
Super Typhoon Odette (international name: 
Rai), the strongest typhoon to hit the 
country in 2021, affected an estimated 16 

million people across the six worst-hit regions in 
Visayas and Mindanao. The typhoon displaced 
631,000 individuals across 10 regions and left 
about 2.4 million people in 
dire need of assistance, ac-
cording to the United Nations 
Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

As of Dec. 30, the National 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Coun-
cil (NDRRMC) put the official death toll at 397, 
1,147 injured, and 83 missing. The number of 
casualties, injured and displaced people is ex-
pected to increase as debris clearing progresses, 
communication and electricity are re-established 
and isolated areas are reached.

The PHAPCares Foundation, the corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) arm of the Pharmaceutical and 
Healthcare Association of the Philippines (PHAP), is 
partnering with the Philippine Medical Association 
(PMA) to conduct joint relief operations in areas 
devastated by Odette. The PMA, under the leader-

ship of its president Dr. Benito Atienza, will mobilize 
its vast network of physicians to provide access to 
healthcare for individuals in Visayas and Mindanao.

The PHAPCares Foundation, on the other 
hand, will augment the medicine supply of local 
government units in affected areas and provide 

relief items such as food 
packs, water, and hygiene 
kits to displaced individuals, 
which include the elderly, 
pregnant women and chil-
dren. On top of the threat of 

coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), the health 
of displaced individuals is also at risk due to the 
cold climate, limited food and water, unfavorable 
conditions in evacuation centers, lack of electric-
ity, and the presence of hazardous debris.

“We are focusing on the health of our country-
men affected by the typhoon. Apart from the 
common health risks associated with disasters, fami-
lies and individuals also need to be protected from 
COVID-19 infections. PHAPCares is collaborating with 
our partners so that we may mitigate the health 
impact of Odette on the people,” said PHAPCares 
Foundation Executive Director Dr. Rosarita Siasoco.

Apart from the PMA, PHAPCares is also 
partnering with Pasay-Parañaque Medical 
Society, the Philippine Naval Reserve Command 
and Cebu Pacific. Donations from PHAPCares 
Members Boehringer-Ingelheim and Otsuka 
have formed part of the initial Foundation re-
sponse, while other companies have put forward 
pledges for the succeeding efforts.

In a study published in the International 
Journal of Emergency Medicine in 2017, super 
Typhoon Haiyan (locally known as Yolanda) 
caused both physical and mental health 
problems as well as social consequences for 
the survivors. Health professionals, the study 
added, reported worse overall health problems 
compared to other survivors. This highlights the 
importance of also looking after the welfare of 
frontliners deployed in disaster areas.

In general, health concerns following typhoons 
are skin infections, gastrointestinal illnesses, 
respiratory diseases, tetanus, leptospirosis and 
injuries. Animal and insect bites have also been 
reported following typhoons, especially in areas 
that received more rainfall than usual, the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) said.

Eating and drinking anything contaminated 
by floodwater can also cause diarrheal disease 
including E. coli and Salmonella infections, added 
the CDC. Access to potable and clean water will 
be important even in the coming weeks ahead.

While the risk of COVID-19 in an evacuation 
center is lower for fully vaccinated individuals, 
everyone should still take necessary precautions. 
The CDC explained that transmission risk in tem-
porary shelters is higher and may increase with 
the number of unvaccinated people present. 

It is important for all people in the evacua-
tion centers to follow protocols designed to pro-
tect everyone from COVID-19. While challenging 
to do in post-disaster settings, the people must 
continue wearing masks correctly, maintaining 
physical distance, washing hands with clean 
water, and covering coughs and sneezes. Indi-
viduals who are sick or who have started getting 
sick must immediately inform the health teams 
assigned in the evacuation centers.

Established in 2003, the PHAPCares Founda-
tion is dedicated to promoting public health and 
welfare in the country, particularly among un-
derprivileged and marginalized Filipinos, as well 

as those impacted by natural and man-made ca-
lamities and conflicts. Through the Foundation’s 
Operation Quick Response (Emergency and 
Disaster Response), PHAP member companies 
donate essential and life-saving medicines for 
the benefit of victims of natural calamities and 
for communities displaced by armed conflicts.

