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Doctors are trained to triage and for the immediate needs for the COVID 19 global pandemic, 
there needs to be a triage in science/health policy interventions. There is a lack of hospital beds 
and capacity for handling infectious diseases and also doctors, nurses and other health workers 
lack PPE. These are critical priorities that need to be addressed very soon. That the Philippines 
health system is barely coping is a reflection that the COVID 19 pandemic is a black swan in 
health policy interventions. Lessons will have to be learnt and one of these is developing 
capacity for molecular medical diagnosis and research.   If we  look at the longer term, when 
massive environmental changes will likely RESULT in the INEVITABLE rise of new zoonosis 
leading to pandemics, there is a need to double up on our scientific capacity  in the Philippines 
to deal with it.  
 
The WHO recommends to “test, test, test”.  Epidemiological models show that testing is a 
requisite to contain the outbreak right from the start. Filipinos are demanding that the Philippines 
Department of Health (DOH) authorize mass testing as what has been done in Taiwan and 
South Korea. There are few facilities that can do the diagnostics. However, there is a need to 
triage or priotize testing to the most vulnerable demographics such as health workers, 
symptomatic patients, and people at risk for community transmission.  In order to do this there is 
a need to establish the medical capacity, molecular medical infrastructure, the scientific medical 
science research capacity and producing technical specialists for molecular diagnostics. The 
Philippines has some capacity for these at least on a research scale, but with COVID 19, there 
is a need to rapidly develop these for widespread diagnostics. 
 

The University of the Philippines has developed PCR based test kits and has received tentative 
FDA approval. It will be mass produced and it is expected by April 10,000 kits will have been 
produced for distribution to hospitals. It less costly than imported test kits. 

 

The National Academy of Science and Technology (NAST), the agency that advises the 
President of the Philippines and the Department of Science and Technology (DOST) on science 
policy has outlined areas of research that needs to be supported to improve the capacity of the 
country to meet the challenges of pandemic diseases.  
 
The NAST has focused on  
 

1) Epidemiology 
2) Diagnostics 
3) Therapy 
4) Vaccine development 

 
 



Details on these can be accessed at https://www.nast.ph/index.php/13-news-press-
releases/483-nast-health-sciences-division-statement-scientific-research-and-development-as-
drivers-to-win-the-race-against-covid19 

 

In addition  and to support NAST recommendations, there is a suggestion to boost research 
manpower on emerging diseases by producing more MD-PhDs  and DVM-PhD. At present only 
the University of the Philippines Medical College (UPCM) has a MD-PhD program. There is no 
DVM-PhD program as of this writing.  The government and private sector will have to invest in 
research programs that focus on managing zoonotic diseases and future pandemics. The MD-
PhDs and DVM-PhDs can direct and run laboratories and participate in the training of clinicians 
on molecular medicine. 

 
The COVID 19 pandemic has also exposed a major weakness. There are few trained and 
qualified technical workers that can run molecular medical facilities such the qPCR machines. 
Here there is no need for MD-PhDs but medical technologists who have enough training in 
applied molecular biology and molecular medicine. As for qPCRs, a few research and 
diagnostic laboratories have them and most of them are in the National Capital Region of 
Metropolitan Manila (NCR). The few qPCRs are used for research and the people who are 
trained to use them are usually not qualified as medical technologists. A professional program 
for medical technologists will have to be established in the universities in order to supply the 
manpower needs. The curriculum of medical technologists will has to be revised to include more 
courses on molecular biology and medicine. 
 
To meet the immediate need,  the University of the Philippines College of Science (UPD CS) in 
Quezon City, NCR  will send its molecular biology technical people and researchers on a 
volunteer basis to assist the  Research Institute for Tropical Medicine (RITM) in molecular 
diagnostics. The RITM is under the Philippines Department of Health and is the medical facility 
cases of emerging diseases are referred to . But the UPD CS researchers are not trained to do 
this in a clinical setting. And so UPD CS and UPM CM will have to reorient them for a clinical 
setting and most importantly, mindset. 

 

Reports of bat coronavirus in the Philippines which may figure in zoonotic transmission has 
been reported. Thus the role of veterinary medical doctors are important in a research effort on 
pandemics. 

 

http://philjournalsci.dost.gov.ph/96-next-issue/vol-149-no-1-march-2020/1160-first-molecular-
evidence-for-bat-betacoronavirus-in-mindanao 
 
 

EPIDEMIOLOGICAL TRAJECTORIES OF COVID 19 IN THE 
PHILIPPINES 
 
The Philippines Department of Health (DOH) has published an online COVID 19 tracker which 
shows spatial distribution of cases. This can be accessed at https://ncovtracker.doh.gov.ph/ or 
at the DOH FaceBook page https://www.facebook.com/OfficialDOHgov/ 
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The sites contain the latest updates on deaths, cases, and recoveries. Data scientists 
Christopher Monterola and Erika Fille Legara have modelled epidemiological trajectories  

https://www.rappler.com/thought-leaders/254810-coronavirus-cases-philippines-by-end-march-

2020-random-spread-not-contained 
 
Biomathematician Jomar Fajardo Rabajante has modelled scenarios for the National Capital 
Region with the imposition of enhanced community quarantine since 15 March 2020.  

https://sites.google.com/view/jfrcovid19ph/ 
 
 

He recommends “Community quarantine is one of the good strategies we have now to 
"flatten the curve". But we should not end here. continuous social distancing, good hygiene, 
proper behavior, effective healthcare support, excellent boosting of our immunity, effective 
preventive measures by the government (e.g., travel restrictions), etc. should be 
implemented even after the community quarantine so that a "rebound" will not happen. We 
may expect that mass gatherings will still be prohibited, and there are strict rules in building 
entrances.” 
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Figure 1. Trajectory and scenarios of COVID 19 cases at different R estimates 
From Jomar Fajardo Rabajante 
 
The models suggest a longer lockdown and enhanced quarantine period. How this will affect the 
economy, health care systems, and logistic supply chains need to be assessed. 

 

 


