Coro Angels
Andrew Esiebo
During the first wave of the coronavirus
outbreak in Nigeria I collaborated with the
Nigeria Center for Disease Control to
document the country's response to the global
pandemic, particularly the activities of those on
the frontline of the fight against COVID-19.
Facing up to this invisible enemy has been an
unimaginable struggle for many of the workers,
who endure everything from inadequate
resources to poor welfare and the social
stigmatisation of the COVID-19 frontline
workers. Yet they remain unfazed, putting
their lives on the line day after day to help
Nigeria overcome this global pandemic. Very
early on in the crisis, I myself caught the
coronavirus and while I was able to recover at
home, I saw first-hand - not just as a
photographer, but as a patient - the enormous
challenges facing Nigeria's health services.
Therefore I am using this series to pay homage
to these 'angels' and to shed light on some of
the experiences they shared with me. In the
line of duty caring for, and protecting, victims
of the virus, these 'Coro Angels' ('Coro' is the
colloquial term for coronavirus in Nigeria) have
be to kitted out with personal protective

equipment, which renders them faceless. As a
result, the personal sacrifice of individual
workers like nurses, doctors, healthcare
assistants, and lab technicians is rarely
acknowledged. It was important for me to
photograph them before they went 'into battle'.
Placing a halo of colour on the walls of the
spaces where they performed their duties
reflects their sacred role and sacrifice. When
wearing their PPE, we can see the effort and
discomfort they undergo to wage this war
against an invisible enemy. As Nigeria
continues to grapple with an ongoing and even
deadlier second wave of the virus, my prayers
and sincere gratitude goes out to Nigeria's
'Coro Angels' and I echo their calls for the
general public to play their part in controlling
this pandemic with social distancing, regular
hand washing, the use of face masks and hand
sanitiser. Andrew Esiebo, January 2021
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Yewande Oyetade, medical
laboratory technician collecting
samples for COVID-19 testing at the
Agege Primary Health Centre. ''What
gave me the drive to continue with
this work is that I want COVID-19 to
be eradicated. Without collecting
samples, you cannot detect who is
suffering from the virus. And without
a laboratory service, there is no way
you can diagnose a patient. My
people are afraid but I always assure
them that I am protected because
Lagos State has provided us with the
PPE that we need. That is what I tell
them to give them assurance that I
will not be infected.''
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Oyimi Elijah, medical laboratory
scientist at the Onabisi Onabanjo
University Teaching Hospital. ''I
imagine the future of my research is
in cancer diagnostics because it also
requires molecular diagnostics. I
would like to find out new
information, especially about African
genetics because not much work is
being done or has been done so far. I
am an adventurous person and I have
a personal interest in understanding
genetics so, I just went into it. I didn't
think it was going to be so sought
after. You must have heard the
Minister of Health saying that there
are not many people who are
molecular scientists in Nigeria, so you
see, it is not an area that most people
look at in Nigeria, it's not so common.
Setting up a molecular lab is very
expensive here, so I didn't think that I
would be able to do something like
this. I didn't think there was going to
be a serious pandemic. Currently, the
molecular lab is not a place of peace.
Once I take off my normal clothes
and I put on the PPE, I get the sense
that I am going into battle. We have
to be extra cautious of contamination
but there is also a sense of joy also
when we get results because
anybody that begins an assignment,
the joy is always that there is result at
the end of it. Now, I feel like I am
really contributing to the society.''
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Dr. Olujide Ojo, consultant public
health physician and epidemiologist
working at a COVID-19 treatment
centre, Lagos State Ambulance
Service. ''Although we are working in
a highly infectious environment and
have contact with coronavirus
patients on a daily basis, I derive joy
from doing this work. I want to see
the populace get better and soon we
will be able to tame this coronavirus,
or at least limit its spread. There are a
few challenges. Our health system
needs to be looked into. What we are
putting into the system is not enough:
from the workforce to the
environment, everything needs to be
improved. The other challenging thing
is the delay in getting the test results
back to the patients. From backlog
sample it is possible to have quite a
large number of positive cases and
they are in the community. These
people don't know their status, and
they are relating with their families
and friends, which means we are
encouraging community
transmission. I believe we can
overcome these issues but the
general populace too, needs to
adhere to the guidelines laid down by
the Nigerian Centre for Disease
Control. If you look at what happened
immediately after the lockdown was
eased, people started moving around,
not observing social distancing and
not putting on facemasks. We need
to encourage people to social
distance, to use facemasks and to
wash their hands.''
