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On December 16, 2021, super typhoon Rai, locally known as super typhoon Odette, made
its landfall in the Philippines. It was the strongest tropical cyclone to hit the country in 2021,
killing more than 400 people while displacing almost 800,000 Filipinos since its first land-
fall. It also damaged around 600,000 houses and ruined over one million livelihoods.
Approximately 4.9 million people were affected from 11 regions and 38 provinces.!

Located along the typhoon belt and the Ring of Fire in the Pacific, the Philippines is
highly exposed to various natural disasters, including typhoons, flooding, landslides, earth-
quakes, and volcanic eruptions that wreak havoc often resulting in significant losses of lives
and livelihoods while causing many people to lose their homes and require billions of pesos
for recovery and reconstruction.” This poses another threat to public health as the
Philippines continues to grapple with the challenges of being the most severely affected
country by the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic in the Western Pacific
Region, with more than 2.8 million confirmed cases as of January 4, 2022.3

In aletter published in Prebospital and Disaster Medicine, the author discussed how natu-
ral disasters such as typhoons can make the pandemic crisis extra difficult to handle, espe-
cially for the Philippines, a disaster-prone country in the Asian continent and the Western
Pacific Region.* Natural disasters, such as the recent super typhoon Rai, have an immense
impact on poor and disadvantaged communities in the Philippines, especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic. In humanitarian catastrophes, calamities, and outbreaks, poverty
is always a key socioeconomic concern. Humanitarian emergencies, regardless of type or
cause, have a number of common risk factors for communicable diseases, such as mass pop-
ulation movement and resettlement in temporary locations, overcrowding, economic and
environmental degradation, scarcity of safe water, poor sanitation and waste management,
absence of shelter, poor nutritional status as a result of food shortages, and limited access to
health care.? These risk factors contribute significantly to the risk of morbidity and mortality
during emergencies.

In addition, even temporary interruption of basic health care delivery that is very crucial
during the COVID-19 pandemic or after natural disasters such as typhoons and floods may
lead to secondary public health crises from disease outbreaks like acute infectious diarrhea.
This amplifies the socioeconomic damages brought by the public health emergency and cre-
ates further morbidity and mortality. Unfortunately, outbreaks of food and waterborne dis-
eases such as diarrhea and gastroenteritis have been reported in the rural areas hit by super
typhoon Rai, including Siargao Island and Dinagat Islands.” Since the super typhoon dev-
astated the southern part of the country, the Department of Health has reported around 150
cases of food and waterborne infections, with some unfortunate cases of mortality.’

The imminent outbreak is due to contamination of water in these areas as a result of
damaged water pipes and water supply outage, as well as food contamination due to poor
sanitation and unsafe food storage, handling, and preparation. Many poor communities
were already suffering from hunger as a result of the super typhoon’s impact on delivery
of goods, which are heavily reliant on supply lines disrupted by travel restrictions caused

by the damaged roads and bridges, affected airports and seaports, and the COVID-19
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Triple Public Health Emergency in the Philippines

lockdown. These triple public health emergencies of super
typhoon, food and waterborne infections, and COVID-19 can
be very challenging since 141 health care facilities have also been
damaged by the recent natural disaster and many health care work-
ers are also getting sick because of the appearance of the novel
COVID-19 variants of concern in the Philippines, especially the
Delta and Omicron variants. >0

Although it may be difficult for several Filipinos, especially dur-
ing the Christmas season, the Philippine government has immedi-
ately responded to the effects of the triple public health crises by
providing health care services to the affected individuals, dispatch-
ing epidemiology teams to identify what caused the outbreaks, giv-
ing temporary shelters for the displaced individuals, supplying safe
food and water for the affected families and communities, and edu-
cating them on how to prevent and control disease outbreaks,
among others. Several nongovernmental organizations and
international agencies are also making efforts to help the affected
areas.

Establishing resilience has also been highlighted and demon-
strated by the government’s immediate response and the joint
efforts of private organizations, communities, and individuals in

assisting those affected by the triple public health emergency.
Throughout the Christmas season, many Filipinos also launched
donation drives and community pantries as a way of responding
to their countrymen’s suffering, which seemingly became
Christmas gifts to those in need.”® In Filipino culture, there is a
notion called bayanihan, which means communal solidarity and
collaboration. Many health care professionals also volunteered to
provide medical care to the people injured by the super typhoon
and to address the COVID-19 infections and the food and water-
borne outbreaks in the afflicted areas, as well as the mental health of
the affected population.?®8

These public health challenges can only be overcome when the
government and private sectors, as well as the communities, col-
laborate and work together in developing and implementing sus-
tainable solutions and resilient programs to mitigate the
consequences of a triple public health emergency. Indeed, resil-
iency, coupled with bayaniban, is most visible at difficult times.
At no other point in modern history has the Philippines faced such
an array of both familiar and unfamiliar risks and hazards, interact-
ing in a very connected and rapidly changing environment.
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