, funeral and custom ceremonies not involving the burial that requires 
gathering of large groups of people should be postponed, as much as possible, until the end of the 
outbreak or until instructed by authorities.  
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5. Other information and resources 
 
Important Information Resources: 

• For the latest information visit the Ministry of Health COVID-19 website and follow the 
Ministry of Health - Health Promotions  Facebook page: www.covid19.gov.vu  and 
https://www.facebook.com/Health-Promotions-Vanuatu-1674266679566197/  
 

• Find the latest information from WHO on where COVID-19 is spreading:  
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/situation-reports/   
 

• Advice and guidance from WHO on COVID-19 
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019   
 

• If the information you need is not easily found using these resources or you have further 
questions, please consult the Ministry of Health’s COVID-19 Information Hotline on 119 (free 
call, Monday-Friday, 9:00am -5:00pm).  

 
 
Contact Details for Services: 
 

• Vanuatu Women’s Centre. Port Vila, Shefa: 24000 

• Vanuatu Police Family Protection Unit. Port Vila, Shefa: 111 

• Torba Counselling Centre Sola, Banks: 549 3357/ 7102422  

• Sanma Counselling Centre Luganville, Santo: 777 1128   

• Penama Counselling Centre Lavatu, Pentecost: 731 3952  

•  Malampa Counselling Centre Lakatoro, Malekula 779 9165  

• Tafea Counselling Centre Lenakel, Tanna 7101869  
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