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Mariam Abdullahi, a scientist at the
Centre for Human and Zoonotic
Virology at the College of Medicine,
University of Lagos. ''Before
COVID-19, we didn't normally work
weekends, except during outbreaks.
Now we work 24/7. Most of the time,
we work from Monday until Sunday,
morning until evening. It has affected
my social life because I spend all my
time working in the lab, away from my
family. I have to call them most of the
time just to know how they are doing,
because I can't go home. I have to be
here to work.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Dr Olasope Aramide, Senior
Registrar, Nephrology Unit,
Department of Medicine, Lagos
University Teaching Hospital working
in the COVID-19 Wards of the College
of Medicine, University of Lagos.
''My primary fear was contacting the
virus, not only me but taking it back
home to my family. But I spoke to a
friend who is practicing in the US and
she was able to allay some of my
fears. With my friend's
encouragement coupled with the
seminars and teachings we have had,
I realised it was not as bad as it was
being portrayed, especially when you
are adequately protected. The
teamwork here is excellent. We work
as a big family. If you are a doctor on
the ward and a patient needs to be
cleaned, you do it, and you are glad
to do it. What motivates me most is
when my patients walk out of here
healthy, especially those that we
thought would give up. We still lose a
few and it is an emotional roller
coaster when my patients give up
after all we have done, especially the
young ones. I am proud to be among
the few female volunteers here.
Before COVID-19, at least once in a
weekend or once a month, I would
attend some social gathering but
from February until now, all
socialising has stopped. If I want to
pretend I am at a gathering all I need
to do is to put on the TV and listen to
some good music. Spiritual life as we
once knew it has also changed
because we can no longer gather in
church for services. I am a member of
a large church so even now that the
services have been re-opened, my
church is not allowed to because you
can't control the crowd to 50
members. But on the plus side, I am
saving more money, no more cinema,
no more shopping or eating out, no
more parties. Now I just buy fuel and
drive to work.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Akinola Oluwaranti, a hygienist at the
Ikenne Isolation Centre. "I am a staff
member of the Ogun State
Government, Ministry of Health,
public health department's hygiene
and safety units to be precise.
Normally, we go outdoors to inspect
places like factories and food
premises to ascertain the levels of
hygiene. But here I am performing a
totally different role as a member of
the COVID-19 rapid response team.
I've received so many calls from my
family, friends and professional
colleagues saying that this virus is not
real. But I tell them to visit some of
the isolation centres in Ogun State,
then they will truly know it is real. I
have given them pictorial evidence:
photos of the isolation centre, I even
sent a photo of an ambulance
bringing in patients, and now they
believe it's true. They are now extra
cautious, using the nose guard and
maintaining social distancing. I think
the government should do something
to make people understand that
coronavirus is real. Maybe doing an
audio interviewing with a survivor, or
something that would prevent any
stigma."
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Timothy Oteinde, a hygienist working
at the Lagos University Teaching
Hospital (LUTH) as a nursing
assistant. ''When I heard about the
outbreak, I knew that LUTH would be
among the response teams. When
the isolation ward opened, I decided
to volunteer. Initially when we started,
we faced discrimination: volunteers
we were not able to enter some
offices as usual and we faced
discrimination and stigmatisation
from friends and family. It hasn't been
easy working here but we thank God.
Understanding the nature of the
disease is the most important thing. A
lot of people said that I had signed
my death warrant when I signed up to
volunteer, but we are here, and I
thank God. Many people who ran
away from us came back to the
isolation ward and we took care of
them. They didn't understand that a
soldier going to war is more prepared
than someone at home.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Olayide Salami, a registered nurse at
the COVID-19 treatment centre Yaba,
Lagos State Ambulance Service.
