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How unclaimed bodies aré ChOki"Q
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Frederic Musist

KAMPALA. “You live as long
as you are remembered,” goes &
Russian proverl

The saying brings hope of eter-
nal lite to some, but means little
for the many others already for
gotten by the time they breathe
their last.

Uganda is one of the Afncan
countries with the highest num
ber of road accidents, according
to World Health Organisation. On
the other hand, malana and re
spiratory diseases top the leading
causes of death in hospitals, ac-
cording to Ministry of Health.

Most of those people, depend
ing on status, will be accorded
befitting send-otfs and mourned
long after by family and friends.
Their lifetimes will be recounted.
Their graves will be dug well and
cemented after interment, for
some flowers will be laid, and
memories will be held forever.

But that’s not how the story
ends for everyone.

There are hundreds of bodies
that go unclaimed at mortuaries
across the country every year and
with the breakdown of facilities
at some hospitals, the situation
is unspeakably devastating when
they (bodies] start decomposing.

According to the director of
Health Services in police, Dr Mo
ses Byaruhanga, a body becomes
classified as “unclaimed” when no
kinfolks or friends claim them for
burial and to make matters worse
when police cannot identify com-
munity members or anyone to
notify.

“This is common for us because
police pick bodies every other day
from accident scenes, bars, hotels
and on streets. Postmortems are
at times conducted to ascertain
the cause of death, the work is
done, but then we get stranded
with the bodies,” Dr Byaruhanga
recently told Sunday Monitor.

Onlyasmall fraction, headded,
die in hospitals and their bodies
go unclaimed.

However, this is near to custom-
ary in the Karamoja sub-region
where [some] relatives abandon
their departed ones in mortuaries.
# senior official at one of the hos-
pitzls told Sunday Monitorthat in
circumnstances when relatives are
compelled to “take away” their
dead, especially the children;
some are fond of hurling the bod-

ies in bushes.

¥ , General Hospital in
e r ks

because it near several black spots
on the road.

Officials at the hospital rel-
ish every minute traffic officers
spend on the tarmac to check er-
rant drivers, but otherwise not a
single week goes by without road
carnage if the men and women
in white are not deployed. Acci-
dents with more than three fatali-
ties spell burden for management
because the hospital’s functional
mortuary can accommodate only
three bodies.

If the bodies are not claimed
within three days they are then
relocated to a nearby decrepit
mortuary without a refrigerator
as management engages the Lu-
gazi municipal authorities to pick
them up for burial.

On any given sunny day, as the
process drags, the stink and the
swarm of bluebottle houseflies
that colonise the area can shake
one's faith.

Unidentified, unclaimed
The dead woman, who ap-
peared somewhere in her 30s, lay
naked on the gurney for about 30
minutes as the mortuary atten-
dant at one of the main hospitals
in eastern Uganda waited for a
helping hand from a co-worker,
who was due to report for work,
to put the body in the freezer.
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as he cautioned the trio to Joad the
remaining two bodies as well to be
buried at once, now that no claimant
had shown up, because he won't al-
low to do “someone else's job".

Burial is another agonising exer-
cise; the driver, who returned after
roughly one hour and 15 minutes,
had left the duo behind to “earn their
pay”.

The unenviable job

Section260f the 1935 Public Health
Act,amended in 2000, imposes on lo-
cal authorities the responsibility to
remove and bury bodies of destitute
persons and of unclaimed bodies.

The law, designed during the Brit-
ish colonial administration, also en-
sured that each of the 16 districts at
the time of independence had a pub-
lic cemetery.

And for long these cemeteries
served the purpose until gerryman-
dering set in and land became a hot
cake. The insatiable appetite hasn't
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spared the cemetery land.

“The problem is that many of the
cemeteries were located at prime
places, soas times changed it become
prime land for target,” explained Dr
Daniel Okello, the Kampala Capital
City Authority (KCCA)'s deputy di-
rector of Public Health and Environ-
ment.

At City mortuary-Mulago, operated
by KCCA, Dr Okello said they handle

noted, wraps ezch body in a back-
cloth—which slows down the decom-
position process—so thatinthe event
that any claimants step forward, the
remains are easily exhumed and
taken for decent burial.

