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Philippine prisons and ‘extreme vulnerability’
during COVID-19

The World Health Organization1 in its interim guidance
in March recommended temperature checks, the release
of detainees and elimination of visits to prepare, prevent
and possibly control the coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) in
prisons. Additional considerations include (i) the reduction
of the prison population; (ii) non-shared accommodation;
(iii) systematic screening of new prisoners; (iv) designation of
hospitals; (v) robust health arrangements for prisoners with
non-COVID illnesses; (vi) brief psychological interventions
concerning anxiety for the prisoners and their family and
(vii) parity of access to novel treatments for prisoners as
they are considered a vulnerable population. 2 A recent
article in this journal has also noted preventive contract
tracing measures for possible implementation in prisons.3

It is to be asserted here that the application of these to
certain countries—especially the developing ones such as
the Philippines—is extra difficult. Not only the application
but also the determination of vulnerability can be pushed to
the extreme.

The case of the Philippines is particularly challenging and
perhaps psychologically precarious to think about since it
‘has the highest jail occupancy in the world’.4 Early reports
show several inmates and staff in the Philippines’ overcrowded
prisons have tested positive.5 As of June 2020, there are more
than 700 inmates who tested positive and given the ‘locked
away’ nature of their condition, with a shortage of resources
and non-allegiance to minimum health standards, the inmates
and detainees ‘are the hidden victims of the COVID-19 pan-
demic’6 and therefore ‘invisibly vulnerable’.7 Oftentimes, the
reasons for hidden health hazards can lead to intricate mental
issues8 that correlate with suicide ideation.9 Moreover, there
are unreported deaths due to COVID-19, which need more
attention because ‘social distancing was impossible inside the
jail, prisoners lacked nutritious food, and that only about a
quarter of the prisoners were wearing face masks’.10

This is despite the glaring data that there is a ‘drastic
increase in prison population and incarceration rate’ from
the early 2000s to 2019.11 In the years 2013–14, firsthand
experiences of the author from weekly visits to one of the jails

in Metropolitan Manila can attest how the congestion among
the partitioning of prisoners is conspicuous. It continued
to congest over the years. Now that visitation privileges are
suspended, if not rarely and controllably allowed in minimal
special cases, this creates a psychological impact for the pris-
oners and their families. And this ripples through as a public
health case as it is ‘a matter of life and death not only for the
detainees but for the public as well’.12

What the pandemic uncovers—even in prison—is ‘the
existence of underlying unfair social and economic structures
that are tightly bound to unfair health outcomes’.13 The
elderly in prisons, as well as those with ‘pre-existing medical
conditions (high blood pressure, heart diseases, respiratory
tract diseases, cancer or diabetes), are more vulnerable to
TB as well as the coronavirus COVID-19 pandemic’.14 The
elderly in prisons are considered ‘marginalized and vulnerable’
in society, so that partition management or transfer to des-
ignated hospitals are recommended prevention measures.15

Bachelet, U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights, cat-
egorized jail inmates as ‘extremely vulnerable populations’
behind bars16 whose name can be substantially coined as
‘extreme vulnerability’.

Interventions from the government include setting up a
COVID-19 care facility at a prison17 and reducing the prison
population. In July, over 15 000 inmates—those with light
offenses and elderly—were released to decongest a discon-
certing 534% capacity of the 467 jails nationwide.18 However,
even with the reduction of population, the cumulative inci-
dence rate, in epidemiological terms, might not be reduced
to a substantial percentage. Moreover, Philippine jails and
prisons are still at the risk of disasters, particularly natural
and other hazards.19 Although extreme measures are yet to be
arranged to be at par in confronting the extremely vulnerable
condition, a preliminary psychological intervention can, in
conclusion, (i) fund more computer units and facilities for
the ‘e-dalaw’ (‘electronic prison visit’) program via Skype,
(ii) expedite the release of similar or related cases with light
offenses, (iii) attend to spiritual needs of the prisoners via
virtual worship services, (iv) more careful assignations of
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mental health workers in the COVID-19 care facility and (v)
regularly checked health regimens.

Conflict of interest

The author declares no conflict of interest.

References
1 World Health Organization Regional Office for Europe. Preparedness,

Prevention, and Control of COVID-19 in Prisons and Other Places
of Detention. https://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/
0019/434026/Preparedness-prevention-and-control-of-COVID-19-
in-prisons.pdf?ua=1 (7 December 2020, date last accessed).

2 Gulati G, Dunne CP, Kelly BD. Prisons and the COVID-19 pandemic.
Ir J Psych Med 2020. doi: 10.1017/ipm.2020.65.

3 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 (Oxf) 2020;42(3):519–24.

4 Santos A. ‘Waiting to die’: coronavirus enters congested Philippine
jails. Aljazeera . https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/die-coro
navirus-enters-congested-philippine-jails-200504025823176.html (7
December 2020, date last accessed).

