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Sustaining Economic Recovery Post-
Pandemic Towards 2022 and Beyond



Sustaining economic recovery post-pandemic requires knowing what were the deficiencies and 
inadequacies in health system capacity – human infrastructure (HCWs) and social infrastructure 

(hospitals, labs, etc.), as well as the amount, timing and allocation of Covid response spending. On 
top, of course, is the ability of the country’s leadership/authorities in orchestrating the needful for 

the COVID-19 pandemic.

PRELUDE

Where are we?



Health System Capacity:  
human and social infrastructures



Philippines Malaysia Indonesia Thailand Vietnam Singapore

Doctors $26,221.68 $46,039.61 $24,316.44 $56,035.93 $43,464.32 $205,428.00*

Nurse $9,874.68 $24,223.8 $19,728.72 $20,727.6 $15,782.88 $58,260.61

Medical 
Technologist

$7,353.05 $20,477.88 $15,732.96 $16,232.4 $14,234.64 $ 52,443.29*

 Table 1. Annual Salary of Health Care Workers, ASEAN, 2020 

Source: iprice.ph, salaryexplorer, Ministry of Manpower Singapore
*reported 2019 data by Ministry of Manpower, Singapore



Table 2. Number of Hospital Beds per 10,000 Population, ASEAN 

Location Hospital Beds 
(per 10,000 population)

Year 

Philippines 9.9 2014
Malaysia 18.77  2017

Indonesia 10.4  2017

Thailand 21  2005

Vietnam 31.8  2013

Singapore 24.86  2017

Source: World Health Organization, last updated on 2020-07-01



COVID-19 Response Spending 



 Table 3. Covid Response Spending, ASEAN (September 2020) 

US $ 
(Billion)

% of GDP $ per capita

Indonesia 115.78 10.94 432.54

Malaysia 80.78 22.73 2,562.01

Philippines 21.65 5.88 202.95

Singapore 89.14 25.35 15,809.00

Thailand 84.09 15.96 1,211.20

Vietnam 26.50 10.12 277.40

Source: ADB, November 2020



Table 4. Covid Response Spending, ASEAN (August 2021) 

US $ 
(Billion)

% of GDP $ per capita

Indonesia 115.33 11.4 426

Malaysia 143.30 43.5 4,485

Philippines 30.72 8.7 284

Singapore 101.07 30.5 17,721

Thailand 102.9 20.9 1,466

Vietnam 26.97 7.9 280

Source: ADB provided through the courtesy pf Dr. Jesus Felipe, Senior Advisor (Vietnam’s COVID-response spending  little change from 2020.)



Obiter Dictum

Recall that PH’s debt to GDP ratio was 39.6% in pre-pandemic 2019 which escalated to 60.4% in 
2021 – rounding out the numbers, say, 40% to 60%, meaning additional borrowings of 20% 
necessitated by spending for the Covid-19 pandemic. 20% of P18T GDP (2020) is P3.6T=$72B. 
According to Table 4 on Covid Responding in 2021, PH spent $31B, the lowest in ASEAN       $72B 
less $31B = $41B. So, the question is:  

 Where has ~ $41B gone or how can this huge differential be accounted for? 

All told, given PH’s deficient and inadequate health system capacity – both human capital (poorly 
paid HCWs) and social infrastructure (hospitals, labs, etc.) coupled with the lowest Covid response 
spending (the lowest in ASEAN in 2020 and 2021), not to mention the sub-par (inept) handling of 
the pandemic by the leadership and authorities, it’s no surprise that the country’s public health-
cum-economy crisis has been the worst and most catastrophic.



How can we move forward? 

Proposed Agenda to Sustain Economic Recovery



Fortify and enhance PH’s health system 
capacity i.e., human capital (HCWs) and social 
infrastructure (hospital, labs, genome 
sequencing, etc,), given inadequacies not only 
in NCR but even more so in the provinces. 
Health infrastructure is of higher urgency and 
priority than physical infrastructure which can 
be funded by PPPs. Further, invest in Virology 
institute to prepare for future pandemics. 

1. Fortify and enhance PH’s 
health system capacity 



Revamp, renew and upgrade the education 
system in terms of both the delivery of  
services by better trained teachers and the 
predisposition, preparedness and 
absorptive capacity of students.  

To be included are up-to-date curricula, 
ancillary gadgets of students, and digital 
connectivity. STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics) should be 
part of the curriculum in basic education 
and further enhanced at the tertiary level.