The case in Lugazi is worse. The
Kawolo hospital administrator, Mr
Haruna Wamala, said unclaimed
bodies, which are usually accident
victims, overwhelm the faclity.

[dispose-of] at least 10
bodies every week and roughly 500
every year. Police pick up bodies
from accidents scenes, bars, streets
and other places, in Kampala, Wakiso
and Mukono.

“Sixty per cent of the bodies we
handle are unclaimed but luckily un-
like many upcountry districts, we
are in position to work within our
budget to give them a good send-off.
But in places elsewhere I know for a
fact that this is very challenging,” he
added.

KCCA, for example, Dr Okello

“In... festive holidays, s
many as 10 unknown bodies yet we
are constrained by space in the mor-
tuary, but normally we usually have
atleast three unclaimed bodies every
week,” Mr Haruna said. “At times we
have to pile them on top of each other
as we wait for help.”

This help doesn't come that quickly
leaving behind a stinking challenge.

Kawolo hospital keeps each un-
claimed body for a maximum of
three days after which they notify the
health inspector at the municipality,
who then has to butt heads with the
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bureaucracy to secure a vehicle and
fuel, to pick up the bodies for burial
at a cemetery 16km away.

Two bodies swarmed by maggots
that wrigzled about the floor of the
mortuary were overdue for pick-up

district heaith nspactor,

when contacted referred to ths.
regorter to the Chief Administrative
Ctficer (CAD). who was neither
In offica at the time nor picked/
retumn our regeated calls. The
health inspector, however, s2d t s
ot possibie to put 3 block figure
10 how much the district spends
on pciing up bodies from haspital
that senves five distrces.
hespaal calls us every
ek up the bodies, 2nd 25

like you pick trem [bodies] at once
50 you save the cost. They can

call you like on Moncay. and again
on Saturday, t's annoyng. This '
net something budgetad for in our
budget, s we have 1o ook for the
money from within” the inspector

noted.

Last year Moroto hospital,
which is cne of the overburdened
hespitals, mooted selling off
unclaimed bodies 1o universites.
2nd other research and training
institutions.

Mulago hespital pathiclogist, Dr
Syhvester Onzwua, in 2 separate
intarview s2d the protlem
is 2ggravated because local
govemments don't have budgets
for such thing which makes t

| difficult to aven convince them to

| realise that it's thew duty.

i “Heaitn workers are not suppesed
10 be burying unclaimed bodies but

'\ in some places you find it is the

Late [ast year, Lira District
officials faced off with police over

by four days, on the day we visited,
and the scene was not for the faint
hearted.

Like in eastern Uganda, in Luzazi
officials not only struggle to mobalise
a2 venicle 10 pick up the bodies, but
they cannot zet plastic bags in which
0 wrap the dead—soma are buried
naked and others in the attires they
donned, if at all, at the time of death.

ice's Dr Byaruhanga admits that
its true local authorities councils
drag foot on the matter due to finan-
cial constraints, because
matter budgeted for, but at
time says, “They are just not
their jobs.”

There is wide-held belief that some
of the unclaimed bodies are used for
study purposes in medical institu-
tions in the country but the head of
anatomy department at Makerere
University, Dr William Buwembo,
told this newspaper that “it is frue
sometimes we use them but the, is-
sue is not about scarcity or plenty
of them, the biggest problem every
hospital is grappling with is how 10
dispose them of.”

In April, patients and health work-
ers deserted Lyantonde Hospital,
whose mortuary was constructed in
1955 to accommaodate only three bod-
ies but now handles more than 10 per
week, over a stench emanating from
unclaimed bodies in the mortuary.

At Moroto hospital, the picture is
quite grotesque as sometimes the
body nearly rots away in the mortu-
ary because there is no burial ground.
At Masaka hospital the story is the
same.

Problem is, no matter how the
subject is discussed the duty of dis-
posing of unclaimed bodies remains
a responsibility of local authorities,
according to the law, but each one is
battling its own problems.

Maybe it is time to amend the
law to bring it up to date with cur-
rent realities. In the research paper
titled Report on the review of health
policies and laws relevant to the es-
tablishment of the health professions
authority in Uganda, the authors -
Makerere University don Emmanuel
Kasimbazi and Dr Paul Kabwa, a
health consultant - recommend the
same.



https://v3.camscanner.com/user/download

