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To be seemingly forgotten or left behind by those who have a duty of care to protect is 

generally seen as abandonment. While fifty-five victims of Hurricane Dorian were laid to rest 

in unmarked graves in The Bahamas, relatives of the victims felt the government abandoned 

the deceased and those who mourn the loss of a loved one. For nine months, the unidentified 

bodies “were stacked in a refrigerated trailer” while relatives pleaded to bury their loved ones 

with dignity. Mourners claim “they have no idea who is who in these coffins,” and protest the 

handling of the bodies, suspecting that the government has abandoned truth. They further 

claim that  “government officials have been notoriously vague about how many people were 

considered missing after the storm, often refusing to comment on the official number”.  A 1

representative of the Progressive Liberal Party claimed that the government was "straining the 

truth" about the unidentified bodies and called for a more "dignified and respectful" treatment 

of the deceased.   2

A dignified treatment meant The Bahamas government should have made sure their handling 

of Dorian victims left no room for doubt when it came to whether they believed that the 

unidentified bodies were worthy of honour or respect. According to Michael Rosen, Professor 

of Government at Harvard University, dignified treatment of the dead indicates honour or 

respect for humanity in our person.  Rosen’s perspective on the dead was influenced by 3

Immanuel Kant’s moral law. According to Kant, the moral law is universal and  all humans 
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should be treated as an end and never merely as a means. Therefore, Kant would argue that the 

government of the Bahamas had a moral obligation and “duty to treat the dead with dignity.”   4

Management of the dead has important sociological significance, and emergency response and 

recovery further burden survivors with  inappropriate handling and disposal of the victims. 

“Promoting the rights of the survivors to see their dead treated with dignity and respect 

requires guidelines and technical support”.  In a document prepared by the Pan American 5

Health Organization (PAHO), recommendations are offered on how to manage recovery in 

response to a natural disaster. First responders are encouraged to be effective in basic 

identification, storage and disposal of dead bodies. Importantly,  offering family support and 

effective public communication  is an essential part of disaster management and recovery. 

According to Mirta Roses Periago, Director of PAHO, natural disasters frequently overwhelm 

local systems that care for the deceased; without proper planning, sometimes local 

organizations can mismanage human remains.  In this same way, Central and South Abaco MP 6

James Albury has requested a formal inquiry into the process that led to the burial of 55 

unidentified Hurricane Dorian victims after nearly nine months of storage in a refrigerator. 

According to Albury “a review of this is not only imperative for the families of Abaco but also 

the proper handling of any future mass casualty events”. Concerns about proper handling and 7

mismanagement of the dead have led Ms Periago to further suggest that,“correct identification 

of the dead has legal significance for insurance that can impact families and relatives for many 
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years after a disaster”.  The Bahamas Government's apparent inappropriate handling of the 8

victims of Hurricane Dorian has created some likely unintended burdens for the deceased 

relatives and community members.  One such burden is that the government’s missteps on 

identification, storage and disposal of dead bodies has resulted in the inability of relatives to 

submit a death certificate which is required for insurers to honour death claims. 

Bahamian insurers were asked about the existing death certificate laws and its impact on 

post-Dorian claims involving persons still missing. According to one insurance executive, “I 

think the provisions in the existing laws are for seven years to produce a death certificate. 

Those laws have not been changed, and recently there have been discussions and some 

channels open to having some amendments done to allow for this to happen sooner. But as for 

the industry, we continue to be directed by the existing law.”  According to another 9

established insurance company in the Bahamas, the completion of a proof of death form  is 

required to submit a death claim, and that a claim can be denied after death if the policy is 

cancelled or it lapses.  Sir Franklyn Wilson, a well-known and respected businessman warned 10

that the seven-year wait for missing persons to formally be declared dead could prevent 

Bahamians from accessing much-needed life insurance payouts. Even worse, family members 

would have to keep the policy in force for seven years to claim once they have a death 

certificate. As a resolution, Sir Wilson suggested that the government must pass a Presumption 

of Death Act.  Despite these claims made by representatives of the insurance industry, 11

Attorney General Carl Bethel insists that it is not necessary to wait seven years. Mr Bethel 

explained that there is no need to change any laws because Section 20(1),(2) of the Coroners 

Act, 2011 has provided an alternative. “All [relatives] need to do is produce a police report, 

take it to the Coroner’s Office with their sworn statement... the coroner is then able to summon 

and call an inquiry, and then ultimately make a declaration of death and issue a death 
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certificate” to the relatives of the missing person.   Importantly, missing persons are usually 12

presumed to have died after a long unexplained absence. While Mr Bethel insists that it is not 

necessary to wait seven years to apply for a death certificate, “in almost all cases of 

presumptive death, there is a 7 year missing persons statute law for persons who remain 

missing for that period of time with no sighting”.  13

While the victims’ bodies are now buried, the National Insurance Board stated previously that, 

“Funeral Benefit will not be paid in respect of the presumed death of a person who has 

disappeared unless and until the State makes a Declaration of Death. Such a declaration by the 

Court will enable a Death Certificate to be issued”.  Ultimately, it is still unclear what the 14

absence of a Death Certificate means for the family of the deceased in the long term. In his 

efforts to minimize burdens, Opposition Leader Philip Brave Davis asked the Government to 

amend the seven-year law to expedite death certificates for missing people. Mr Davis further 

suggested that people missing as a result of Hurricane Dorian to be declared dead after the 

passage of six months.  Therefore, since Hurricane Dorian victims have recently been buried 15

after nine months, now is the suggested time to declare missing persons dead. 

This scathing assessment of The Bahamas Government's apparent inappropriate handling of the 

now voiceless victims of Hurricane Dorian comes at a moment in time when Bahamians are 

generally feeling a great deal of animosity and exhaustion towards the current FNM 

administration. This article highlights the citizens' moral disdain towards the government for 

their lack of communication and transparency throughout the rescue, recovery, identification and 

burial of Dorian victims. Survivors and other observers described government officials as 

“notoriously vague” with a tendency of  "straining the truth". As the moral sense of the 
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community revolts, it is no surprise that some have openly chastised the government actions as 

morally reprehensible. Bahamians are on a sound moral footing in chastising the government for 

neglecting their moral obligation to the family of the deceased and their moral duty to treat the 

dead with dignity. The moral conscience of those seen as accessories to this injustice has even 

led the once unconscionable to demand an inquiry into the events involving the victims of 

Hurricane Dorian. A constitutional amendment to the relevant laws is the more significant step in 

answering this call for justice.  Therefore, an amendment to the seven-year law should be 

expedited to accelerate access to death certificates for missing people. Afterwhich, the 

Government of the Bahamas should seek to make a declaration of Death for the unidentified or 

missing storm victims. As part of this amendment, the government should legislate a 

Presumption of Death Act. It is said that “you can't undo the past... but you can certainly not 

repeat it”.  The apparent inappropriate handling of the victims of Hurricane Dorian has placed 16

an imperative on the Government of The Bahamas to introspect its political approach to disaster 

management and to implement the necessary preventative protocols to avoid repeating this most 

egregious injustice.  
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