2. Revamp and upgrade 
education system



Government must provide higher funding 
for Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) 
– raising the budget from 0.16% of GDP (the 
lowest in ASEAN) since nearly two decades 
back, to 0.5% in the near term and further to 
1.0% which is the UNESCO norm.  

The country should tap its huge and 
growing stock of scientists and engineers 
here and abroad particularly in the U.S. 
Unlike in other ASEAN countries, STI has not 
been given enough importance/attention 
by the government and the public-at-large.

3. Give more importance 
to S&T and Innovation



Revitalize the anemic agriculture sector 
by, inter alia, diversifying crops and 
livestock products towards food security 
and enabling exports. Widen and deepen 
the manufacturing sector to capacitate it for 
exports. 

4. Revitalize agriculture 
and the narrow & shallow 
manufacturing sector



Drop the country’s long-standing 
protectionist stance and open up the 
economy to FDIs and trade, as 
Vietnam, among other ASEAN, has 
done for so long with enviable results. 

5. Drop the protectionist 
stance towards openness of 
the economy



Foster and strengthen public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) to make them more 
efficient and productive. PPPs will ease the 
pressure on the government’s fiscal position 
which has been stretched beyond its limits, as 
well as result in faster construction/gestation 
of projects, given the private sector’s greater 
experience and expertise with infrastructure 
projects. In general, the government should 
take a friendly and collegial – not adversarial 
stance – vis-à-vis the private sector for a 
unified effort toward the country’s 
development objectives.

6.  Foster and strengthen 
public-private partnerships 
(PPPs) 



Boldly invest in the environment, nature 
protection and disaster risk reduction, 
preparedness and management. Heed Pope 
Francis’ Laudato Si encyclical on caring for our 
common home. This relates to the need for 
adaptation and mitigation regarding climate 
change by steadily supplanting fossil fuels 
with renewable energy – solar, wind, and 
biomass in addition to hydro and geothermal 
– which are more salutary for people’s health 
and well-being, besides cost savings from 
electricity bills.

7. Boldly invest in the 
environment and nature 
protection



Protect, preserve, and harness PH’s blue 
economy’s vast wealth in the WPS for the 
benefit of people and the country in general. 

8. Protect, preserve and 
harness the blue  economy 
in WPS



Strengthen sense of urgency or “virtuous 
impatience” so things get done faster. In 
ASEAN, we seem to be the most patient, 
forbearing and tolerant of delays or 
unfinished work which militates against 
dynamic progress.

9. Strengthen  sense of 
urgency, aka “Virtuous 
Impatience”



The population program seemed to have gotten un- 
derway reasonably well in 1970. But no sooner could 
the program gain enough traction than the Roman 
Catholic hierarchy and conservative groups voiced their 
strong opposition to family planning (FP), which 
President Marcos accommodated ca. 1980 for political 
expediency.  

Thus, with a failed FP program, markedly declining 
fertility – a necessary condition for demographic 
transition towards faster economic growth, higher 
employment, and poverty reduction could not be 
achieved. Such was a huge missed opportunity 
graphically illustrated when the Philippines is 
compared with Thailand having virtually identical key 
demographic-economic indicators in 1970 that became 
dramatically divergent from the Philippines’ by 2020. 

10. Failed population 
program, inter alia, 
underlay PH’s problems



Table 5. Key Indicators of the ASEAN Four Originals, 1970 and 2020 

*Pre-Covid-19 pandemic; **2018.                               
Asian Development Bank, Basic Statistics 2021 and other sources. 



Population policy among the most cost-
effective development policy options

Note that population policy centered on FP is regarded as among the most cost-effective development 
policy options – ‘big bang per small buck’ – along with unbridled international trade and unfettered 
international migration. The big difference, though, is that population policy is within a country’s direct 
control, while international trade and migration are not as they entail cross-national agreements.  

Moreover, development economists, based on empirical research, find that demographic transition 
(changing age structure) due to sizable fertility reduction accounts for about a third of economic 
growth in East Asian developing countries. A huge opportunity the PH has unfortunately missed over 
most of the last five decades, making it a persistent laggard in ASEAN 



Conclusion

To end, the primordial and supreme challenge, evidently, is the kind of national leader 
our country will have beginning in mid-2022. The proposed agenda (and others to 
emerge from this conference) are doable, and can be carried out by the next President 
who, hopefully, is sufficiently intelligent, competent, insightful and foresightful, 
committed, an integer (meaning a whole and not broken/corrupted leader, as the Latin 
root of the word “corrupt” suggests), and has the country and people’s welfare at heart. 

Thank you! 


