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Letter to Editor
COVID-19 outbreak and medical waste: Challenge in hand
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The ongoing pandemic of novel coronavirus disease, COVID-19, which first reported in Wuhan,
China, in December 2019, [1] and caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus
2 (SARS-CoV-2) has resulted to more than 6,881,352 confirmed cases in the world, and 399,895 global
deaths, as reported in 8:36am CEST, 8 June 2020 [2]. It has been reported that the primary spread
of COVID-19 via human transmission is during close contact, most often through small droplets spread
by coughing, sneezing, and talking [3]. Researchers and health experts have discovered that wearing
of appropriate face masks can significantly reduce the transmission up to the 75%.

Although, majority of people across the world were using the masks to prevent them from being
infected with COVID-19 virus, these masks, on another hand after being used, are considered as medical
wastes at hospital level which can easily be safe-handled by health workers and professionally-trained waste
managers. COVID-19 associated used-materials at various households and community level also considered
as medical wastes, instead of the normal household or municipal wastes, and is handled properly
by the appropriate authorities in advanced countries of the world. However, among those in developing
countries, especially in Africa and Asia where there is inadequate or lack of health awareness. These medical
wastes in the form of masks, gloves, sanitary papers and clothing materials used by people during
the pandemic should be considered medical wastes that require safe handling at the household level and
expertise treatments at municipal level. There is fact that some people with minor COVID-19 symptoms are
recovering at home via isolation, while others who are asymptomatic may not really understand that
the waste trash, they are throwing out could be contaminated, generating enormous virus-laden trash.
Garbage contaminated with bodily fluids or other infectious materials is becoming a bigger concern with
COVID-19 pandemic [4]. On other hand, health workers involved in the waste collection, waste transport,
and disposal of both urban and rural waste are in physical contact with waste materials and, because of this,
are exposed the infection and physical risks to their health [5]. Therefore, sanitation workers are also worried,
since the virus can persist for up to a day on cardboard and longer, on metal and plastic.

Current information on COVID-19 indicates that personal protection equipment (PPE) and other
wastes that may be contaminated with the virus should be managed with, and in the same manner as medical
waste [6]. Micro-management strategies towards the collection of community waste should be considered
because it presents a logistical and practical global challenge for the cities’ authorities in developing
countries [7, 8]; where the poor handling conditions of waste associated with inappropriate use of personal
protective equipment and other unfavorable conditions [9].

Therefore, to protect sanitation workers, households with residents infected or suspected
to be infected with COVID-19 should carefully and tightly enclose any waste that may be contaminated with
the virus in heavy-duty bags, double-bagged the waste, and ensure that curbside containers are not overfilled
so the lids can close completely and possibly tightly. We recommend that people handling home wastes,
in particular during COVID-19 outbreak, to clean hands with soap and water for 20 seconds or alcohol-based
hand sanitizer immediately after handling COVID-19 waste, wear appropriate gear, including boots, aprons,
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long-sleeved gowns, thick gloves, masks, and goggles or face shields. According to the WHO guidelines,
employers should adapt infection control strategies based on hazard assessment, using appropriate combinations
of engineering and administrative controls, safe work practices, and PPES to prevent worker exposures [10].

Furthermore, health system and health policy makers must consider the health measurements
towards medical waste management at hospital and community and household levels. However, it might
be a big health challenge in hand especially for community health workers, in the safe handling and
appropriate disposal of medical waste at the community level and among those lacks health knowledge
especially in developing and underdeveloped countries. The effective health policy must be recommended
to managing waste infrastructure and enforcing sanitation practices it may be an issue of decreased
the spread of COVID-19.
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