
Quo Vadis, COVID-19?

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared a COVID-19 pandemic last March 11, 2020.1,2 According to the 
WHO Director General, “In the past two weeks, the number of cases of COVID-19 outside China has increased 13-fold, and the 
number of affected countries has tripled. There are now more than 118,000 cases in 114 countries, and 4,291 people have lost their lives. 
Thousands more are fighting for their lives in hospitals.” Soon after, Metro Manila was placed on a complete lockdown which 
started on March 15, 2020 and continues up to the time of this writing.2 

So, what exactly is this COVID-19 pandemic? Will it be changing how we live our lives as healthcare professionals? 
What will be our role in taking care of patients with COVID-19? These and many other related questions require immediate 
answers as we face the threat of COVID-19. 

The WHO was first informed of cases of pneumonia of unknown cause in Wuhan City, China near the end of 2019. A 
novel coronavirus was identified as the cause by Chinese authorities and was initially named 2019-nCoV.3,4 This was later 
revised to COVID-19 (coronavirus disease of 2019) and the virus that causes it called SARS-CoV-2 (severe acute respiratory 
syndrome-coronavirus 2). 

In the first global epidemic caused by the “first” SARS coronavirus in 2003, the Philippines had a total of only eight 
confirmed patients. All the cases had contact with a nurse aide who had returned from Toronto, Canada where she got it. 
The index case and her father eventually died from SARS while the rest recovered.5 

But, with COVID-19, at the time of writing this editorial, there were approximately 1,611 weekly cases with 112 weekly 
deaths in the Philippines and appears to be an increasing trend.6,7 By mid-March 2020, the WHO European Region had 
become the epicenter of the epidemic, reporting over 40% of globally confirmed cases. As of 28 April 2020, 63% of global 
mortality from the virus was from the Region, according to the WHO.3

There is much that we need to know about SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19. It belongs to the same family 
of coronavirus that causes SARS, MERS (Middle East Respiratory Syndrome), and even the common cold.3 Early studies 
report that SARS-CoV-2 was most often detected in respiratory samples from patients in China. However, live virus was also 
found in feces.8 It is thought that transmission mainly occurs through the respiratory route, probably as droplets, but extra 
respiratory sources may also be important.

Risk factors for severe illness remain uncertain but old age and comorbidities such as cardiovascular disease, liver disease, 
kidney disease or malignant tumors, have emerged as likely important factors. There are no proven effective specific treatment 
strategies, and the risk-benefit ratio for commonly used treatments such as corticosteroids is not clear.7,8 COVID-19 may also 
cause damage to other organs such as the heart, the liver, and the kidneys, as well as to organ systems such as the blood and the 
immune system. Patients die of multiple organ failure, shock, acute respiratory distress syndrome, heart failure, arrhythmias, 
and renal failure.9,10

Among the WHO’s current recommendations, people with mild respiratory symptoms should be encouraged to isolate 
themselves, and social distancing is emphasized, and these recommendations apply even to countries with no reported cases.3,11 
However, such measures could drastically affect the economy with impact on work practices as well as commercial establishments 
which depend on people’s patronage.12,13 Moreover, the psychological and mental burden that isolation and quarantine can 
bring about should also be considered.14,15 For those in the academe, adjustments and quick transition to online learning 
strategies will need to be made.16 This will also affect how scientific research is done, particularly as we try to learn more about 
COVID-19.17 The longer the pandemic lasts, and the longer these measures need to be implemented, the more significant 
will the effects be on the economic and mental well-being of the people.

There has certainly been a rush to get more information about COVID-19.18 Although well-intended in most cases, this 
has resulted into an “infodemic” with some erroneous or unscientific information about COVID-19.19-21 Even mainstream 
scientific publications have not been spared by such faulty information.22,23 Health professionals, therefore, who will be using 
the information found in these publications will need to be more vigilant in making sure that the data are properly collected 
and interpreted. We need to constantly update ourselves as new information becomes available.24-26

As in many viral diseases, the best way to combat COVID-19 could be vaccination. Based on the experience with 
developing vaccines for the other coronaviruses such as the ones causing SARS, MERS and even the common colds, the 
development of an effective vaccine against COVID-19 may be challenging.27-30 Even if one were to be quickly developed, 
having the resources needed to make enough vaccines for potentially all inhabitants of our planet are also staggering. And then 
of course, once a vaccine is available, each country would have to device its own vaccination strategy and all of its accompanying 
logistic considerations. And then there is the cost of such a vaccine. As a third world country, would the Philippines be able to 
afford enough vaccines for its citizens?

Pending availability of an effective vaccine, one would need to look at actual treatment of COVID-19 patients. In the 
short-term, it may be possible to repurpose some of the currently available drugs we use for treating other viruses.31-33 In 
order to help address these, some wide-ranging initiatives have been set up. In March 2020, the UK Research and Innovation 
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(UKRI) Medical Research Council and the UK National Institute of Health Research (NIHR) started the RECOVERY 
(Randomised Evaluation of COVID-19 Therapy) trial.34,35 It is the world’s largest clinical trial into treatments for COVID-19, 
with more than 40,000 participants across 185 trials sites in the UK. It is led by the University of Oxford. At about the same 
time, the WHO also announced the start of an international randomized and adaptive clinical trial SOLIDARITY which will 
also be looking at potential treatments for COVID-19.36,37 The Philippines is set to participate in the SOLIDARITY trial.38

Use of personal protective equipment (PPEs) similar to how we have used them against Ebola and other viruses could also 
be beneficial.39 But similar to developing capacity for making enough vaccines, the ability to make enough PPEs, especially the 
disposable ones and bring these to where they are needed could also be additional challenges. In the Philippines, as in many 
other parts of the world, many healthcare workers report insufficient availability of PPEs which puts them at risk of getting 
COVID-19 from their patients.40,41 

There are many more questions needing answers that we will need to deal with as we confront COVID-19. And, most 
likely, there will also be new challenges that can arise as the pandemic evolves. The combined efforts of the scientific and 
political communities will need to be engaged if we hope to successfully deal with this emergency.
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