5 Alindogan J. Philippine jails: many inmates, staff test positive for
COVID-19. Aljazeera. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/
philippines-jails-inmates-staff-test-positive-covid-19-2004211031149
43.html?utm_source=website&utm_medium=article_page&utm_
campaign=read_more_links (7 December 2020, date last accessed).

6 See AB. Hidden victims of the pandemic: the old man, the jail aide,
and the convict. Rappler . https://rappler.com/newsbreak/in-depth/
hidden-victims-coronavirus-pandemic-philippines-prisoners-jail-ai
de-convict (7 December 2020, date last accessed).

7 Kahambing JG. (In)visible children and Covid-19: human trafficking
in public health ethics. MALIM: Jurnal Pengajian Umum Asia Tenggara

(SEA J Gen Stud) 2020;21(1):47–54.

8 Kahambing JGS, Edilo SR. Stigma, exclusion, and mental health
during COVID19: 2 cases from the Philippines. Asian J Psychiatr

2020;54:102292.

9 Egargo FJ, Kahambing JG. Existential hope and humanism in
COVID-19 suicide interventions [published online ahead of print,
2020 Sep 17]. J Public Health (Oxf) 2020;fdaa171. doi: 10.1093/pub-
med/fdaa171.

10 Human Rights Watch. Philippines: Prison Deaths Unreported
Amid Pandemic. https://www.hrw.org/node/341408/printable/pri
nt (7 December 2020, date last accessed).

11 Muldoon M. 5,200 Deaths This Year in Overcrowded Philippines
National Penitentiary. https://www.addictioncenter.com/news/
2019/10/deaths-philippines-national-penitentiary/ (7 December
2020, date last accessed).

12 See, AB. How COVID-19 Cases Exploded in Prisons. https://
pcij.org/article/4198/covid-19-in-philippine-prisons-a-timeline (7
December 2020, date last accessed).

13 Franco-Paredes C, Jankousky K, Schultz J et al. COVID-19 in jails and
prisons: a neglected infection in a marginalized population. PLoS Negl

Trop Dis 2020;14(6):e0008409Published 2020 Jun 22.

14 International Committee of the Red Cross. COVID-19: Lessons
from Philippines Jails Show How to Fight Infectious Coronavirus
Disease. https://www.icrc.org/en/document/philippines-amidst-co
vid-19-outbreak-icrc-focuses-one-most-vulnerable-places-prisons (7
December 2020, date last accessed).

15 Wang J, Yang W, Pan L et al. Prevention and control of COVID-19
in nursing homes, orphanages, and prisons [published online ahead of
print, 2020 Jul 2]. Environ Pollut 2020;266(Pt 1):115161.

16 McCarthy J. 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 (7 December 2020, date last accessed).

17 Ayyaz M, Butt UI, Umar M et al. Setting up a COVID-19 care
facility at a prison: an experience from Pakistan. Ann Med Surg (Lond)

2020;57:343–5.

18 Arab News. Philippine Jails Release over 15,000 Inmates amid
Pandemic. https://www.arabnews.com/node/1699156/world. (7
December 2020, date last accessed).

19 Gaillard JC, Casing-Baring EM, Sacayan D et al. Reducing and Managing

the Risk of Disaster in Philippine Jails and Prisons. Disaster Prevention and

Management Policy Brief Series #1. Bingley, United Kingdom: Emerald
Group Publishing.

Jan Gresil Kahambing
Social Science Unit, Leyte Normal University, Tacloban City

6500, Philippines

Address correspondence to Jan Gresil Kahambing,
E-mail: jan_kahambing@lnu.edu.ph

doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdaa259

https://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/434026/Preparedness-prevention-and-control-of-COVID-19-in-prisons.pdf?ua$=$1
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipm.2020.65
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/die-coronavirus-enters-congested-philippine-jails-200504025823176.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/die-coronavirus-enters-congested-philippine-jails-200504025823176.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/philippines-jails-inmates-staff-test-positive-covid-19-200421103114943.html?utm_source=website&utm_medium=article_page&utm_campaign=read_more_links
https://rappler.com/newsbreak/in-depth/hidden-victims-coronavirus-pandemic-philippines-prisoners-jail-aide-convict
https://rappler.com/newsbreak/in-depth/hidden-victims-coronavirus-pandemic-philippines-prisoners-jail-aide-convict
https://rappler.com/newsbreak/in-depth/hidden-victims-coronavirus-pandemic-philippines-prisoners-jail-aide-convict
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdaa171
https://www.hrw.org/node/341408/printable/print
https://www.hrw.org/node/341408/printable/print
https://www.addictioncenter.com/news/2019/10/deaths-philippines-national-penitentiary/
https://pcij.org/article/4198/covid-19-in-philippine-prisons-a-timeline
https://pcij.org/article/4198/covid-19-in-philippine-prisons-a-timeline
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/philippines-amidst-covid-19-outbreak-icrc-focuses-one-most-vulnerable-places-prisons
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/philippines-amidst-covid-19-outbreak-icrc-focuses-one-most-vulnerable-places-prisons
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

	Correspondence Philippine prisons and 'extreme vulnerability' during COVID-19
	Conflict of interest


