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COVID-19: back to healthcare basics in Philippine
prisons

ABSTRACT

Prisons have not escaped the effects of COVID-19. In countries where there are limited resources and spaces available, there is a need to �nd

innovative ways to keep detainees safe and healthy. We can see various approaches such as the Irish model, which gives due importance to the

establishment of contact tracing teams (CTT). In the case of Philippine prisons with high congestion rates, however, we may have to go back to

certain healthcare basics to address COVID-19 transmissions.

Countries worldwide are struggling to control the number

of COVID-19 cases given the scarcity of resources and the

demands placed on healthcare systems.1 As such, certain

communities are seen to be less prioritized over others.2

Those belonging to the bottom of the hierarchy, such

as prisoners, have been overlooked.3 In the Philippines,

it was hardly a month after the outbreak when o�cials

announced that prisons were one of the safest places to be in.4

Meanwhile, roughly 330 detainees have already tested positive

for COVID-19, later increasing to 783 positive cases.5 As

opposed to the numbers declared by the government, experts

have suspected that more prisoners have fallen ill and died.6

Human rights organizations have looked into living con-

ditions in Philippine prisons, and pointed out that prisoners’

access to food, water, sanitation and healthcare services are

insu�cient.7 The Philippines has the highest jail population

globally—with a congestion rate of 534% for 467 of its

prisons.7 Some of these prisoners were also discovered to be

elderly with pre-existing health conditions, which puts them at

a higher COVID-19 risk. As such, social distancing proves to

already be more di�cult due to overcrowding. Furthermore,

only 25% of prisoners use face masks, with 75% at a greater

risk of being infected.8

Certain vulnerabilities and interventions have already been

emphasized by Kahambing’s article in this journal, where

he suggests an implementation of electronic prison visits

and expedition of the release cases with light o�enses from

Philippine prisons among others.9 One aspect that has not

been taken into account, though, is the need for more serious

contact-tracing methods to prevent further transmission

within prisons. This has been highlighted by another article

on Irish prisons in this same journal, where Clark et al.

discussed the importance of establishing contact tracing

teams (CTT).10 Unfortunately, while this may have favorable

e�ects on prisons with small populations, prisons with bigger

populations such as the Philippines may not be able to adopt

the said Irish model.10

Given the limited resources and space available, and

the huge prison population, Philippine prisons may have

to go back to healthcare basics to address COVID-19

transmissions. For example, following the Irish model may be

viable with inmates as possible members of the CTTs. While

inmates may not be o�cial CTT members, they may ‘report’

interactions between detainees and help train others for

COVID-19 consciousness. Besides implementing proper

information dissemination, and making water and sanitation

accessible, wearing masks should be made mandatory within

prison populations as well. After all, with ample awareness,

adequate sanitation and handwashing goes a long way in

addressing the spread of COVID-19 due to population

congestions.11 This way, detainees will be armed with the

basics and not merely feel hopeless and purposeless, just

‘waiting for the virus’ to come.12

References

1 Stone JR. Social justice, triage, and COVID-19: ignore life-years saved.

Med Care 2020;58(7):579–81.

2 Biana HT, Biana RT. COVID-19: prioritizing healthcare workers.

J Public Health 2020;(fdaa213). doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdaa213.

3 IDLO-International Development Law Organization. Rule of Law

in the time of COVID-19: The Philippines. Published on 30 July 2020.

https://www.idlo.int/news/notes-from-the-field/rule-law-time-co

vid-19-philippines (12 February 2021, date last accessed).

https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdaa213
https://www.idlo.int/news/notes-from-the-field/rule-law-time-covid-19-philippines
https://www.idlo.int/news/notes-from-the-field/rule-law-time-covid-19-philippines


2 JOURNAL OF PUBLIC HEALTH

4 NPR.org. As COVID-19 Fears Grow, 10,000 Prisoners Are Freed

From Overcrowded Philippine Jails. https://www.npr.org/sections/

coronavirus-live-updates/2020/05/05/850513762/as-covid-19-fea

rs-grow-10-000-prisoners-are-freed-from-overcrowded-philippine-

ja (12 February 2021, date last accessed).

5 Philippine jails release over 15,000 inmates amid pandemic. https://

www.arabnews.com/node/1699156/world (12 February 2021, date

last accessed).

