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How Can We Lick COVID-19? (Part 1)

	Most Filipinos with access to Viber and similar social media channels must have been impressed with the very efficient ways China, South Korea, Taiwan and Singapore addressed the COVID-19 challenge.  I am sure many of us still have very vivid images of the very articulate lady Foreign Minister of South Korea explaining in such clear terms how transparency and close monitoring of the most vulnerable  individuals paid high dividends to South Korea  that was able to “flatten the curve” in record time.  Who would have not been impressed with that documentary demonstrating the way the Chinese Government mobilised all human and physical resources to bring back normalcy to the region which was the epicentre of the Corona virus, despite some initial lack of transparency of the Wuhan local government.  And to most of us,  it was no surprise to hear the Prime Minister of Singapore report on how quick was their response to containing the spread of the virus, despite the fact that at the very beginning the Lion State had the highest per capita figure of infected individuals.  It is heartening to see  South Korea and Taiwan, for example, generously sharing masks and other much needed Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) with other countries still struggling to flatten the curve, even among the more developed countries like the U.S., Italy and Spain.
	It would be the height of wishful thinking, however, for any Filipino to think we can replicate the success stories of these  East Asian economies.  Over the last thirty to fifty years, these  countries have built the necessary man-made institutions that lead to inclusive and sustainable growth, using the language of the book “Why Nations Fail” by Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson.  With some help from their common confucian culture. these countries were fortunate enough to have had leaders who were able to remove the extractive institutions erected by  the elite in failed societies like ours.  “Extractive”  institutions in the language of Acemoglu and Robinson are those which the elite erect to prevent a more equitable distribution of income and wealth, such as monopolistic and corrupt practices that divert funds away from the most needy members of society.  The opposite of extractive is inclusive.  Although we have gone a long way from the martial law years of the last century to lessen the influence of the self-centred elite on  policy making, we still are struggling to build an efficient state bureaucracy at the national and local levels and to muster the citizenry to always think of the common good in their individual behaviour.  For different historical reasons, China, Taiwan, South Korea and Singapore have the fortunate combination of a relatively effective State and  a  disciplined citizenry.  It does not mean, however, that we cannot use whatever limited  resources and imperfect institutions we already have to also lick the pandemic problem.
	As in other efforts to promote the common good of the Filipino people, such as eradicating mass poverty, the Philippine approach has always been necessarily trilateral.  First there is the completely indispensable role of the State, no matter how ineffective or corrupt it might be.  The State has to guarantee the rule of law and provide public services which profit-oriented organisations cannot and will not provide such as basic education and health services for the masses.  There are also the public works such as farm-to-market roads, irrigation systems, post-harvest facilities, and other services that the small farmers need and which cannot be privatized through Public-Private Partnership (PPP) schemes.  Our unfortunate experience is that even in providing these most basic services to the public, our Government has fallen short of expectations.  Lack of strong leadership, inefficient bureaucracy and corruption have blunted or even completely frustrated the attainment of the common good of society.  To  compensate for the failure of the State, there has been a tremendous mushrooming of civil society organisations that address the nutritional, educational, health and other welfare needs of the underprivileged.  The Philippines excels in the number of nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) and philantropic associations  that try to make up for the inadequacies of the State.  Finally, there is the business sector, inspired especially by the Christian concept of the corporal works of mercy, that undertakes myriad “Corporate Social Responsibility” (CSR) activities to contribute to the solution of some of the problems of society.  In looking for a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, we have to rely on all these three sectors working together and not expect the State to come out with solutions that are as effective and dramatic  as  those of China, Taiwan, South Korea or Singapore.  
