
 
 

 
 

Duncan Selbie 

Chief Executive of Public Health England. 

Wellington House  

133-155 Waterloo Rd 

London SE1 8UG 

 

3 April 2020 

 

Dear Mr Selbie, 

Thank you for your response to our letter of 27 March 2020. We are grateful that Public Health England 

(PHE) has now published guidance on care of the deceased with suspected or confirmed COVID-19. 

We appreciate the work PHE has put into this guidance, which for the most part is clear and 

authoritative. 

There are a few issues on which we would seek further clarification, and we would ask for your urgent 

response to reassure funeral professionals that they are able to work safely if they follow the guidance 

you have issued. 

Refrigeration 

The guidance states that the virus could be present for up to 48-72 hours on environmental surfaces 

in “room air” conditions and in deceased bodies, particularly those retained at refrigeration conditions, 

the infectious virus may persist for longer. 

Please can you clarify, in the light of the above, whether it is advisable to refrigerate the body of a 

person who has died with COVID-19? 

Risk from body fluid spillage 

The guidance states that consolidation of respiratory secretions and rapid degradation of the virus 

when not sustained by live tissues means that the residual hazard from body fluid spillage will not 

present a risk, and hence that body bags are not required. 

Please can you clarify how the above is consistent with the previous statement that the virus could be 

present for up to 48-72 hours and even longer in refrigerated conditions? The guidance also explicitly 

states, in apparent direct contradiction to the statement provided above, that ‘those handling bodies 

should be aware that there is likely to be a continuing risk of infection from the body fluids and tissues 

of cases where coronavirus (SARS-CoV2) infection is identified’. 

Friends attending funerals 

The guidance states that, if the deceased has neither household or family members in attendance at 

a funeral, ‘a modest number of friends’ may attend. However, the Health Protection (Coronavirus 

Restrictions)(England) Regulations 2020 state that only ‘a friend’ (singular) may attend in these 

circumstances – see section 6(g)(iii). 



 
 

 
 

Please can you clarify which of the above is correct? You will appreciate that it is important to have 

clarity on this issue, as it is an offence to attend a funeral if not in accordance with the regulations. 

Viewing 

The guidance states that ‘…viewing, hygienic preparations, post-mortem and embalming are all 

permitted when undertaken by professionals trained in handling bodies of the deceased’. In relation 

to viewing, we assume that the intention is not to restrict viewing to ‘professionals trained in handling 

bodies of the deceased’, but to allow viewing by families or friends, under the supervision of a trained 

professional. Please clarify if this is the case, and amend the guidance accordingly. 

Omissions 

We do think there are some omissions in the guidance. For example, it would useful to have sections 

on the following: 

• Implants, and who is responsible for removing them 

• Specific risks around home removals 

• Dressing the deceased person. Should this be happening? 

• Infection risk from coffins at funerals 

We would be happy to discuss further with you, and comment on any draft guidance in these areas.  

Inconsistency with guidance published by Department of Health (Northern Ireland) 

We are concerned that, on 1 April 2020, the Department of Health (Northern Ireland) published 

guidance for funeral directors (Interim guidelines for Funeral Directors on managing infection risks 

when handling the deceased) which differs in a number of important respects to the PHE guidance. 

For example: 

• The NI guidance advises the use of two zipped body bags, while the PHE guidance states that 

body bags are not required (see sections 10.a, 14 and Appendix A of the NI guidance) 

• The NI guidance advises that embalming is not permitted, while the PHE guidance permits 

embalming (see section 17 of the NI guidance) 

• The NI guidance advises that viewing is not recommended, while the PHE guidance permits 

viewing (see section 17 of the NI guidance). 

Please could you clarify why these two sets of guidance, released within days of one another, are so 

different on these important manners? 

We do appreciate all the work that PHE is doing at this time of crisis, and we raise the above matters 

in a supportive and constructive spirit. We hope that, by raising these matters, the guidance can be 

amended and clarification made on the important points we have raised. You will appreciate it is 

urgent for our members to have absolute clarity on these matters in order that funeral workers can 

have full confidence in the guidance. 

 

   



 
 

 
 

Yours sincerely, 

 

The Death Management Advisory Group (DMAG) 

• Richard Baradell, Chief Executive - Association of Private Crematoria and Cemeteries (APCC) 

• Brendan Day, Secretary - Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities (FBCA)  

• Alun Tucker, Chief Executive - Funeral Furnishing Manufacturers’ Association (FFMA) 

• Julie Dunk, Chief Executive - Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium Management (ICCM) 

• Jon Levett, Chief Executive - National Association of Funeral Directors (NAFD) 

• Terry Tennens, Chief Executive - National Society of Allied & Independent Funeral Directors 

(SAIF) 

• Miriam Deacon, Chief Executive - The Cremation Society 


