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Covid-19: Deciding if a country
IS ready for further easing

Before reopening,

societies need to go through a seven-point list covering:

contact tracing,

protecting healthcare

workers and the vulnerable, minimising deaths, financial help for people and businesses, and a good supply chain

TeoYikYing

For The Straits Times

The second phase of the Great
Singapore Reopeningstarted last
Friday, with Singapore joining a raft
of countries worldwide thatare
easing their Covid-19 lockdown
measures.

Students arereturning toschool,
and theretail, sports, and food and
beverage sectors are reopening.
Many European countries have
begunopening their bordersinan
unrestricted manner to allowmass
market tourism toresume for the
upcoming summer season.

At the same time, worrying
trends continue to emerge from
countries that reopened earlier. In
South Korea, schools were once
again closed following outbreaksin
Itaewon nightclubs anda
distribution centre in Bucheon.

Chinaescalated its Covid-19
emergencyresponse level to the
second highestlevelafter an
outbreak ina Beijing wholesale
market, and reimposeda series of
lockdowns on schools, restaurants
and public venues.

The questionat the heart of this
is,how do we benchmark how well
acountryis doing in containing the
Covid-19 crisis?

Afterall, Singapore went from
beingheralded internationally as
the “gold standard” toa more
sombre “cautionary tale” within a
mere span of two months, when
casenumbers spiked owing to
infections spreading within the
foreign worker dormitories.

BEYOND INFECTIONS TO
LIVELIHOODS

Globally, the singular fixation on
daily case numbers asan indicator
of performance has fuelled
volatility in stock markets and
media frenzy, especiallyas they are
viewed as harbingers of second
waves of infections and thus,
lockdowns.

Indeed, pundits and detractors
have been quick tointerpret
Singapore’srising case counts asa
signof failure, focusing on the
oft-cited figure of how Singaporeis

{ oneofthe worst performing

countries when measured on the
number of infections per capita.
However, the measure ofa

country’sability to manage the
Covid-19 outbreak goes beyonda
implistic focus on daily case
numbers - anindicator which
dangerously ignores the impact of
he outbreak on the economyand
ivelihoods when considered in
solation. Afterall,a country can
maintain a verylow case count
withan indefinite and complete
lockdown, but that naively
neglects theancillary harms
aused by failing businesses and
ising unemployment.

‘Worldwide, numerous countries
re buckling under the economic
train of extended lockdowns and
have opted torelax their
estrictions despite worsening
Covid-19 situationslocally. The
necessity of preserving livelihoods
means countries need to move
beyond their preoccupation with
nfection numbersand towardsa
more holistic systems-level

nan epidemic such as Covid-19.
Whatare some of these
considerations?

EVEN INDICATORS BALANCING
HEALTH, ECONOMY AND SOCIETY
First, the Sars-CoV-2
coronavirus responsible for
Covid-19 is extremely infectious.
What this means is when a country
elaxes itsrestrictions on people’s
movement both internally and
cross borders, itis inevitable that
aid country will begin to detect
more infections.

As such, what matters moreis
how quickly the country can pick
up new cases and break
ransmission chainsin the
community. Thisisa direct
function ofhow aggressively
esting is performed, how
comprehensively contact tracingis
xecuted,and how rapidly exposed
ontactsare identified and
quarantined.

Second, the science suggests that
he coronavirus affects people
differently,and severe health
omplications canarise in certain
groups of people, sometimes

: leading to death. However, the

¢ majorityof infections result inmild
: symptoms withnolong-term
: health consequences.

Thus, it is important to recognise

i theability of a country to minimise
: deathsand severe complications as
: aresultof Covid-19infection, be it

: throughappropriate use of science
: todecant mild patients outofacute
: hospitals topreserve vital

: healthcareresources for those who
: require them, or throughadequate
i preparations of healthcare

¢ infrastructure, workers and

i protocols to ensure flawless clinical
: execution duringa crisis.

i «Third, every country must be

: appraised by its ability tokeep the

: membersofits healthcare

¢ workforceprotectedandsafe as

: theygoabout their work saving

¢ lives, regardless of the extent of

i Covid-19 spread in the community.
: Minimising nosocomial infections
i (infections caught ina hospital)

: mustbe aleading priority for any

¢ healthsystem during an outbreak.