	First, let us assess how capable our Government has been in responding to the crisis brought about the pandemic.  It was dismaying to listen to the remarks of our President at the onset of the crisis.  He was dismissive of the problem, outright irresponsible in the use of language and incoherent.  Fortunately, there were enough sober-minded people in his Cabinet who eventually convinced him how serious the threat was.  We should be thankful that he eventually had the political will to declare not only a lock down for the whole of Luzon but a state of emergency for  the whole country that would permit him to mobilise all the human and financial resources necessary to  limit the damage of the pandemic.  With the law passed by Congress, theoretically, the President has all the wherewithals to allocate funds and people to contain the spread of the virus and eventually restore normalcy to the Philippine society.  Most importantly and this is a saving grace for an otherwise emotionally unstable  leader, he is sincerely interested in alleviating the plight of the Philippine poor.  His declaring a state of emergency was strongly motivated by his concern for the serious collateral damage of the enhanced community quarantine on the hundreds of thousands of workers who would be laid off from work and would have no income to support their families.  The emergency powers would provide the necessary budgets that can subsidize the income-less poor during the lock down.  There is still, however, the nagging question of whether or not a significant amount of the funds meant for the poor would be lost to corruption.  This is where civil society organizations specialised in uncovering and prosecuting corrupt public officials have a very important role.
	Without belabouring further  the inadequacies of political leadership in  our country, it was dismaying to witness public officials sacrificing the  common good for their selfish interests  by demanding preferential treatment to being tested for the Corona virus even if they and their entire household were asymptomatic, depriving the common people of the same service, some of whom actually expired because they were not tested on time.  Even worse, some public officials were the first ones to violate protocols about how to behave when under observation or investigation, endangering the lives of others, especially very scarce medical personnel.  These  violators would have been punished severely in China, Taiwan, South Korea or Singapore!
	There is also the misalignment between the national and local government officials in the implementation of the enhance community quarantine order.  This is another manifestation of a dysfunctional state.  With some outstanding exceptions of proactive and cooperative Mayors (like Mayor Vico Sotto of Pasig City), there have been serious obstacles put up by LGU units to the free flow of food and other basic necessities that are crucial to the survival of the population during the lock down.  Let me quote from one of the concerned agribusiness entrepreneurs, Carlos Cabochon, President of the Philippine Consumer Centric Traders Association: “Our daily challenge is making food and non-food grocery available to all our consumers.  The difficulty we face is the varying requirements set by LGUs and barangays as to passage through checkpoints of retail and wholesale workers and manufacturers/suppliers’ deliveries, including the movement of their own workers…The Inter-Agency Task Force (IATF) of the national government has released advisories on the unhampered movement of workers in our industry and of all types of cargoes subject to COVID-19 infection protocols.  Yet,  local rules are set and delay stock replenishment.  I appeal to all Local Government Units and Barangays to follow the guidelines set by the national government on movement of food retail and wholesale workers and cargo deliveries.  We have common objectives and our role is  to make food easily available and in a way that that still limits movement of our public so as to comply with stay at home and social distancing requirements to arrest the spread of COVID-19.”  Not only have some LGU units placed obstacles to the free flow of basic necessities.  Many of them have been conspicuously absent when they were most needed by their constituents.  This explains the proliferation of popular protests reflected in such songs as “Meyor, Kelan Ka Darating” composed by some local musicians to the tune of a Paul Anka’s  ditty entitled “Oh, Carol”, as sung by Neil Sedaka.     To be continued.     
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	There are, however, LGU heads who are exceptional in their working for the good of their constituents, responding to the appeal of President Duterte that in the fight against COVID-19, mayors and barangay heads should take the lead.  A role model for the effective LGU head is Mayor Vico Sotto of Pasig City where the university in which I teach is located.  I cite his example because  I have close knowledge (not only hearsay) of how proactive he is as a leader.  He was one of the first to install sanitation tents in the entrances of his City Hall and its two government hospitals.  He provided the city workers who were exempted from the quarantine (health workers, part of the skeletal force of public utilities, police officers) transportation such as buses and continued to allow tricycles to operate despite the mass public transport ban.  He set up mobile kitchens to provide food for the city’s frontrunners and responders.  He curbed hoarding fears by imposing an anti-hoarding ordinance to prevent supplies of basic necessities from running  out fast.  He was quick to adopt modern technology by providing three disinfection drones that helped sanitise public areas and other critical places, making sure to provide the disinfectant teams with their own personal protective equipment (PPE) and backpack sprayers.  Unlike other grandstanding  politicians who are big in pronouncements and promises but short on performance, Mayor Sotto has a refreshing knack for paying attention to the littlest details that would promote the welfare of his constituents.  Also worthy of special citation is Mayor Francisco Domagoso (Isko Moreno) of the City of Manila who has been relentless from day one of his term  in implementing programs that directly benefit his constituents.  His special message to politicians to forget politics for a while and focus on solutions to the COVID-19 crisis was especially appreciated by a public tired of witnessing the national leaders taking advantage of the pandemic to promote their respective political interests, including labelling in bold letters the relief goods  donated by others with their names!  Other LGU heads I personally know who have similar down-to-earth and practical leadership styles are Governor Hermilando Mandanas of Batangas, Governor Albert Garcia of Bataan, Mayor Gerry Trenas of Iloilo City,  Mayor Marcelino Teodoro of Marikina and Mayor Abby Binay of Makati.  May their tribe increase.
