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Vaccine inequality in the Philippines: How
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A year has passed since the COVID-19 pandemic hit the Philippines and recovery is still
nowhere near in sight. The Department of Health (DoH) has noted that the total number of
cases has surpassed 1.2 million, in a country of more than a 100 million (DoH, 28 May
2021). In an attempt to contain the further spread of the virus, the government placed
Metro Manila under temporarily quarantine last March, reminiscent of the first city
lockdown exactly one year ago (CNN Philippines, 12 March, 2021). Many businesses were
once again shut down and thousands fell out of work.

Despite the measures imposed by the government to prevent the spread of COVID-19, such as the
observance of social distancing and mask-wearing, health experts have stated that there is a need to
curb the pandemic through the mass deployment of vaccines. Currently the country has
administered 4.5 million vaccines to health workers, senior citizens, and persons with comorbidities
using a variety of vaccines ranging from Sinovac, Astrazeneca, Sputnik, and Pfizer (ABS-CBN, 25
May 2021). Through use of a priority list based on needs and vulnerability, indigent people, those
who passed a test proving they have no or insufficient income, and uniformed personnel are given
priority to be vaccinated (DoH, 2021). The head of the government vaccination program, Carlito
Galvez, declared that they will aim to inoculate between 50 to 70 million people by the end of the
year by first focusing on highly urbanized centers (ABS-CBN, 18 March 2021).

An ambitious task such as this requires political will from the administration whose technical
competence and administrative capacity to stem the rising tide of COVID-19 infections and provide
medical support for those who have fallen ill has been called in question by numerous sectors. This
article examines how the path towards achieving the much-desired immunity within the Philippines
may reinforce certain inequalities and how, in particular, this is manifested in the current
vaccination process.

Income inequality exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic

The pandemic has clearly exposed the fault lines in the Philippine’s two-tiered healthcare system,
where those without means have little choice but to resort to ill-equipped and severely understaffed
public hospitals, while those with the financial means enjoy more expensive quality healthcare
provided by the private sector. In reality, this impacts on whether persons infected with COVID-19
receive treatment in a modern hospital with fully stocked ventilators or in a poorly equipped health
clinic.

Another manifestation of worsening inequality spawned by the pandemic is in the workforce. As with
other developing countries where the majority of workers are found in the informal sector, the
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lockdown saw millions of Filipinos, particularly in the Metro Manila area, trapped in their homes and
unable to earn a living and access social security. Of the recorded 21.1 million people (2008-2017) in
the informal sector, only 109,000 signed up for the social security insurance program in 2018 (SSS,
11 November 2019). Those in the formal sector, however, were able to transition to a work from
home setup and maintain a stable source of income and access to social security.

In 2020, many families languished in poverty and the hunger rate grew to 30.7 percent, a 21.6
increase from 2019 and also the highest record in over 20 years (Social Weather Stations, 27
September 2020). The government gave food and cash assistance, like it did in a slum area in Manila
where each family received $80- barely enough to cover a few weeks of its necessities (CNN, 25 May
2021). Last month, hundreds of community pantries – or voluntary feeding stations- have sprung up
in different neighborhoods and cities to address widespread hunger. The community pantry in my
neighborhood bore the sign “give what you can, take only what you need,” (Magbigay ayon sa
kakayanan, kumuha batay sa pangangaliangan) attracting a long queue of people from the early
hours of the morning.

While some Filipino families would have to rely on bayanihan (community-based cooperation) for
their sustenance, it is a different story for the elites. It was reported that all but one in the Forbes
2021 list of seventeen dollar billionaires in the Philippines saw their wealth grow during the
pandemic, leading to a total increase of Php 2.2 trillion or roughly half of the national budget in
2021 (Rappler, 7 April 2021) during the pandemic. A report also showed that the salaries and
bonuses of top executives of corporations were not only shielded from the devastating effects of the
economy but in fact increased. For example, lower-ranking officials of the property and retail
shopping giant Ayala saw their salaries dip by 17 percent, while the executives retained their same
level of earnings as the previous year (Rappler, 16 April 2021).

Vaccine hesitancy: a real problem

On March 1 2020, the Philippines officially began its vaccination drive with Dr Gerardo Legaspi,
Director of Philippine General Hospital, the country’s premiere public hospital, receiving the first jab
of the Sinovac Biotech’s vaccine (Nikkei, 1 March 2021). This occasion was long overdue since the
Philippines was one of the last to roll out vaccine distribution in Southeast Asia (CNN Philippines, 1
March 2021)

Apart from the serious lack of vaccines for the Filipino population, one important hurdle the country
faces is vaccine hesitancy. In a study published by the Lancet, the Philippines, which ranked in the
top ten list of countries with highest vaccine confidence levels in 2015, plummeted to 70th rank in
2019 (de Figueiredo, A. et al 2020). Another survey last year also revealed that over 60 percent of
Filipinos were unwilling to be vaccinated despite an almost universal concern for being infected with
the virus (Reuters, 26 March 2021)

