
EXPERTS say a surge caused by the ris-
ing Omicron XE variant may be on the 
horizon.  

“XE is a recombinant of Omicron 
subvariants BA.1 and BA.2. It’s still a 
variant under monitoring, not a variant 
of concern,” said Dr. John Q. Wong, an 
epidemiologist at EpiMetrics, Inc., at a 
University of the Philippines webinar 
held on April 8.  

“It’s 10% more transmissible than 
BA.2 but because of the small numbers, 
scientists still can’t tell if it has immune 
escape properties,” he added. 

Immune escape, in this context, refers 
to a mutation that allows a virus to re-
sist vaccines. The Philippines, like other 
countries, is preparing for this possibility 
by promoting booster vaccination, wheth-
er it’s a third or even fourth booster shot. 

He a l t h  U n d e r s e c r et a r y  M a r i a 
Rosario S. Vergeire said in an online 

briefing on Friday that case numbers 
“can go down further, but they can 
also go up again, so it’s important that 
we sustain the plateauing ” through 
continuous vaccination and consis-
tent practicing of minimum health 
standards. 

Recombinant variants — including 
XE, which was recently detected in 
Thailand — have so far not been found 
in the Philippines. 

Other factors that can contribute to 
a surge include transmissibility, which 
is how fast a virus can spread; and viru-
lence, which is how dangerous it is for 
those infected. 

Dr. Wong explained: “Many people 
are done with the pandemic even though 
the pandemic may not be done with 
them. This means the response to a wave 
may not be the same as with previous 
waves.” 

Masking and distancing should be 
complemented by good ventilation. He 
recommended using a filter with a mini-
mum efficiency reporting value of 13, 
usually the highest rating for home use; 
or a carbon dioxide (CO2) sensor as a 
proxy for estimating the risk for infec-
tion (the lower the levels of CO2, the 
lower the risk).

“We’re in a better place than two 
years ago … Just the same, we need to 
control spread,” Dr. Wong said. 

A recent Social Weather Stations (SWS) 
national survey commissioned by the 
Pharmaceutical and Healthcare As-

sociation of the Philippines (PHAP) found that 
medicines ranked first as the most burdensome 
healthcare expense among Filipinos, followed 
by payment for doctor’s fees, laboratory fees, 
and hospital room. 

The respondents ranked “guaranteed 
PhilHealth financial subsidy to cover full or a 
portion of medication expenses” as the most 
helpful way for Filipinos to obtain medicines, 
closely followed by “acquire 
free medications procured by 
the government from public 
hospitals, health centers and 
government pharmacies.”

A 2019 report published by 
the World Bank stressed that it is no longer 
plausible to argue that health spending is purely 
consumption, noting that high-performance 
health financing is an investment that benefits 
the economy in a number of ways.

One is by reducing poverty and inequity. 
Scaling up prepaid and pooled financing to 
reduce out-of-pocket payments (OOPs) can 
have a swift, substantial benefit for poverty 
reduction. With financial protection, people 
no longer need to sell assets or borrow 
to meet health payments. They conserve 
resources that they can then spend or invest 
in other ways. 

Financial protection also allows the sick and 
poor to protect, maintain and improve their 
health and increase their earnings. As a result, 
income inequality falls. Financial protection 
also fosters consumption and competitiveness 
by freeing people from making precautionary 
savings and potentially stimulating expenditures 
on other goods and services.

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic underscored the importance of 
strengthening health security through high-
performance health financing. Investments in 
preparedness capabilities including surveillance, 
primary and community health workers, public-
health laboratory networks, and information 
systems are essential to detect and mitigate 
infectious disease outbreaks before they spread 
out of control. 

In addition to saving lives, investing in 
preparedness and early action to stop outbreaks 
also help prevent macro-economic shocks and 
much more costly emergency response efforts, 
the report stated.

ADEQUATE AND SUSTAINABLE
Titled “High-Performance Health Financing for 
Universal Health Coverage: Driving Sustain-
able, Inclusive Growth in the 21st Century,” the 
World Bank report warned that the majority 
of developing countries will fail to achieve 
their targets for health- and poverty-related 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) un-

less they take urgent steps to strengthen their 
health financing.

“[Less than] a decade out from the SDG 
deadline of 2030, 3.6 billion people do not 
receive the most essential health services they 
need, and 100 million are pushed into poverty 
from paying out-of-pocket for health services,” 
the report said.

 It underscored the strong evidence that 
progress towards UHC will spur inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth.