	Since it may take time before our government officials at both the national and local levels can reach the level of competence and dedication of what we have seen  among our neighbouring countries such as South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan,  we have to depend on the private business sector to complement and supplement what the State cannot deliver to the public.  Here, I quote liberally from an Editorial that appeared in The Inquirer (March 23, 2020 ) entitled “Corporate Compassion.”  With the shut down of factories, malls, restaurants, shops, schools and other non-essential establishments, tens of thousands of Filipinos found themselves out of work and many of them without income.  Businesses, large and medium-sized, immediately responded by crafting financial and other forms of assistance for their displaced employees and those of their suppliers. The  Zobel de Ayala brothers, Jaime and Fernando, were the very first to allocate a P2.4 billion relief package to the employees of the Ayala group of companies and their business partners, many of whom were tenants at their malls that had to close down because of the quarantine.   Jollibee Foods Corporation allotted one billion pesos for the one-month salaries and 13th-month pay of its employees who were put out of work.  
	The Department of Labor and Employment singled out the Aboitiz, Ayala, ICTSI/Solaire, JG Summit, Jollibee, Lucio Tan, Metro Pacific, San Miguel Corporation, SM, and Udenna groups for providing full pay to their workers.  Mall owners—mainly SM, Megaworld, and JG Summit—have similarly waived the rent due from their tenants affected by the lockdown to help tide them over the crisis.  Others in the manufacturing sector have repurposed their operations to provide essential items needed to combat the virus.  Ramon Ang’s San Miguel Corporation, Lucio Tan’s Tanduay Distiller/Asia Brewery Inc. and Andrew Tan’s Emperador are converting their alcohol intended for their liquor businesses to millions of litters of 70-percent ethyl alcohol needed by the Department of Health, the police and local government units for frontline persons fighting the COVID-19 outbreak.  Still others are helping to directly provide funding for critical supplies needed to fight the virus.  GT Capital Holdings Group of the Ty family pledged P200 million mainly for the production of test kits by the U.P. National Institutes of Health as well as the personal protective  equipment (PPE) for the heroic health care staff.  The Gogkongwei Brothers Foundation also put up a P100-million fund for test kits and  additional protective gear for health workers.  The Villar family’s Vista Land, meanwhile, provided disinfecting tools, 200,000 face masks, and daily supplies of bottled water to nine public hospitals in Metro Manila.  National Grid Corporation of the Philippines (NGCP) of the Sy family in partnership with a Chinese state enterprise provided one billion pesos for donation in both cash and kind to help the front liners and victims of the COVID-19 pandemic.