6 English.news.cn. Over 81,000 detainees freed in Philippines to decon-

gest jails amid COVID-19-Xinhua. https://www.xinhuanet.com/e

nglish/2020-10/23/c_139462218.htm (12 February 2021, date last

accessed).

7 Human Rights Watch. Philippines: Prison Deaths Unreported

Amid Pandemic. Published 28 April 2020. https://www.hrw.org/ne

ws/2020/04/28/philippines-prison-deaths-unreported-amid-pande

mic (12 February 2021, date last accessed).

8 cnn. Groups call for proper inmate treatment in pandemic. https://

cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/10/1/Groups-humane-treatment-i

nmates-COVID-19-pandemic-.html?fbclid=IwAR14p2l5zlnUsQ0

ID8j8k1nQAt2UXXWw_CWAw6q0a6wyClAPKzWcO0Qix14 (12

February 2021, date last accessed).

9 Kahambing JG. Philippine prisons and ‘extreme vulnerability’ during

COVID-19. J Public Health 2021;(fdaa259). doi: 10.1093/pubmed/f-

daa259.

10 Clarke M, Devlin J, Conroy E et al. Establishing prison-led contact

tracing to prevent outbreaks of COVID-19 in prisons in Ireland. J

Public Health 2020;42(3):519–24.

11 Islam T, Kibria MG. Challenges to the prevention of COVID-

19 spread in slums of Bangladesh. J Public Health 2020;42(3):

637–8.

12 Al Jazeera. ‘Waiting to die’: Coronavirus enters congested Philippine

jails|Coronavirus Pandemic News. https://www.aljazeera.com/ne

ws/2020/5/4/waiting-to-die-coronavirus-enters-congested-philippi

ne-jails (12 February 2021, date last accessed).

Hannah Kristianne Marie Arambulo1, Caroline Therese

Sahagun1, Hazel T. Biana2

1De La Salle University, Manila 0922, Philippines
2Philosophy Department, De La Salle University, Manila 0922,

Philippines

Address correspondence to Hazel T. Biana,

E-mail: hazel.biana@dlsu.edu.ph
†ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7837-8893

doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdab056

https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/05/05/850513762/as-covid-19-fears-grow-10-000-prisoners-are-freed-from-overcrowded-philippine-ja
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/05/05/850513762/as-covid-19-fears-grow-10-000-prisoners-are-freed-from-overcrowded-philippine-ja
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/05/05/850513762/as-covid-19-fears-grow-10-000-prisoners-are-freed-from-overcrowded-philippine-ja
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/05/05/850513762/as-covid-19-fears-grow-10-000-prisoners-are-freed-from-overcrowded-philippine-ja
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1699156/world
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1699156/world
https://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-10/23/c_139462218.htm
https://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-10/23/c_139462218.htm
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/28/philippines-prison-deaths-unreported-amid-pandemic
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/28/philippines-prison-deaths-unreported-amid-pandemic
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/28/philippines-prison-deaths-unreported-amid-pandemic
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/10/1/Groups-humane-treatment-inmates-COVID-19-pandemic-.html?fbclid=IwAR14p2l5zlnUsQ0ID8j8k1nQAt2UXXWw_CWAw6q0a6wyClAPKzWcO0Qix14
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/10/1/Groups-humane-treatment-inmates-COVID-19-pandemic-.html?fbclid=IwAR14p2l5zlnUsQ0ID8j8k1nQAt2UXXWw_CWAw6q0a6wyClAPKzWcO0Qix14
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/10/1/Groups-humane-treatment-inmates-COVID-19-pandemic-.html?fbclid=IwAR14p2l5zlnUsQ0ID8j8k1nQAt2UXXWw_CWAw6q0a6wyClAPKzWcO0Qix14
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/10/1/Groups-humane-treatment-inmates-COVID-19-pandemic-.html?fbclid=IwAR14p2l5zlnUsQ0ID8j8k1nQAt2UXXWw_CWAw6q0a6wyClAPKzWcO0Qix14
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdaa259
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/5/4/waiting-to-die-coronavirus-enters-congested-philippine-jails
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/5/4/waiting-to-die-coronavirus-enters-congested-philippine-jails
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/5/4/waiting-to-die-coronavirus-enters-congested-philippine-jails
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7837-8893

	Correspondence COVID-19: back to healthcare basics in Philippine prisons 