''People believe that once somebody
has the COVID-19 virus, that is his
end. People will even say to us,
'Don't bother to come to this estate
o'. We have that challenge when we
go to the big estates like Banana
Estate or Treasure Estate. They don't
allow us to pick them up from their
homes because of that stigma. But
now, when we are about to move to
the street, we call the patient and say:
'Where do you want us to meet you?
Stay at the nearest bus stop, we'll
come and meet you there'.
Sometimes I feel like quitting,
especially when you have a large
number of frontline workers,Ã¢€"
doctors and nurses, admitted to
isolation centres. At the moment,
there are almost 120 nurses and
doctors in isolation. It is not easy.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Bamidele Ariyo, a registered Nurse
working at the Onabisi Onabanjo
University Teaching Hospital in
Shagamu, Ogun. ''Since I assumed
this responsibility, my social life has
taken a hit. Let me just say it is zero. I
am unable to socialise. Before we
took the job, we were made aware
that once you're working here,
sometimes you could be here for a
week without going home, being here
24/7 working here. And when I get
home, I can't mix with the people
generally, because I have the
responsibility to protect other people,
wearing face masks, I can't go to the
market, I can't go to social
gatherings, even churches have
resumed now but I can't go to
church, because at least I need to
protect others. I believe that I am not
infected but at least I still have the
responsibility to protect because me
being in contact with the patients
puts me at risk of being infected and
peradventure I get infected, which is
not my prayer. It's my responsibility
not to spread it but to contain it. I
think my social life is zero.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Suleman Kazeem Adeniji, an
environmental health officer working
at the Ota COVID-19 Testing Centre.
''You know, our people here are
ignorant. They don't think COVID-19
is real until they see two or three
people close to them get infected. I
live with my children but I isolate
myself from them every blessed day. I
explain everything to them, I let them
know the type of job I do and that
they should stay away from me for a
while. So anytime I finish working, I
call my family on the way home so
that they don't touch my things, they
don't handle my phone. I just call
them on the phone to open the other
entrance for me to get in, just move
straight to my apartment and take my
bath before coming out. They bring
my food to me, but they don't come
close to me at all.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Faithful Ayodele Olatunbosun, a
microbiology graduate who is doing
his National Youth Service as part of
the frontline COVID-19 response.
''Since I began working here I have
been learning every day. Although I'm
not directly involved in the clinical
aspect, I have learnt from the doctors
and nurses, especially when I worked
in the theatre. I am not really a social
person but being here has helped me
to relate well to people and shown
me how to start meaningful
conversations. Many people are
doctors, nurses, professionals in their
fields, and then I come as a novice,
wanting to learn, trying to even to
become friends with someone that is
actually way older than me. It has
actually helped me to bond well with
people from different class
backgrounds and with different levels
of emotional intelligence. I have learnt
good communication skills and how
to work under pressure. This
experience has prepared me for a
lot.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Adeyemi, a registered nurse at the
Ogun Isolation Centre. "My parents
don't know that I am here. I have only
told my husband and siblings
because I know my dad will be
scared. I also have colleagues that
have been calling me, asking me why
I volunteered to do such work. But
not once have I regretted it because
the experience has beenÃ¢€¦wow!
One thing I've learnt here is to be
more lenient with patients. They call
us on the phone to minimise our
physical contact, so sometimes the
patients are angry. When I pick the
calls, immediately I just say: 'Hello,
good afternoon', just to try and calm
them down. I think the reason why
people don't believe there is a
coronavirus is because of the way it
affects people here in Nigeria. There
have not been as many severe cases,
and even the number of deaths has
reduced. While queuing at the bank
last week I overheard some people
say that 'there is no coronavirus. It is
just a way for people to embezzle
money'. I wanted to tell them that I
work at an isolation centre, but I
figured that might have actually
scared them. You know behind the
surface, there's always a stigma
attached to virus. For instance, I
bought something online that was
sent to my former station at
Ijebu-Ode. When I went there to pick
the things up, a senior colleague in
charge of the ward ordered me out. I
wanted to give her the money for the
delivery but she refused to take the
money from me. She told me that I
should give the money to my matron.