	Those in the health care business have also been quick to offer their assistance.  Businessman Manny Pangilinan, through Metro Pacific Hospitals, sent frontline workers to affected areas and  has provided additional protective gear for their use.  The Belo Medical Group is donating its remaining stocks of PPE in its beauty clinics for the use of hospitals and heath centers in need.  Banks are helping by suspending the collection of consumer loans—including credit card debt—falling due during the one-month lockdown.  They have also kept selected branches  and most ATMs open to allow affected citizens to access their accounts and withdraw cash when needed. City Savings, the savings bank of the Union Bank group, provided “lone ranger” service to small businesses and households in dire need of additional credit during the pandemic.  A number of companies provided employees with salaries and benefits covering the entire duration of the quarantine.  Some transport groups and automotive companies have offered buses to ferry for free health workers and people exempted from the ban.  In addition to these large companies, there have been numerous unnamed smaller donors (the “Widow’s mite”) who have generously donated cash, their own services, food and other basic goods (such as  masks and other PPE), especially to support the front liners and most needy persons.  I would like to cite especially small hotels, social clubs and schools (especially Catholic schools) that have lent their premises to serve as lodgings for health workers as well for informal settlers and other homeless individuals during the lockdown. 
	As a special case that can serve as an example for other private business enterprises still trying to formulate a concrete plan of helping to address the COVID-19 challenge, I would like to describe in great detail what the PHINMA group of companies implemented under a comprehensive program entitled “PHINMA Reaches Out:  Our Community Collaboration Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic.”  I am privy to these details because I sit in the board of one of the subsidiaries of the group, specifically PHINMA Properties.  Since charity begins at home, PHINMA prioritised their own people and their respective families, including individuals who serve the Group under separate contracts of services such as maintenance and security folks .  The first order of the day was to ensure continuing regular compensation, absorbing the cost of forced leaves, upgrading insurance coverage, and monitoring closely the situation of all the family members.  Once these priority measures were secured, a PHINMA Reaches Out (PRO) task force was organised.  The task force maximised the synergy between the business and the NGO sectors, two components of the trilateral approach to solving societal problems of the country.  The following were the components of the program to meet the COVID-19 challenge:
1.  PHINMA to support the joint PBSP-Caritas-Oxfam Pilipinas-Bayanihan, Musikahan effort that will:
	-Support and help the most vulnerable sector of society, primarily the poor who have a high risk for exposure and have minimal social protection to cope with the COVID-19 spread and the government measures for quarantine and social distancing.
	-Initially target distribution of 15,000 family packs at P2,700 each to include a protection kit (Ligtas COVID) and basic goods for a week (Manna Bag)
	-Do crowdfunding through Ryan Cayabyab’s Bayanihan, Musikahan, an online concert via Facebook.  A most moving song entitled “We Heal As One” was sung in chorus by
some of the best singers of the land.
	-Solicit and receive donations from the private sector in cash and kind, and
	-Distribute the packs though the Caritas parish network and the Oxfam Pilipinas communities.
2.  PHINMA to provide assistance to ongoing efforts to provide health workers at the front lines with masks, suits and other urgent needs through:
	-Office of the Vice President and the Kaya Natin Foundation.
	-Tanging Yaman Foundation
	-De La Salle University (DLSU) Brothers
	-International Association for Human Values Foundation Philippines, Inc.
PHINMA has already provided financial assistance previously to the U.P. Medical Foundation, Inc. and RockEd Philippines, organisations which have actively been helping
our health workers.
3.  PHINMA to engage its broader networks to respond to other urgent needs including but not limited to the following:
	-Support of  no work, no pay individuals who are part of the PHINMA community such as janitors, security guards, etc.
	-Support for the Philippine National Scholar community of students and their families who may need assistance as well as the schools in which
some alumni are already teaching.
	-Support for communities PHINMA already works closely with through the CSR initiatives of the various subsidiaries.
	-Possible support for families of most vulnerable groups who are part of the communities in which PHINMA operates such as the pedicab drivers in the areas
around Rockwell, where the PHINMA has its headquarters.
	-Possible support for the programs on the ground of PHINMA’s “Siklab” awardees (both in cash or kind).
	
4.  To make sure that the different subsidiaries in such diverse sector as education, construction materials, property development and hospitality do not develop a silo
mentality, the Task Force will act as the clearing house for information and updates of the different initiatives which may be expanded or may offer opportunities for synergies on
which the whole group can build.  To be continued.