: = Fourth,a countryshouldbe

: appraised by its ability to provide

¢ thenecessary financial safety nets

¢ tothoseinfected with Covid-19 to
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: ensure they donot fallinto

¢ catastrophicpoverty asadirect

i consequence of seeking treatment
: andcare. This guarantee of

¢ universal health coverage is even

: moreurgentin the context of

: Covid-19, whereitisessential to

: eliminate barriers to people coming :
: forward to seek treatment. :
: + Fifth, measures introduced by

: governments to minimise

: community spread directly

: translate to economic hardship for
: bothindividualsand businesses.

: Whether thisis caused by reduced
: patronage due to safe distancing

: requirements oradropin

: consumption because of alack of

i consumer confidence, economies
: around the world have reported

: sharpdeclines.

As such, the fiscal support for

: individualsand businesses cannot
: be overlooked as one evaluates the
: responseof a country, especially

: since this directly impacts

¢ livelihoods and unemployment

: rates.

« Sixth, one oft-overlooked

i consequence of Covid-19is its
i impacton the global food and
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onsiderationof what truly matters :

i medicine supply chains. Tomany,
: thisappears to be a macroeconomic :
i issueand not directlyrelevantin
: measuring the preparednessofa
i country during the crisis.

However, the ability toprotect

: lives and livelihoods through

ensuringaresilient and

: uninterrupted food and medical

: supply chainisan existentialissue

: toacountry,andis thusan integral
: aspect when benchmarking a

i country'soverallresponse.

: « Seventh, countries need to

i transparently gauge their efforts to
: protectandprovide for the most

: vulnerableand neglected

: populations in the community

: throughout the Covid-19 episode.

Population segments such as

: migrantworkers, the low-income

: earners, elderly individuals without
: meaningful family support,

: prisonersand commercial sex

i workers are often overlooked when :
: governments consider their

: national response measures. The

: reality with Covid-19 is thatall of

i societyis vulnerable when the most
: vulnerableinsociety are

¢ inadequately cared for.
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STOCKTAKING FOR THE NEXT

: OUTBREAK

¢ Singapore, like many other

: countries, will continue to further
: easenationalrestrictions. Thisis

i necessary to allowlives and

: livelihoods toregaina

: much-needed sense of normalcy.

i AsCovid-19is likely to stay with

: usfor the foreseeable future,

i thisisperhaps an opportune time

: forevery country to take stock of its
: response and identify crucial gaps.

Thus far, we have been fortunate.

: Previous investments in public

: healthand clinical healthcarelaid
: the foundations for Singapore’s

: strong Covid-19 response that was
: focusedonrapidtracingand

: containment of community

: outbreaks. This, coupledwitha

: strongclinical management

: approach, has resultedin

: Singapore’s Covid-19 fatality rate
: beingamongthe lowest in the

: world.

Stringent safety protocols

i haveprotectedour healthcare

i workers: Although wehave

: recorded some cases of healthcare

i workers contracting the disease,

: unlikemany other countries, very

i fewwere infected intheline of duty.

Since the beginning of the

: outbreak, Singapore has provided

¢ full financial coverage of all

: Covid-19-related medical bills. We
: alsoannounced four separate fiscal
: packagesamounting to almost

¢ $100 billion to minimise the

: pandemic’simpactonlivelihoods.

Extensionsand expansions of

~ : multilateralagreements have

i further strengthened Singapore’s
: position to weather global shocks
: tofood and medicine supply

: chains.

Theoutbreak in the migrant

i worker dormitories has painfully
: highlighted the fact that we

overlooked vulnerable segments of

: the population during this

: pandemic. We would dowell to

i adopta comprehensive approach

: inidentifying these segmentsand

¢ ensuring that our public healthand
: fiscal safety netsare properly

: inclusive.

Whileitappears that Singapore

: has fared reasonably wellup to this

: point, we mustrecognise that the

: road aheadislong. We must remain
: vigilantand cautious because every
: victory that we have gained in this

: pandemichasbeen hard-earned,

: and moving forward, howlongwe

: can celebrate or enjoy each victory

¢ hinges onour collective

¢ civic-mindedness,

: conscientiousness and care for our

I community.

We should allremember this as

{ we easeinto phase two.
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