I was there with my husband and he
saw the drama. I still have it in mind
to go to her ward to tell her that she is
a wicked person. It is mean that with
all I have been doing here, sacrificing
my life to care for people, and she
doesn't value it. The stigma is really
bad.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Uwate Rachel Oyindamola, a nurse
working at the COVID-19 treatment
centre, Lagos State Ambulance
Service. ''To be honest, I don't know
where my strong will to volunteer
came from, because I was
discouraged by a lot of people. I have
an aunt who is was very angry with
me, and one of my most senior
nursing colleagues discouraged me
but I still felt that I want to volunteer. I
felt it could provide an edge for me
when I go for job opportunities. I felt
those were the pushing forces for
me.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Dr Olayintan, registrar in the
pathmethology unit in the department
of internal medicine at the Onabisi
Onabanjo University Teaching
Hospital. ''When chloroquine was
banned, a lot of people stopped using
it but when COVID-19 broke out,
people were forced to go back to its
usage because they said it is
protective and cost effective in
fighting the virus and that's what we
are using. When anybody shows an
allergy to it, we have to stop. The
dosage for each patient differs. We
also check the patient's health history
to know the kind of medication to
administer. When we stared there
were shortage of personal protective
equipment, then we started getting
donations and now we have more
than enough. We put on personal
protective equipement when we want
to attend to a patient and it is not
comfortable. We plan our routine so
as to spend minimal time inside the
PPE because everything tight so that
by the time we come out the scrubs
we wear would be soaked. It's not
easy but the joy that somebody is
doing it. When I started working here
there were so many people worried
about my life and some people who
were happy about what I am doing.
One of my sisters called the other day
to encourage and to tell me she is
proud of what I am doing. I know God
has given me the grace to sacrifice
and do extra things that people are
scared to. God has helped us and
God is still there, He will continue to
back us up. Our hope and trust are
on God. I am begging the public to
please believe COVID-19 is real. We
have seen terrible cases, we have
seen moderate cases and we have
seen mild cases. They should take it
from us, we are not politicians, we are
health workers and we see the
patients, we are not happy hearing
that people are still doubting because
it is going to increase the number of
cases. If people don't believe, they
are making our workload more but if
they believe and the take care of
Coro
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the workload will be less and very
soon we can say 'we have a flattening
of the curve'.''
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Segun Olalowo, a medical doctor at
the Ogun Isolation Centre. ''As soon
as I heard about the pandemic and
how it was sweeping through the
globe, I knew there was going to be a
point at which every health worker
would have to stand up and make a
sacrifice towards eliminating the
virus. It is just like being a soldier: you
go to the frontline so that the war you
are fighting doesn't affect your loved
ones. We are facing several
challenges here at the isolation
centre, from electricity to availability
of water and also the environment.
On several occasions, we've had
patients telling us that there is no
water in the toilet or for them to have
their bath, and there are also times
when the solar panel will just trip off,
probably because there was no
sunshine to charge the battery. There
are also lots of mosquitos and the
accommodation is not too
comfortable for us. But of course, we
are Nigerians and we can adapt to
any situation we find ourselves in. Our
ultimate goal is not actually to come
here and sleep but to help others.
This is just for a short period of time.
COVID-19 will surely go away at
some point, and then we will go back
to our normal lives. The fact that we
are getting patients and then we are
discharging them, the good thing is
actually their words of
encouragement. Most of the time,
when they get home, they will send
us text messages, telling us that they
appreciate us, and that has actually
been a very good motivation.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Olajide Olufunminiyi, a medical
laboratory technician collecting
samples for COVID-19 testing at the
Agege Primary Health Centre. ''When
I was called up to take this job, to be
frank I was a bit scared but later on I
summoned the courage because this
is what I do, this is who I am. So I just
said to myself 'OK, if you follow the
protocols, you will not be infected.'