The PHAPCares Foundation also provides 
medicines to help avert or manage epidem-
ics and other health-related consequences of 
disasters. Since its founding, the Foundation 
has donated about P1 billion in medicine and 
financial assistance to Filipinos disadvantaged 
by sickness, poverty, conflicts, and disasters.
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biopharmaceutical medicines 
and vaccines industry in the 
country. Its members are 
at the forefront of research 
and development efforts for 
COVID-19 and other diseases 
that affect Filipinos.

TEODORO B. PADILLA is the executive director 
of Pharmaceutical and Healthcare Association 
of the Philippines (PHAP), which represents the 

DAMAGED health facilities, in-
adequate medicine and medical 
equipment, and overstretched 
health workers are the main 
challenges in typhoon-affected 
communities, according to relief 
operations in Odette-devastated 
Visayas and Mindanao. 

Frequently reported health is-
sues include injuries, diarrhea, 
and upper respiratory tract infec-
tions, with the risk for commu-
nicable diseases like coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID -19) also 
increasing in cramped and poorly 
maintained evacuation centers. 

The United Nations children’s 
agency UNICEF, which has hu-

manitarian efforts geared toward 
affected children in Surigao del 
Norte, Siargao Island, Dinagat 
Island, Southern Leyte, Cebu, 
and Bohol, shared via e-mail that 
families are unable to practice 
physical distancing in crowded 
shelters and have no masks to 
keep them safe against the virus. 

Power outages, too, are hamper-
ing health facilities, local govern-
ments, and responders such as 
healthcare practitioners and social 
workers from extending assistance.

With these conditions, the 
631,000 displaced as of a week 
after the typhoon made landfall 
suffer not only from lack of food, 

potable water, shelter, electricity, 
and hygiene items, but are also 
at risk for COVID-19, especially 
given the recent Omicron surge.  

“To address these multiple 
risks, we need to empower local 
communities and authorities to 
respond. Local health systems 
need to be supported to continue 
to prevent, detect and treat cases 
of COVID-19. Affected communi-
ties must be provided with ade-
quate resources to practice public 
health standards,” UNICEF said. 

These include clean water 
and soap for hand washing, 
masks, evacuation centers with 
adequate space for physical dis-

tancing, and the continuation of 
COVID-19 vaccination. 

LESSONS FROM YOLANDA 
For Typhoon Yolanda survivors 
living in resettlement sites in Ta-
cloban City, the situation remains 
dire eight years after the disaster 
struck, with issues like lack of 
livelihood and vaccine hesitancy, 
according to researchers at Leyte 
Normal University (LNU). 

“As they have been resettled 
and are isolated on the outskirts 
of Tacloban City, disaster-affected 
households are facing significant 
health, economic, and social chal-
lenges in the pandemic,” said Ara 

Joy U. Pacoma, a lecturer from 
LNU, at the Harvard Humanitar-
ian Initiative’s symposium in 
November about COVID -19 in 
the margins. 

Citing her study co-authored 
with fellow researchers Yvonne 
Su and Ginbert P. Cuaton in 2021, 
Ms. Pacoma shared that of the 
352 households in resettlement 
sites they surveyed, 42% earned 
less since the pandemic and 19% 
lost jobs. 

The resulting decrease in 
amount and quality of food, with 
many reporting reducing their 
meals to just two a day, puts them 
at risk for all sorts of illnesses. 

Over 75,000 people live in 
Tacloban’s resettlement sites, 
built to house those displaced by 
Typhoon Yolanda in 2013. How-
ever, poor living conditions that 
include the lack of running wa-
ter, electricity, and open spaces, 
along with insufficient livelihood 
opportunities and financial as-
sistance, place these people at 
risk for COVID-19, she added. — 
Brontë H. Lacsamana

Typhoon survivors left vulnerable to COVID-19
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