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Synopsis 
⚫ The impacts and implications of the pandemic are assessed using the United Nation’s 

approach of framing the sustainable development outcomes under three pillars, namely, 
people, prosperity and planet, and peace. 

⚫ The pandemic is giving rise to risks of reversal in recent gains in human development, as 
demonstrated by a simulation of the Philippine human development index. 

⚫ Sector-specific impacts were felt by firms and businesses, the energy sector, and the 
environment, but the pandemic also offers some opportunities for the Philippines to 
rethink strategies, such as the transition to cleaner energy sources, public transportation 
reforms, and rapid digitalization and e-commerce. 

⚫ There are impacts on humanitarian and peace building efforts and the response to the 
pandemic also affected the fiscal programming for the peace process in Mindanao. 

 
The Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic as a human health crisis and a 

shock to economic growth is affecting sustainable development in the Philippines through 
real economy transmission channels, fiscal channels, and socio-political structures. Using the 
leave-no-one-behind framework and taking off from the analysis of the national baseline on 
sustainable development goals, this study assesses the impacts and implications of the 
pandemic by employing the United Nation’s (UN) approach of framing the sustainable 
development outcomes under three pillars, namely, people, prosperity and planet, and 
peace. 

The Philippines has the highest number of COVID-19 cases in Southeast Asia as of 
October 12, 2020. The country officially entered a recession in the second quarter of 2020, 
with a contraction rate of −9% in the first semester. This large contraction has put into 
question the validity of the previous Philippine development planning assumptions and the 
existing national strategies. The government thus revised its macroeconomic projections and 
estimated 2020 contraction to range from −4.5 percent to −6.6 percent, and then full recovery 
in 2021 with growth to range from 6.5 percent to 7.5 percent. However, containing the spread 
of the virus and enabling quick economic recovery depend not only on lockdowns and the 
cooperation of the public but also on the capacity of the health system to respond to the 
pandemic. The Philippines has to improve significantly in this respect given that the country 
is rated below the average in the preparedness dashboard of the UN Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific. 

With respect to the people pillar, non-COVID health services delivery is already being 
affected. Before the pandemic, polio re-emerged due to low public confidence in vaccination 

 
1  The authors of the study, which was ongoing at the time of the RIN Workshop, are: Adoracion M. Navarro as 
lead investigator and Celia M. Reyes and Kris A. Abrigo as co-investigators.  
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and thus, the government engaged in a nationwide anti-polio vaccination campaign. However, 
this campaign was delayed during the lockdown periods. There had also been disruptions in 
services related to HIV, hepatitis, and sexually transmitted diseases. The lockdowns also 
resulted in restricted access to reproductive and maternal health services, with adverse 
consequences, such as a projected rise in maternal deaths and an increase in teenage 
pregnancies. Mobility restrictions, disruption in economic activities, and income losses also 
gave rise to serious food insecurity and reduced nutrition among households. Although the 
sustainable development goal trajectory for education suggests that significant improvements 
were happening before the pandemic, the recent drastic change in education service delivery, 
which is a combination of online learning and the use of printed modules, might worsen 
inequality unless critical investments in digital infrastructure are made. Moreover, the 
pandemic is giving rise to risks of reversal in recent gains in human development. The 
Philippines’ human development index (HDI) value for 2018 is 0.712 and is ranked 106th out 
of 189 countries and territories, making the country in the high human development 
category.2 Given the expected impact on average life expectancy at birth, the decline in 
education indicators, and the projected decline in gross national income per capita, a 
simulation for the study calculated that the Philippine HDI in 2020 could be 0.708, a setback 
of three years.3 

On the prosperity and planet pillar, sector-specific impacts were felt by firms and 
businesses, the energy sector, and the environment. The containment measures for the 
COVID-19 have forced many business enterprises to temporarily close, limit, or permanently 
cease their operations. This heavily affected workers in private establishments, service and 
sales workers, elementary occupations, and self-employed individuals. While some 
businesses resorted to work-from-home setup to continue their operations, most of the 
occupations in the country are not appropriate for teleworking or the work-from-home setup. 
Work opportunities for many overseas Filipino workers (OFW) were also affected by the mass 
grounding of cruise ships, slow economic growth in affected countries, and the travel bans 
implemented to curb the rise of COVID-19 infections. Consequently, OFW cash remittances 
declined, making it unlikely for remittances to keep the country buoyant during the crisis. The 
containment measures imposed to curb the spread of the COVID-19 had also altered energy 
demand for different sectors, leading to a decrease in carbon dioxide emissions during the 
quarantine period. However, this proved to be temporary only as emissions rebounded back 
to the pre-quarantine level after the restrictions were lifted. The pandemic also highlighted 
the issue of managing medical waste, which amounts to 280 metric tons of medical waste 
daily,4 and this poses environmental problems. Nevertheless, the pandemic offers some 
opportunities for the Philippines to rethink strategies, such as the transition to cleaner energy 
sources, public transportation reforms, and rapid digitalization and e-commerce. 

 
2  United Nations Development Program. 2019. Human Development Report 2019, Beyond income, beyond 

averages, beyond today: Inequalities in Human Development in the 21st Century. 

http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hdr2019.pdf. 
3  Given that the initial data on enrolment indicators were incomplete at the time of the RIN workshop on 
October 12, 2020, the computed HDI presented at the time was 0.701, representing a setback of five years. 
However, the updated and final data later on yielded a simulation result that Philippine HDI might set back by 
three years. 
4  Asian Development Bank. 2020. Managing Infectious Medical Waste during the COVID-19 Pandemic. 
https://www.adb.org/publications/managing-medical-waste-covid19. 

http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hdr2019.pdf
https://www.adb.org/publications/managing-medical-waste-covid19
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 The pandemic and containment measures are also affecting the nexus among 
humanitarian, peace-building efforts, development, and human security in conflict-affected 
areas, especially Mindanao. Given the large number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) due 
to conflicts and disasters, challenges related to economic and security disruptions on the IDPs 
must be addressed. Protracted displacement deepens inequality. Thus, resources must be 
made available for ensuring that the IDPs’ risk of virus exposure in cramped living conditions 
is minimized and that they are able to eventually be integrated into communities. Moreover, 
there should be additional humanitarian support for life-saving and evolving needs, such as 
shelter, food relief, water, sanitation and hygiene facilities, livelihood, and emergency health 
services, which must be calibrated to the context of the COVID-19. A major concern is that 
the fiscal programming to respond to the pandemic resulted in a drastic cut in the proposed 
budget for the normalization component of the peace agreement with the Moro Islamic 
Liberation Front (MILF) in Mindanao. The normalization involves phased decommissioning of 
former MILF fighters, giving them transitory cash assistance, and delivering socioeconomic 
programs for their families and communities. The legislature’s deliberations on the 2021 
proposed budget were still not finished at the time of writing the study. However, the study 
recommends that risks to the target milestones in the peace agreement should be assessed, 
and if gaps exist, then new ways of funding the interventions must be designed. In the COVID-
19 environment, extra effort is needed to ensure that peace dividends are protected and 
stakeholders do not slide back on commitments. 


