
YANGON: Sweating under his protective
gear, volunteer Sithu Aung lays another coro-
navirus victim to rest - offering crucial funeral
rites to his Muslim community in Myanmar’s
virus-ravaged commercial capital. For the past
few months, the 23-year-old father and his fel-
low volunteers have been living in a cemetery,
isolated from their families, as they spend their
days collecting the bodies of the deceased
from Yangon’s overflowing hospitals and quar-
antine centers.

Without the team’s efforts, the bodies
would be cremated - a practice that is usual in
the majority-Buddhist nation but strictly for-
bidden under Islamic law. Thanks to them, the
dead instead receive a short funeral conducted
by a local imam at a Muslim cemetery, in the
presence of a handful of socially distanced im-
mediate relatives. “I get satisfaction from the
happiness of their families and knowing that
Allah sees what we’re doing,” former shop-
keeper Sithu Aung said. “That’s why we’re
risking our lives to do this job.”

Yangon’s Muslim community numbers
about 350,000 - seven percent of the city’s
population - and various Muslim associations
have provided the volunteers with three am-
bulances, two cars and supplies of food. The
stigma attached to the virus means renting an
apartment to isolate from their families is not

an option, so the team of 15 have comman-
deered shacks inside the cemetery compound.
Clad in full protective suits, rubber gloves,
goggles and plastic face shields, they work
shifts around the clock, beating a path through
Yangon’s traffic-choked streets with flashing
emergency lights and sirens.

‘Crying under our goggles’
For months, Myanmar remained relatively

unscathed by the pandemic, registering fewer
than 400 cases nationwide by mid-August. But
that all changed when case numbers started to
surge in a country with one of the weakest
healthcare systems in the world. There are now
over 100,000 infections, with more than 2,000
deaths. Myanmar’s teeming commercial hub
Yangon became a virus hotspot and Sithu
Aung’s team now collects three or four bodies
every day. 

They work a rotational shift: two weeks on,
then a week’s self-isolation that allows Sithu
Aung to spend a few days with his wife and one-
year-old son before he returns to his macabre
work. When the city first went into lockdown in
April, he chose not to tell his family about his
plans to volunteer.

“If I’d have let them know, my mum and my
wife wouldn’t have let me do it,” he admits,
adding his family sometimes visit him at the

cemetery, although they keep their distance.
Sithu Aung helped bury Myanmar’s very first
coronavirus victim, a 69-year-old Muslim man,
and remembers his fear of touching the body.
After helping to bury dozens of coronavirus vic-
tims, however, he says he is no longer afraid of

death.  But he admits the emotions can still be
overwhelming. “I feel sorry that family members
can’t see the faces of their loved ones,” he says,
soaked in sweat after peeling off layers of pro-
tective gear. “Some days we also cry under our
goggles.” — AFP 
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Burying the dead: Myanmar 
Muslim COVID-19 volunteers

Myanmar records 100,000 infections, with over 2,000 deaths 

YANGON: Volunteers wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) carry the body of a person suspected to
have died from the COVID-19 coronavirus for his burial in the Hteinbin Muslim Cemetery in Yangon. —AFP 

COVID-hit 
Bulgaria faces 
compound risk:
Pollution
SOFIA: As the winter smog season in Bulgaria ar-
rives, experts are concerned over a “perfect
storm” of health risks: the country’s high air pol-
lution and the coronavirus - in a country with one
of Europe’s highest Covid-19 death rates.  The
danger is particularly acute given that several
times last month the Bulgarian capital Sofia ranked
as the world’s most polluted city according to the
Swiss IQAir air quality monitoring website. 

As the temperature drops, the air above the cap-
ital Sofia has acquired its usual winter-time smoky
grey hue, thanks in part to the surrounding moun-
tains, which trap the air. “When you look down at
the city from Mount Vitosha it resembles a greyish
lake of dirt and we are reluctant to go back down,”
says 39-year-old IT specialist Georgy Pavlov. Long
before the pandemic, he says, he started wearing a
mask with a filter simply to walk his dog. Ina Hris-
tova, a 28-year-old biology researcher also dons a
mask for a stroll in a Sofia park: not just because of
the virus, but all the dust in the air, she says. A gauze
cloth covers her baby’s pram. 

Dust, stoves, traffic
Air-quality maps of Sofia have once more been

going viral on social media, angering people in the
European Union’s poorest country. Environment
ministry data confirmed that in November, on the
days IQAir recorded its worst readings, the 24-
hour concentration of (PM10) fine dust particles
was four times the World Health Organization rec-
ommended limit.

Last week, the European Commission referred
Bulgaria to the European Court of Justice, over
what it said was its systematic failure to meet the
PM10 limits. It had already failed to respond to a
2017 court judgment against it, the Commission
noted. A recent Sofia city council study identified
the main culprits as dust, wood- and coal-burning
stoves and car traffic. In poorer neighborhoods,
car tyres, old furniture or plastics are still burned
for heating. Several recent studies have shown that
long-term exposure to air pollution combined with
coronavirus makes Bulgarians extremely vulnera-
ble, say experts.

Record mortality 
“Practically there isn’t any organ or system

in the body that is not impacted by fine-particle
air pollution,” lung specialist Alexander Simid-
chiev said. The pollution can not only undermine
the immune system’s response to the Covid-19
virus but also aggravate the illness, he said. Air
pollution could even help spread the virus, at-
taching itself to the particles, he added. “If you

look at the air pollution map of Europe, there
are two or three real hotspots of air pollution,
and those were also hotspots for COVID. “So
it’s very difficult to fail to notice the association
between the air pollution map and the COVID
severity map.” Between November 27 and De-
cember 3 the country suffered its deadliest
week since the start of the pandemic with 980
deaths for a population of under 7 million: one
of the highest Covid-19 death rates. 

“If air pollution has made people vulnerable

through chronic illnesses, the virus tends to get rid
of them,” said Simidchiev. The government, initially
reticent to impose harsh anti-virus measures, fi-
nally imposed new restrictions on November 27,
closing restaurants, schools and shopping malls.
But already, between 15,000 and 18,000 people
die every year because of air pollution, says
Simidchiev. A high smoking rate and underfunded
and understaffed pulmonology departments have
helped create “a perfect storm around lung health
in our country”, laid bare by the virus. — AFP 

SOFIA: In this photo taken on Nov 27, 2020, a woman crosses a street early in the morning amid the smog
covering Sofia. — AFP 