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	Another example worth emulating is that of Alaska Milk Corporation, owned by one of the the largest dairy firms from the Netherlands,  Friesland Campina.   Its most obvious contribution is the supply of milk products, especially to  children, during these extraordinary  times.  The company has done its best to continue to operate with a skeletal workforce to ensure that it is able to continue to provide affordable dairy nutrition to Filipino families.  Like PHINMA, though, Alaska Milk considers its first responsibility is to help  its workers cope with the difficult situation during the lockdown.  The measures taken even  as early as March 12, before the ECQ was announced, were as follows:
	-Given that the paramount concern  was for the health and safety of the men and women of the Alaska family, management immediately took action as of the evening of March 12 when they first got word that the government would announce a lockdown.  It advanced the pay out of salaries (for the 2nd half of March)—payable over 6 months after the lifting of the lockdown period—and 2019 bonuses (usually paid out by end of April).  Workers were allowed to take a paid day-off on March 13 to allow them to prepare their families for the lockdown (e.g. to buy groceries, etc.).  
	-Starting March 13, management instituted work from home as the default policy for workers whose tasks could be done from home.  To this end, management ensured that these employees were provided laptops as well as company reimbursed daily date plans.
	-For workers  in the plant whose tasks  cannot be done from home, management implemented a skeletal workforce (in line with government policy of social distancing) wherein only 50% of the factory workforce could be at the plant at any given time.  For those who heeded the call to be part of the skeletal workforce, the company provided them with hazard pay (on top of the base salary) as well as  free meals, vitamins, care packs (face masks, hand sanitisers, etc.) and free shuttle service  (to and from the factory).  Moreover, a few areas in the factory were converted into dormitories for those who opted to stay in rather than travel.
	-For the factory workers who were not invited to be part of the skeletal workforce or who chose not to be part of it (despite having been invited), management continued to pay them their full wages during the lockdown period without charging it to to their leave allowances ( to ensure that they are able to continue providing for their families).
	-In case of hospitalisation due to COVID-19, employees can also make use  of their full HMO coverage without any reduction in their leave credits while hospitalised or under home quarantine.
	It is hoped that citing these two cases—one a domestic and the other a multinational enterprise—which put people first before profit can inspire other businesses—whether large or small—to assign the highest priority to worker welfare in normal or abnormal times.  The detailed example of what PHINMA is doing to meet the COVID-19 challenge is  especially instructive because it already includes reference to the third sector that is vital to the Philippine approach to addressing societal problems, i.e. civil society.  In the PHINMA case, there were references to such NGOs as the Philippine Business for Social Progress (PBSP), Caritas, OXFAM Pilipinas, Bayanihan-Musikahan, Tanging Yaman Foundation, the DLSU Brothers, International Association for Human Values Foundation Philippines, Inc.  There are literally hundreds, if not thousands of these organisations established by private citizens who want to contribute to the common good without expecting anything in return.   More often than not, they go about their work without fanfare.  As mentioned above, they often fill in the vacuum left by an ineffective, disorganised, self-serving and corrupt State.    I would just like to highlight the role of Caritas (Philippines), an organization of the Catholic Church that works in tandem with the hundreds of parishes all over the Archipelago that become the channels for all types of aid to the needy.  In fact, some of the more enlightened  LGUs determined to curb corruption  find it more efficient to collaborate with these parishes in their various programs to help the poor, such as feeding clinics, mobile hospitals, and educational programs.