However, the report stressed that this will 
not happen unless countries 
achieve high-performance 
health financing, defined 
as “funding levels that are 
adequate and sustainable; 
pooling that is sufficient 

to spread the financial risks of ill-health; and 
spending that is efficient and equitable to assure 
desired levels of health service coverage, quality, 
and financial protection for all people — with 
resilience and sustainability.”

The report noted that the total per capita 
health spending from all sources is very low 
in developing countries, averaging $40 in 
low-income countries, $135 in lower middle-
income countries, $477 in upper middle-income 
countries.

“Part of this low spending is because 
many developing countries allocate relatively 
small shares of total government spending to 
health — levels that are inadequate to support 
coverage with essential quality health services 
for all,” it said.

Total per capita health spending from all 
sources in high-income countries is $3,135.

As a result of low levels of government 
spending, OOPs constitute a large share of 
health expenditures in developing countries, 
amounting to more than half a trillion dollars or 
$80 per capita annually. 

OOP spending is the expense for medical 
care that families pay directly from their own 
money or savings. These payments deter people 
from using needed health services, and push 
others into poverty or trap them once there, the 
report stated.

In the Philippines, government share in 
health spending (45.7% in 2020) is signifi-
cantly lower compared to those of some ASEAN 
neighbors and developed countries. The share 
of Filipinos’ household OOPs in current health 
expenditure (CHE) is still among the highest 
(44.7% in 2020) in the region.
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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.

High-performance 
health f inancing 

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

Prepare for Omicron XE,
possible surge — experts
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THE World Health Organization 
(WHO) said on Monday it is tracking 
a few dozen cases of two new sub-
variants of the highly trans-
missible Omicron strain 
of the coronavirus to 
assess whether they 
are more infectious 
or dangerous. 

It  has added 
BA.4 and BA.5, sis-
ter variants of the 
original BA.1 Omi-
cron variant, to its list 
for monitoring. It is 
already tracking BA.1 
and BA.2 — now globally domi-
nant — as well as BA.1.1 and BA.3. 

The WHO said it had begun track-
ing them because of their “additional 
mutations that need to be further 
studied to understand their impact 
on immune escape potential.” 

Viruses mutate all the time but 
only some mutations affect their abil-
ity to spread or evade prior immunity 
from vaccination or infection, or the 
severity of disease they cause. 

For instance, BA.2 now represents 
nearly 94% of all sequenced cases 

and is more transmissible than its 
siblings, but the evidence 

so far suggests it is no 
more likely to cause 

severe disease. 
Only a few doz-

en cases of BA.4 
a n d  B A . 5  h a v e 
been reported to 
the global GISAID 

database, accord-
ing to WHO. 

The UK’s Health 
Security Agency said 

l a st  w e e k  B A .4  h a d  b e e n 
found in South Africa, Denmark, 

Botswana, Scotland, and England 
from Jan. 10 to March 30. 

All the BA.5 cases were in South 
Africa as of last week, but on Mon-
day Botswana’s health ministry said 
it had identified four cases of BA.4 
and BA.5, all among people aged 
30 to 50 who were fully vaccinated 
and experiencing mild symptoms. 
— Reuters

WHO says it is tracing 2 new
Omicron COVID subvariants
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The equity placements were 
mainly from Japan, the United 
States, the Netherlands and Ma-
laysia. These were invested in 
manufacturing; electricity, gas, 
steam and air-conditioning; fi-
nancial and insurance; and real 
estate industries. 

Inflows to equity and invest-
ment fund shares also slumped 
by 58% to $184 million in January 
from $439 million a year ago. 

Meanwhile, reinvestment of 
earnings dipped by 1.4% to $78 
million from $79 million a year 
earlier. 

Among FDI segments, only 
inflows to debt instruments 
recorded growth, expanding by 
18.3% to $634 million in January 
from $536 million a year earlier. 

Asian Institute of Manage-
ment economist John Paolo R. 
Rivera said FDIs might rebound 
in the next few months as CO -
VID -19 cases continue to drop 
and business activity improves.

“FDIs should continue to 
increase given the plateauing of 
cases, reopening of the economy 
and better economic prospects 
for the rest of the year,” he said in 
a Viber message. 

Rizal Commercial Banking 
Corp. Chief Economist Michael 
Ricafort said the war in Ukraine 
might continue to hurt global in-
vestor sentiment.

“The Russia-Ukraine war could 
further disrupt the global supply 
chains, in terms of some reduc-
tion in global trade (both exports 
and imports), and potential drag 
on some investment activities as 
well,” he said in a Viber message. 