A frequently cited factor contributing to the public’s distrust of vaccines is the ‘Dengvaxia incident,’
in reference to the French-manufactured vaccine Dengvaxia which was deployed by the Philippine
government’s anti-dengue program in 2016. It was only after hundreds of children had already been
vaccinated that new information came out that the vaccine may be unsafe for those without previous
dengue exposure. This consequently led to a public uproar and widespread anxiety among parents
and children who had already been given the Dengvaxia shot (Pharmaceutical Technology, 16 Dec
2021). Criminal investigations were conducted and legal cases filed in court. Yet for many, there has
was no satisfying conclusion and this episode still lingers on in the public consciousness.

In the age of social media, fake news and misinformation often times spread faster than the truth.
Media interviews have cited people believing that vaccines induce blood clots and that herbal
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remedies such as lemon, ginger, and honey are enough to keep the virus at bay in spite of no
empirical data to support these (CNN, 25 May 2021). In Cebu, Governor Gwendolyn Garcia
recommended steam inhalation in lieu of conventional medicines for asymptomatic patients
(Philippine Daily Inquirer, 24 June 2020)) despite evidence against this (Reuters, 13 February 2021).

In mid-May, the DoH introduced a policy where the vaccine brand will be only be disclosed on-site,
just before inoculation (CNN, 20 May 2021). This was an effort to discourage brand preferences
because in two localities, hordes of people showed up in sites where Pfizer was being offered.
(Nikkei, 20 May 2021). As of this writing, this policy is under review as this can be seen as violation
of the citizen’s right to informed consent (Philippine Daily Inquirer, 22 May 2021). The preference of
Pfizer may be probably due to the following factors: 1) preference to brands made in the West, 2) the
vaccine’s high efficacy rates as reported from its clinical studies (New York Times, 25 May 2021),
and 3) the distrust in China due to ongoing tensions in the West Philippine Sea. What is clear is that
is the government must play a proactive role in vaccine education by mobilizing public and private
resources, tapping popular figures and influencers, in order to de-stigmatize vaccines.

A sense of entitlement fueling VIP vaccinations

The success of the nation’s vaccine drive is largely undermined by the scores of illicit vaccinations,
including those of government officials who have jumped the prioritization queue. Last December,
the Interior Secretary confirmed that some cabinet officials and members of the Presidential
Security Group (PSG) were vaccinated with what was reported to be smuggled batches of Sinovac,
even before the granting authorization of Emergency Use in the country (Philippine Daily Inquirer,
28 December 2020).

When more vaccine doses arrived, it was not hard for the sense of entitlement of politicians and
other ‘highly-connected’ people to surface. This was evident with some of the provincial
governments, where the grip of “Imperial Manila” is weaker. As of the end of March it was reported
that nine mayors received vaccine shots (Philippine News Agency, 25 March 2021) at a time where
only health care front liners were being vaccinated. Vaccine entitlement has also trickled down
through the networks of politicians and political patronage. Despite congested job orders and
vaccine shortages, some celebrities and citizens with connections received doses, displaying the
anarchistic habit of how unequal risks and rewards are distributed.

The cases of vaccine line jumping has gotten so severe that WHO warned the country that they could
stand to lose additional vaccine donations and be forced to pay for doses they received (Vice News,
26 March 2021). The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) said they will investigate the
unauthorized vaccinations of PSG personnel, but even after five months nothing has been heard
about the inquiry (Philippines Daily Inquirer, 6 May 2021).

Some citizens feel that the heavy hand of the state unfairly and harshly falls on the poor and lower
income classes for violations of COVID-19 health and social protocols. Residents who are caught
violating the most mundane rules are met with draconian punishments, such as when five young
people were detained in dog cages after violating curfew hours (Human Rights Watch, 26 March
2021). On the other hand, VIPs go unpunished with, at worst, receiving just a slap on the wrist
(Philippine Daily Inquirer, 6 April, 2021)

The private sector has also been a potentially potent force in vaccine procurement, helping the
country with its supply. In recent months, the government acquiesced in loosening protocols and
standards for private sector procurement of the vaccine such as rescinding import taxes and
allowing businesses to buy “at will” (Philippine Daily Inquirer, 31 March 2021) in an effort to speed
up vaccine rollout. Right now, those who want to buy vaccines are required to enter into a tripartite
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agreement with the national government and vaccine manufacturers, for indemnification purposes
which protects vaccine manufacturers from suit (CNN Philippines, 31 March 2021)

It is expected that the private sector can use their resources to quickly assist the strained public
healthcare system (Philippine Daily Inquirer, 23 May 2021) as they aim to administer 150,000
vaccines per month. A host of corporations and companies are planning to contribute a lot in the
vaccination drives. These efforts will include allowing malls to operate as vaccination sites,
producing informational material to lessen vaccine hesitancy (Rappler, 14 May 2021), providing
vaccines for employees (One News, 15 April 2021), and in some instances donating part of their
supply to the government (Business World, 30 April 2021). The first batch of the privately procured
Moderna vaccines will arrive in the next quarter (CNN Philippines, 11 May 2021) and no price has
been given so it is still to be seen how it is able to assist in the handling of the response without
alienating those who cannot afford it.