	Since man does not live by bread alone, there also other organisations of civil society that address other objectives such as helping government units at various levels to formulate more enlightened and effective policies and programs (including the appropriate types of legislation) and to improve governance.  In the case of addressing the COVID-19 challenge, let me cite the part  that was played by an organization of top financial executives  called the Financial Executives Institute of the Philippines (FINEX) that had  an important role in urging Congress to legislate the  Emergency Calamity Amelioration Program.  It called for an Emergency Calamity Amelioration Program which will support and rescue the most vulnerable sectors of Philippine society, the millions of poor jobless and disadvantaged who are feeling the brunt of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
	Let me quote from their urgent message to a reluctant Congress that was dilly dallying on the matter:  “We call on Congress to immediately authorise, in an enabling measure, President Rodrigo Duterte, to realign unspent or unobligated appropriations already embodied in this year’s General Appropriations Act for emergency calamity amelioration, as the President may deem necessary and appropriate under the circumstances and during the pendency of this public health and economic emergency…We also urge that the President be authorised to augment such funds in the budget with those of government owned and controlled corporations (GOCC) to be utilised for the same emergency purpose and duration… These funds shall be be used to provide subsistence money or badly needed food for the poor, and support and rescue the gravely affected sectors of our economy, such as small and medium enterprises (SMEs) that are not adequately covered by other previously enacted appropriations that may still be spent as lawfully authorised…These measures will provide more robust and meaningful social safety nets to cushion the effects of the present quarantine measures on the most vulnerable sectors who comprise the vast majority of our citizenry, while, importantly, dispensing with new appropriations that will bloat the fiscal deficit given the uncertain tax revenue collections and state of the economy that apparently is grinding down…The national budget was designed and approved for normal times.  But we are now in abnormal times, unprecedented since the war years.  This global virus pandemic was not foreseen nor factored into the budget.  We are now in a war for the survival of the our nation and its economy, and fiscal policy and programs must be realigned as we propose during the exigency of this national emergency.”  Thanks partly to this urgent appeal of a concerned group of financial executives, the necessary legislation was passed with expediency.
	Civil society in the Philippines includes a good number of associations of business people, like FINEX, that do not seek their respective vested interests (which can be legitimate) but are designed to work  for the common good. Other examples of such NGOs organised by business people and other professionals  are the Makati Business Club,  Foundation for Economic Freedom, ARANKADA (an association of foreign chambers of commerce), the Philippine Business for Social Progress, and many others.  I would like to cite especially the Institute for Solidarity  in Asia (ISA) that undertakes varied programs in partnership with both private business and government agencies with the purpose of improving governance.   ISA has been a long-term partner of the health sector in pushing for reforms that improve the quality of health care provided to the citizens.  Over the past few years, 41 public hospitals have committed to challenge the status quo in pursuit of better health outcomes through better service delivery and patient experience.  It is quite obvious that the resources available to our health care sector are extremely limited in comparison to what the comparable institutions and agencies in China, South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan have access to.  Nevertheless,  ISA has always encountered an abundance of competency and unselfish dedication found in our health care and frontline workers to which the whole country has been witness in these trying days of the pandemic.  In helping improve governance and leadership in especially the public hospitals, ISA has prepared our health care system, within the limits of its resources, to respond valiantly to the COVID-19 crisis. To the extent that ISA has been strongly supported by business executives in their private capacity as concerned individuals, this nongovernmental organization is the very epitome of the trilateral approach adapted to the realities of Philippine society:  the State (public hospitals) working closely with business and civil society.
	We cannot end this brief assessment of the unique Philippine approach to meet the COVID-19 challenge without referring to the individual citizens themselves doing whatever they can do in their private capacity to help society overcome the crisis.  We have already referred to the heroic response of the front liners—the doctors, the nurses, and other health workers who have risked their very lives to take care of those infected with the virus.  We can only quote Our Lord Jesus Christ when He said  that there is no greater love than that of the one who is willing to give his life for another.  I  call upon the reader to say a prayer for all those who perished or were infected in the battle against the pandemic.  There is no way society can repay them for their heroic sacrifice.   But there is another heroism asked of the ordinary citizen:  follow all the indications from those in authority about staying home (as long as the expanded community quarantine lasts); wearing masks; washing hands; keeping social distance; and whatever may be mandated for the common good by those in authority.  Only time will tell.  I have the fondest hope that whatever  discipline and willingness to obey the law that has been cultivated among us Filipinos during this  time of distress will spill over into  other acts of good citizenship long after the pandemic is over. Such positive change towards good citizenship could be one of the blessings that always come after  a period of trial and tribulation.  For comments, my email address is bernardo.villegas@uap.asia
	
	
	
	
	 

