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On Jan. 20, the country started booster vaccinations for coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19) in at least seven pharmacies and primary care clinics in 
Metro Manila. 

People 18 years old and older registered for booster shots at Mercury Drug, 
Generika Drugstore, Southstar Drug, The Generics Pharmacy, Watsons, and Ayala 
Healthcare’s clinics, namely, Healthway and Qualimed. The government announced 
that this initiative, called Resbakuna sa Botika, will be scaled up to include more 
pharmacies and clinics.

The Pharmaceutical and Healthcare Association of the Philippines (PHAP), 
composed of providers of life-saving medicines and vaccines across the supply chain, 
welcomes and supports measures that will widen access to COVID-19 therapies and 
vaccines.

This undertaking by the Inter-Agency Task Force (IATF), announced by vaccine 
czar Carlito G. Galvez, Jr. and Vivencio B. Dizon, deputy chief implementer of the 
country’s pandemic plan, last week, will be crucial as the country confronts a surge of 
cases due to Omicron among other SARS-COV-2 variants. The World Health Organi-
zation has consistently said that vaccines prevent people from getting seriously ill or 
dying from COVID-19.

The rollout of COVID-19 vaccines in private retail pharmacies and primary care 
clinics was one of the recommendations we 
have advocated to enable faster roll-out. 
Under Department of Health Administrative 
Order 2020-0017, drugstores may conduct 
“other additional activities but may require ap-
propriate regulation or be handled on a case-

to-case basis,” but should properly apply for variation of their License to Operate.
With the government centrally procuring vaccines, the inventory may be shared 

with retailers and clinics, multiplying the available number of vaccination sites in the 
country. Pharmacies and primary care clinics could augment vaccination efforts by 
local government units affected by the current COVID-19 surge. This move will help 
decongest current vaccination sites, and reduce the waiting time for the people. Since 
pharmacies and clinics are also strategically located in cities and provinces, individu-
als won’t need to travel far.

Pharmacies and private clinics participating in this effort must conform to govern-
ment standards as vaccines require strict temperature handling and storage, among 
others. There are specific requirements under Food and Drug Administration Advisory 
2017-131, including: qualification of the person administering the vaccine; dedicated 
space for the activity; sanitation; compliance to good distribution and storage prac-
tices, in particular, cold chain requirements; patient counseling; and monitoring and 
reporting of adverse events following immunization.

Professionals administering the vaccine must also be trained in administering, 
monitoring of adverse events, counseling, and proper disposal. Like other healthcare 
professionals, pharmacists have been serving as frontliners, extending their commit-
ment and services in hospitals, clinics, drugstores and pharmaceutical companies. 
Under the Pharmacy Law, administration of adult vaccines by duly trained pharma-
cists in licensed drugstores is permitted. In fact, pharmacists have been training on 
immunization even prior to the pandemic. Pharmacies have been sites for adult flu 
and pneumococcal vaccination. 

Overall, Resbakuna sa Botika will help the country achieve its target of vaccinating 
90 million Filipinos, as well as in providing boosters to the eligible adult population.

This new framework may be expanded to other COVID-19 therapies with Emergen-
cy Use Approval (EUA). In an interview with The Chiefs on One News, PHAP Chairman 
Dr. Beaver Tamesis said that making COVID-19 therapies available in pharmacies and 
clinics would be “democratizing” access to these life-saving interventions. Easy access 
to these COVID therapies will help save more lives, improve home care management, 
as well as reduce the risk of hospitalization and burden on the healthcare system.
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Democratizing access

BREATHLESSNESS, easy fati-
gability, and swelling in the feet 
or ankles are symptoms of heart 
failure, or the inability of the 
heart to pump enough blood for 
the body’s needs, which may be 
fatal if left untreated.  

“It’s a progressive disease. If 
you want to prevent death from 
heart failure, get medications for 
your diabetes, control your blood 
pressure, eat right, stop smok-
ing,” said Dr. Gilbert C. Vilela, 
president of the Philippine Heart 
Association (PHA), in the ver-
nacular. “If you manage it today, 
it will be a lot better in the future.” 

Two of the major risk factors 
are diabetes and hypertension, 
which were among the leading 
causes of death in the country 
in the first 10 months of 2021, 
according to the Philippine Sta-
tistics Authority (PSA). 

Ischemic heart disease itself 
was the top cause of death, ac-
counting for 110,332 recorded 
deaths based on PSA’s data. This 
reflected a 16.9% increase from 
86,164 deaths in the same period 
in 2020. 

“Many Filipinos don’t know 
they have heart failure because 
they attribute the fatigue and 
shortness of breath to asthma or 
exposure to the cold, or the swell-
ing of feet to having eaten lots 
of salty food,” Dr. Vilela said in a 
video call with BusinessWorld. 

Educating Filipinos on these 
symptoms and risk factors is 
proving to be difficult in a country 
where the health system is easily 
strained and citizens struggle to 
afford basic needs, he added. 

In 2014, Dr. Bernadette A. 
Tumanan-Mendoza led a study 
on the burden of hospitalization 
for adult Filipinos with heart fail-
ure. The findings, which used data 
from the Philippine Health Insur-
ance Corp. (PhilHealth), showed 
that there were 16 cases of heart 
failure for every 1,000 hospital 
admissions. 

The research estimated that 
the total economic burden of 
hospitalizations due to heart 
failure is roughly P851 million to 
P2 billion. 

Epidemiological data show 
that 50% of those who have been 
hospitalized for heart failure will 
die in five years, added Dr. Vilela. 

“People should know this be-
cause it’s preventable,” he said. 

ORGANIZING A NETWORK 
The National Heart Failure Net-
work, a multisectoral network of 
medical groups and associations 
led by the PHA, aims to com-
bat this cardiovascular threat 
by strengthening heart failure 
awareness campaigns, research 
efforts, and healthcare delivery. 

Recognizing 
the signs of 
heart failure
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