To date, local government units (LGUs) have been a driving force behind the vaccination drives in
the country. While decentralizing the vaccine drive may propel faster distribution, the greater
autonomy given to local governments may lead to smaller conflicts that may impede the national
goal. While administering vaccines shots at the local level is designed to propel faster distribution,
the greater responsibility given to LGUs will have varying results due to unequal administrative
capacities and resources.

TRIPS waiver as an attempt to democratize access to the ‘new gold’

As different nations slowly vaccinate their populations, regimes of inequality persist in various
spheres. Singapore, Bhutan, and China have all administered more than 20 doses for every 100
people, while the Philippines had just reached 4 (New York Times, 27 May 2021).

Vaccines are the ‘new gold’ in a world ravaged by the pandemic and those countries which
manufacture these- mostly from the developed world- enjoy the advantage of emerging from the
crisis sooner rather than later. The current trend of vaccine nationalism – a phenomenon where
countries are unwilling to share knowledge and material on vaccine use – has resulted in a situation
where, as of mid-January 2020, high income countries hold 60 percent of all vaccine purchases
despite them only comprising 16 percent of the world’s population (The Guardian, 22 January
2021).).

On the other hand, as of February, data shows that only 0.2% of the entire global supply has been
given to Africa (University World News, 11 February 2021) and that 130 countries, where around
2.5 billion people live, have had to wait for doses to arrive (World Health Organization, 5 February
2021). India used to be an exception as it produces around 60 percent of global vaccine production
(Project Syndicate, 11 March 2021) which it uses to engage in carefully crafted diplomacy. However,
the recent surge of cases has forced the country to halt vaccine exports for its own citizens’ use (The
Conversation. 7 May 2021).

China has been flexing its industrial might and aggressively pushing its vaccine diplomacy, as it has
distributed at least 510 million doses globally (Nature, 12 May 2021). Some may see this as a
coordinated response to complement its act of expanding their military capacity in the South China
Sea. In the Philippines, this proved effective as President Duterte described the global superpower
as the Philippine’s “benefactor” (La Prensa Latina, May 4 2021) merely a few days after the
Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary criticized the presence of Chinese vessels in Philippine waters
(CNBC, May 3 2021). Nevertheless, it is hard to separate vaccines from the broader geopolitical
context.
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One debate that has gained prominence on the international stage is the call of many developing
countries for a waiver on intellectual property rules on COVID-19 vaccines imposed by the World
Trade Organization- Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (WTO-TRIPS) (Reuters, 24
March 2021). This is an effort to democratize access of developing countries to vaccines by allowing
them greater access to vaccine materials through the temporary suspension of intellectual property
rights. Health advocates argue that patents can be counterproductive during a global health
pandemic when knowledge sharing is urgently necessary (The Economist, 20 April 2021). Despite
the clear moral and practical imperative of this initiative, rich countries like those in Western
Europe, Canada and Australia have been blocking this effort in the name of innovation and
protecting their own strategic interests (IP Watchdog, 24 March 2021). However, in early May the
Biden administration openly expressed support for the waiver, and whether more momentum is
gained remains to be seen over the coming days (BBC, 6 May 2021).

The Philippines has been slowly coming forward with support for a waiver as the Finance Secretary
Carlos Dominguez has recently expressed support for developing countries to have greater access to
vaccines (ADB, 3 May 2021). The previous government stance has been lackluster and the Philippine
Ambassador to the WTO has advised “constructive listening” for their part, which NGOs and other IP
waiver advocates see as sitting on the fence (A. Nemenzo, personal communication, 28 April, 2021).

Vaccine inequality strikes at the heart of an unjust system, and this has been illustrated at various
levels. At the global level, rich countries are hoarding doses while pharmaceutical companies are
invoking intellectual property to protect their profits. At a national level, public vaccination efforts
are undermined by vaccine hesitancy, which has been fueled by misinformation, the Philippines’
traumatic experience with the Dengvaxia vaccine, and the resistance to the Chinese vaccine Sinovac.
Lastly, at the local level, the success of vaccination program will depend on the capacities of local
governments to carry them out, which are largely unequal. The economically and politically
privileged are also jumping up the prioritization queue, exacerbating existing inequalities.

Vaccines will remain a major concern for some time and the assuring people are vaccinated will be a
pressing task fraught with risks. An unravelling can take place through just one broken part of the
chain, but it takes a confluence of factors to spell its success. For now, there is no greater test of
effective governance than seeing this through.

Julio Anton Mulawin R. Nemenzo
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