My mom calls me every day. She is
not in Lagos but she calls me every
morning and every evening just to
know my health status. I assure her
that I am taking the necessary
measures to protect myself. Each
time I return home from work, my wife
orders me straight to the bathroom to
remove all my clothes, which she
washes in the washing machine. My
children are not allowed to hug me or
even come close to me until I am fully
settled in the house. Sometimes the
children can't understand why I am
asking them not to hug me. When
you see their reactions you feel
moved because there is no way to
explain to them why you are doing
this. It has been big sacrifice, but
somebody must do it.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Olaide Mohammed, a Health
Education Officer at the Agege
Primary Health Centre. ''As a
frontline health worker, I think our
work involves risk taking. We know
that it is a battle we have to fight. So
it is the contract we have signed.
When I want to leave the house for
my mission, I say to God to please go
with me. It has not been easy, but if I
don't do it I will not be happy and
when I am in the house, what is the
joy? When you consider this, you just
want to go out to work without
thinking of the risk because when you
do the work, you are satisfied, you
are justified that you have done your
own part and you now support it with
prayers. My daughter, always says
'mommy you are going out again
corona virus is everywhere', and I
used to tell her that 'your mommy is a
health worker'. I used to sit her down
and explain what it entails to be an
health worker, that you need to save
lives, to the extent that she said 'I
want to be a doctor too'. Now when
am at home and not going out she
will says 'mommy you're not going
today again?' So she is now the one
reminding me that to go out to save
people's lives.''
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Chinedu Nwadazie, a community
mobiliser. ''I am not actually scared
about my job. This is not the first time
doing community work or working on
pandemic that is very life threatening.
When you don't sensitise people
about prevention then you endanger
your own life as well and the people
around you. But when you sensitise
them, they will be able to know how
to protect themselves and you also
you will be free from such harm. The
major challenge in mobilisation is that
most people don't actually believe
there is a thing called coronavirus or
something around that can actually
kill people. But with time, with
constant sensitisation and by
educating people, I believe that things
will change.''
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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Bamidele Ajayi, consultant, physician
and infectious disease specialist
working at the Ogun Isolation Centre.
''People have been coming up with
different theories as to why the
COVID-19 fatality rate in Nigeria is far
less than in the West. Some attribute
it to the fact that people who have
had the micro tuberculosis vaccine
have a bit of protection, as America
and some European countries don't
give the tuberculosis vaccine. Other
people are saying it's due to the level
of hygiene, that people living in our
environment have been exposed to
so many things, so this one is not
new. If larger percentages of infected
people are asymptomatic, then it
means the disease is not lethal as
expected. This means that it is
possible that the majority of the
population has the disease and is still
going about their daily activities. We
just need to work out the modalities
that we can adopt to best suit our
locality. People have malaria and they
move about, it is not until it gets
serious before they start treatment.
Most people are carriers of the
typhoid bacteria, but it is not until it
becomes serious that they'll seek
help. So this means that COVID-19 is
giving us a pattern that is similar to
one of those diseases we have been
contending with for years now. The
best thing for government to do is to
ensure that every hospital has the
personnel to diagnose COVID-19 and
to establish a referral system, so that
we can direct patients to different
hospitals based on their needs. This
process would empower hospitals
and ensure that hospital capacity is
developed in terms of infrastructure,
equipment and manpower to handle
cases of emergency. This is the first
time in the history of the country that
everyone is talking about health.
Well-meaning Nigerians and
corporate bodies are donating into
the health sector, and this has really
helped many states to get items that
they previously never had. So the
coronavirus is a blessing in disguise
Coro
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Dapo Oyebade, medical laboratory
scientist. "In every bad situation
there is a good side, and for me this
pandemic is an opportunity to learn,
to research and to understand this
thing in a different way. It is
challenging but it is exciting at the
same time. The comforting part of it is
that you see how what you are doing
is helping the patient who is suffering
from this disease. Nobody thought
about seeing a pandemic like this in
his or her lifetime. I never envisaged
this. Seeing this happen at such a
time as this, since I have the skills to
help, that is what I find myself doing."
© Andrew Esiebo/Panos Pictures
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