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INTERNATIONAL CONVEYANCE 
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 which was temporarily anchored in Port Vila harbour. 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.  
 
Contact tracing and testing for crew on the ship confirmed an additional 11 persons with COVID-19 with only 
one person testing negative. Three individuals reported mild symptoms of COVID-19 during the time in Port Vila 
Harbour. No crew from the same ship are reported to have disembarked during that time. The vessel exited Port 
Vila harbour on the evening of 21 April 2021 with 12 crew onboard, with Solomon Islands as the next intended 
destination. The negative individual was instructed to quarantine themselves separate to others onboard the 
ship. 
 
The 11 cases and the 1 deceased person constitute 12 cases on an international conveyance; as the cause of 
death was not determined, it cannot be attributed to COVID-19. These cases are not added to Vanuatu’s case 
count. Based on this experience, the COVID-19 protocols for inbound cargo vessels are currently under review.   
 

COMMUNITY RISK ASSESSMENT & RESPONSE 
Risk assessment (including case investigation and contact tracing) was initiated immediately to identify anyone 
in Efate who was in contact with the deceased before or after death. This included identifying and interviewing 
police and health personnel as well as members of the public who were in close proximity to the deceased at 

HIGHLIGHTS  
❖ On 11 April 2021, a deceased person was found on the beach near Port Vila and was later confirmed 

to be SARS-CoV-2 positive. The person had been reported as missing on 11 April from a cargo ship that 
was temporarily located in Port Vila harbour. The cause of death was not determined.  

❖ Testing of the 12 other crew members confirmed 11 cases of COVID-19 of which 3 reported mild 
symptoms of COVID-19; 1 person tested negative. The vessel exited Vanuatu on 21 April 2021 with 
Solomon Islands as the intended destination. The 11 cases and the 1 deceased person constitute 12 
cases on an international conveyance and are not added to Vanuatu’s case count.  

❖ Risk assessment (including case investigation and contact tracing) indicated minimal risk of exposure 
of anyone in Vanuatu to the deceased person and confirmed that all protocols were followed by health 
personnel.  No close contacts were identified in accordance with the Ministry of Health definition. As 
a precautionary measure, 41 people were tested and 21 were temporarily quarantined. All test results 
were negative, and all persons were released from precautionary quarantine.  

❖ The two COVID-19 patients detected on 6 March 2021 were discharged from isolation following 
medical clearance that indicated they are non-infectious.  

❖ There are currently no COVID-19 cases in isolation or quarantine and no evidence of local transmission 
in Vanuatu. Vanuatu is therefore considered to be in Scenario 1.  

❖ Everyone is urged not to spread rumours or misinformation. Official information and updates are 
made available by the Ministry of Health on the dedicated website at www.covid19.gov.vu 
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any stage. This was later extended to include all personnel who were in contact with anyone onboard the ship. 
For example, one Harbour Master and two private medical physicians had boarded the vessel during its stay 
between 7 April and 21 April to conduct assessments and sampling. 21 people were considered under 
investigation and were placed in temporary quarantine as a precautionary measure as risk assessments were 
undertaken. 41 people had a nasopharyngeal swab collected for COVID-19 testing.  
 
The risk assessment conducted by Shefa Provincial Health Services concluded that there was no close contact 
with the deceased by anyone in Vanuatu. The definition used by the Ministry of Health is an adapted version of 

the WHO definition, which is anyone with the following exposures to a COVID-19 case, from 2 days before to 
14 days after the case’s onset of illness: 

• Being within 1 metre of a COVID-19 case for >15 minutes;  

• Direct physical contact with a COVID-19 case;  

• Providing direct care for patients with COVID-19 disease without using proper personal protective 
equipment (PPE); 

• Living in the same household or sharing the same domestic facilities (e.g. kitchen, bathroom, shared 
areas) as a COVID-19 case;  

• Sharing a closed space (such as a health clinic, meeting room, indoor restaurant, school classroom) 
for more than two hours with a COVID-19 case;  

• Aircraft passengers that were seated in the same row as the case, or in the two rows in front or two 
rows behind a confirmed COVID-19 case; or  

• A healthcare worker (HCW) or other person providing direct care for a COVID-19 case, or laboratory 
workers handling specimens from a COVID-19 case without recommended personal protective 
equipment (PPE) or with a possible breach of PPE.  

  
Investigations found that personal protective equipment was used properly as and when needed and all 
protocols were followed by health staff. All PCR test results were negative for SARS-CoV-2. Therefore, all people 
who were quarantined as a precautionary measure were released from temporary quarantine. To date, there is 
no evidence of COVID-19 transmission in the community linked to this or any other case.  
 
Domestic and international travel from Efate Island had been restricted for a 3-day period to enable risk 
assessments to be conducted. This restriction was lifted on 22 April 2021. Hygiene practices, including frequent 
handwashing, good cough etiquette and social distancing were promoted throughout.    
 
The lack on onwards transmission of COVID-19 from the deceased or from the ship indicates that infection 
prevention and control procedures are being implemented well. This gives additional confidence in the 
capacity of the health system to contain and respond to cases of COVID-19 in Vanuatu. 
 

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 PCR test results for both patients. Health clearance for both 
has therefore provided by a Specialist Medical Officer. Both have now been discharged from isolation.  
 

SCENARIO 
Based on available information indicating there are no COVID-19 cases in quarantine, isolation or in the 
community, Vanuatu is currently considered to be in Scenario 1. The 12 cases on the ship were reported through 
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the International Health Regulations network; these cases will be added to the global total for cases on an 
international conveyance and will not be added to Vanuatu’s case count. Therefore, to date there have been 
three confirmed COVID-19 cases and no COVID-19 deaths in Vanuatu. 
 

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.  
 
 
 

Approved by:   Mr Len Tarivonda, Director of Public Health 
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* The frequency of Ministry of Health COVID-19 Situation Reports will depend on the evolving situation. 
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