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DETECTION OF SARS-COV-2 IN A DECEASED SHIP CREW MEMBER 
On 11 April 2021, a deceased person was found on the beach at Ifira Point, which is in close proximity to Port 
Vila on the island of Efate. This person was confirmed to have previously been onboard a cargo ship that arrived 
in Port Vila on 9 April 2021 and that was temporarily anchored in Port Vila harbour. No crew from the same ship 
are reported to have disembarked during this time or since. No ship crew reported symptoms of COVID-19. As 
per standard protocols, arrival testing was not undertaken as ship crew were not expected or permitted to 
disembark from the ship.    
 
In preparation for autopsy (to determine cause of death), a nasopharyngeal specimen was collected from the 
deceased and was tested for SARS-CoV-2. On 17 April 2021, the specimen was confirmed to be SARS-CoV-2 
positive. An internal autopsy was not performed so as to minimise exposure risk, therefore it has not been 
possible to confirm the cause of death.   
 
Investigation, contact tracing and risk assessment were initiated immediately to identify and manage (as needed) 
anyone who was in contact with the deceased before or after death. This included identifying and interviewing 
ship crew, police and health personnel as well as members of the public who were in close proximity to the 
deceased at any stage. As a precautionary measure, 40 people had a nasopharyngeal swab collected for COVID-
19 testing and 19 people were placed in quarantine.  
 
Investigation, contact tracing and risk assessment are currently ongoing and completion is anticipated shortly. To 
date, there is no evidence of COVID-19 transmission in the community linked to this or any other case. Based on 
available information, Vanuatu is currently considered to be in Scenario 2A. While the SARS-CoV-2-positive 
deceased person was not technically confirmed in quarantine or ‘at the border’, the lack of any confirmed COVID-
19 cases locally (sporadic or cluster cases) or community transmission does not support classification as Scenario 
2B or 3. Mask wearing is therefore not currently necessary for healthy individuals.  

HIGHLIGHTS  
 On 11 April 2021, a deceased person was found on a beach near the capital of Port Vila, and was later 

confirmed through testing to be SARS-CoV-2 positive. The person had been crew on a cargo ship 
temporarily located in Port Vila harbour and had been reported missing on 11 April 2021. No other 
crew are reported to have disembarked from the ship. 

 Investigation, contract tracing and risk assessment were initiated immediately to identify and manage 
anyone who was in contact with the deceased before or after death. Full results are anticipated shortly.  

 Travel from Efate Island has been restricted for a 3-day period, effective as of 19 April 2021.  
 In consideration of the COVID-19 Health Sector Preparedness and Response Plan and the exceptional 

circumstances regarding the deceased crew member, Vanuatu is considered to be in Scenario 2A.  
 

 Previously, two (2) confirmed active cases of COVID-19 were detected in one quarantine facility in 
Vanuatu on 06 March 2021 during routine testing and were transferred to the isolation facility at Vila 
Central Hospital. Both developed mild COVID-19 symptoms but have now fully recovered. Both 
returned negative PCR test results and are therefore considered non-infectious and are of no COVID-
19 risk to the community. Health clearance for both patients has been provided by a Specialist Medical 
Officer with both eligible for release from isolation.  

 Everyone is urged not to spread misinformation/rumours as the results of the investigation are 
finalised. Further information and updates are made available by the Ministry of Health on the 
dedicated website at www.covid19.gov.vu 

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 

Vanuatu Situation Report #35 – 20 April 2021 
 

http://www.covid19.gov.vu/


Page 2 of 2 
 

Domestic and international travel by sea and air outbound from Efate and its offshore islands has been restricted 
for a 3-day period, effective as of 19 April 2021. Hygiene practices, including frequent handwashing, good cough 
etiquette and social distancing are being promoted.     
 

TWO RECOVERED CASES 
On 06 March 2021, two (2) active cases of COVID-19 were confirmed in Vanuatu. One was a 46 year-old female 
and the other was a 50 year-old male. Both individuals had arrived to Port Vila on the same flight from Port 
Moresby on 27 February 2021. Both cases were asymptomatic on arrival and were detected during routine 
testing of travellers in quarantine on day 5, with confirmatory testing conducted on day 6. Both were transferred 
to the COVID-19 isolation ward at Vila Central Hospital, and both developed mild symptoms of COVID-19.  
 
Both cases have since recovered. Testing has been conducted and they are now considered to be non-infectious. 
This was also indicated by two consecutive negative SARS-Cov-2 PCR test results for both patients. Health 
clearance for both has therefore provided by a Specialist Medical Office. This means both patients are now 
eligible for release from isolation.  
 

FURTHER INFORMATION 
Everyone is urged to refer only to official information sources and to avoid spreading misinformation and 
rumours. Further information and updates are made available by the Ministry of Health on the dedicated website 
at www.covid19.gov.vu and the free landing page at https://bit.ly/vanmoh or by calling the Health Information 
Hotline on 119.  
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* The frequency of Ministry of Health COVID-19 Situation Reports will depend on the evolving situation. 
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