Global oil prices have soared 
since Russia invaded Ukraine on 

Feb. 24. While the Philippines 
has limited trade and economic 
ties to Russia and Ukraine, it has 
been affected by the higher oil 
and commodity prices.

Investors will also closely 
watch the outcome of the May 
national elections.

“This (improving FDI) trend 
might change depending on who 
will win — whoever is the pref-
erence of the market. Yes, the 
preference of the people mat-
ters, but FDI is a function of the 
preference of the market and not 
necessarily of the people,” Mr. 
Rivera said. 

Former Senator Ferdinand R. 
Marcos, Jr., the son of the coun-
try’s late dictator, remains the 
frontrunner in the presidential 
elections on May 9.  

A Bloomberg survey of econo-
mists last month showed Vice-
President Leonor G. Robredo was 
the preferred bet of investors and 
analysts.

“For planned investments, 
investors are looking at concrete 
platforms in the short, medium 
and long terms, proof of concept 
that policies materialize and 
transparency with anti-corrup-
tion and anti-red tape that will 
create a conducive environment 
for investments,” Mr. Rivera said. 

The central bank last month 
raised its FDI projection for 2022 
to $11 billion from $8.5 billion, 
citing the continued recovery 
of economic activities and the 
implementation of investment-
friendly reforms. 

FDI inflows jumped to an all-
time high of $10.5 billion in 2021, 
rebounding from $6.822 billion 
in 2020. — Luz Wendy T. Noble

it addresses pent-up demand for financial 
services in the country. 

Regina Capital Development 
Corp. Equity Analyst Anna Corenne 
M. Agravio said in a phone message 
the fundraising round means that 
Voyager’s expansion plans are in “full 
swing.” 

Voyager “will be able to more ef-
ficiently tap into the unbanked sector 
through Maya Bank,” she added. 

Voyager directly competes with 
Globe Fintech Innovations, Inc. (Mynt), 
operator of mobile wallet company 
GCash. However, Mynt is not planning 
on operating a digital bank.

“Both Voyager and Mynt have very 
aggressive expansion plans; both are 
looking to tap several aspects of financial 
markets. Cryptocurrency seems to be the 
talk of the town nowadays, so Voyager’s 

planned venture into this scene will likely 
be beneficial,” Ms. Agravio said. 

The critical factor is whether Pay-
Maya “will be able to turn a profit soon, 
since GCash seems to be ahead of it in 
that aspect,” she added. 

“The more platforms you have, the 
more you are ahead of the pack,” First 
Grade Finance, Inc. Managing Director As-
tro C. del Castillo said in a phone interview. 

“As long as you are ahead of the 
pack, you will eventually generate 
revenues,” he added. 

PLDT shares closed 1.53% lower at 
P1,800 apiece on Tuesday. 

Hastings Holdings, Inc., a unit of 
PLDT Beneficial Trust Fund subsid-
iary MediaQuest Holdings, Inc., has 
a majority stake in BusinessWorld 
through the Philippine Star Group, 
which it controls.

“Given the potential broaden-
ing of price pressures over the 
near term, the BSP stands ready 
to deploy timely and appropriate 
monetary policy measures, in line 
with its price and financial stabil-
ity mandate,” Mr. Diokno said.

The central bank’s next policy 
meeting is on May 19. 

In a separate note, ANZ Research 
Chief Economist for Southeast Asia 
and India Sanjay Mathur and econo-
mist Debalika Sarkar said they now 
expect the central bank to raise in-
terest rates by 125 basis points (bps) 
this year from 25 bps previously. 

It said the BSP would likely 
start hiking by 25 bps in June, 
which will be followed by similar 
moves at their Aug. 18, Sept. 22, 
Nov. 17, and Dec. 15 meetings.

“We think these [inflation] risks 
are not trivial, given the limited fiscal 
intervention to control oil prices as 
well as a probable increase in firms’ 
pricing power,” the analysts said.

They said broader policy actions 
might be warranted to address the 
surge in oil prices, such as the sus-
pension of taxes on fuel products. 

The government has rejected 
calls to halt the collection of excise 
taxes on fuel products, and instead 
provided fuel subsidies to the 
transport and agriculture sector.

“However, concerns over poten-
tial revenue loss and consequent 
deterioration of fiscal health have 
taken precedence, particularly 
when the government is walking a 
tightrope on fiscal targets,” ANZ an-
alysts said. — Luz Wendy T. Noble


