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Abstract

This research was conducted in order to gauge the efficacy of the Philippines lockdown policies in response to COVID-
19. After seeing a surge in cases accompanied by new variants, the Philippines put forth policies that some experts
believe managed to decrease the number of cases through strict lockdowns. Other critics believe that these measures
were excessively stringent. Hence, this paper presents metrics which gauges the Philippines’ pandemic response
policies, through identifying the major lockdown policies, comparing them with a weekly case average and the
stringency index, also considering how the unemployment rates were affected by such factors. The data for average
daily cases, stringency index, and unemployment rates were sourced from various websites and organized into a table
to be used as variables in figures that demonstrated the necessity, efficacy, and economic impact of the pandemic
response. The results demonstrate a trend of extremely stringent measures that did, however, minimize the overall
impact of the pandemic. It can be concluded that while the stringent measures minimized the spread of cases, the
negative (economic, among others) effects outweigh the positive impacts of such measures.
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1. Introduction

The first confirmed case in the Philippines was reported on January 30 of 2020. Since then, the Philippine government’s
pandemic response relied heavily on simply restricting day-to-day activities. The enhanced community quarantine
(ECQ) of March 2020 is seen as excessively stringent, although it did initially prevent a spike in cases. Movement was
largely restricted and only essential businesses were allowed to operate. The military also got involved to maintain
order, which intimidated some citizens. Schools were shut down for the longest period of time out of any country in the
world, stunting the academic growth of millions of children.

Some experts in the WHO and other organizations praised the Philippines for managing to contain the spread of cases
despite a lack of resources. However, largely seen as among the harshest in the world, others criticized the measures
taken for the unnecessary manner in which day-to-day activities such as simply exercising outside were restricted or
simply prohibited. The new normal in the Philippines is now one of constant anxiety over the next new restriction, the
next excessive measure taken in response to the pandemic.

With the controversy and multifaceted-nature of the pandemic response in mind, this research focused on gauging the
efficacy and necessity of the lockdown policies in the Philippines, with several factors such as stringency index, weekly
case data, and unemployment rate data all being considered.
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2. Methodology

First, we identified the timeline of major lockdown policies since 2020 and their classifications according to the
Philippine government. We identified seven major timelines for policy implementation, the first of which is the
Enhanced Community Quarantine (ECQ) of March 22 to May 15. During this period, the stringency was 100 as seen in
the Our World in Data stringency index, which was the highest stringency possible and largely unseen in other countries.
May 16 to May 31 saw the implementation of MECQ, a modified ECQ (Enhanced Community Quarantine) with slightly
less stringent restrictions compared to that of an ECQ. From June 1 to June 15, a General Community Quarantine (GCQ)
was implemented, which is a classification with less stringent restrictions compared to the ECQ and MECQ. From March
29 to April 10 of 2021, the Philippine government implemented the ECQ, with fewer restrictions than the ECQ of March
22 to May 15 of 2020. A GCQ with heightened restrictions was implemented from July 30 to August 5, with the
government shifting to an ECQ from August 6 to August 20 after a surge in cases. From November 5 to the time of
writing, the National Capital Region (NCR) was under the classification of Alert Level 2 as part of the alert level system
[1-5].

We then listed the specific restrictions promulgated by the government (Table 1), and how they differed among different
lockdown classifications. After identifying the major lockdown policies, we determined the weekly average for cases
corresponding to a 7-day period (data shown in Table 2). Next, we sourced stringency level data from the Our World in
Data Stringency Index (graph shown in Figure 1). In a table, we organized the stringency index data and weekly average
cases data such that they corresponded to a certain 7-day period, for a total of 96 7-day periods. We later determined
the quarterly (in 2020) and monthly (in 2021) unemployment rates and added the data to Table 2.

Using the data from Table 2, we made a graph (Figure 3) showing the progression of the stringency level through time,
in which a high stringency usually demonstrated a more restrictive classification of lockdown. A scatter plot graph
presented the distribution of weekly cases in relation to the stringency levels corresponding to the same seven-day
period.

Next, we made two graphs (Figures 4 and 5) and plotted the stringency levels in relation to unemployment rates to
gauge whether or not there was a correlation between the two. A higher position on the graph represents a high
unemployment rate, and a plot positioned to the right demonstrates a high stringency index.

3. Results and discussion

As seen in Figure 1, the highest stringency for the duration of the pandemic was 100, which came between March 22,
2020 and April 30, 2020. This was when the Philippine government implemented the first ECQ (Enhanced Community
Quarantine), the strictest form of lockdown in the Philippines. While this did initially prevent a surge in cases, it can be
seen as neither effective nor necessary as the nation reached an all-time high unemployment rate of 17.6%, in addition
to the fact that weekly cases began to increase after the end of the ECQ.

Figure 2 shows the progression of the weekly case average through time. As shown, there were three instances of spikes
in cases. These three spikes were in August of 2020, April of 2021, and September of 2021. After each spike, there were
dips in cases, the most significant being the dip in cases after the September 2021 spike. This can be primarily attributed
to the increasing vaccination rates, with 94% of the target population in Metro Manila, the city with the highest
population density in the Philippines.

The scatter plot data in Figure 3 shows the distribution of stringency vs confirmed cases data and essentially scopes the
necessity and efficacy of implemented lockdown measures and their stringency. To explain this further, a plot close to
the top left, would represent an unnecessary level of stringency, as while the cases were relatively low, the implemented
measures were extremely stringent. Conversely, a plot close to the top right would represent an appropriate measure
taken as cases were high, indicating a need for stringent measures. Following this pattern, a plot closer to the bottom
left would also indicate an appropriate measure, as less stringent measures were taken in response to lower cases.
Finally, a plot close to the bottom right would indicate measures with unnecessarily low stringencies in response to high
numbers of cases. There were no plots near the bottom right of the graph, which indicates that at the very least, the
Philippine government was not lax in its response to COVID-19. However, there are a significant number of plots near
the top left of the graph, which demonstrates that some of the measures may have been excessively stringent.

Figure 4 and Figure 5 show the correlation between unemployment rates and stringency index for 2020 and 2021
respectively. As the unemployment data for 2020 was updated on a quarterly basis, it may be difficult to see a
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correlation between the two variables. However, as demonstrated by the trend line in Figure 4, it is clear that a higher
stringency translated into a higher unemployment rate. A relatively constant change of unemployment rates in 2021
can be explained by the fact that the measures taken were not only less stringent overall, but were intended to minimally
affect job stability. This can be seen in the shift to Alert Level 2, which saw the reopening of most establishments.

Table 1 Progression of the Measures Implemented

Date Classification Description
March 22 | ECQ - Physical classes at all levels suspended
to May 15 - Public transport is suspended, with the exception of shuttle services
(2020)
- for employees allowed to work
- No hotels or equivalent establishments allowed to operate with minor
exceptions
- Mass gatherings prohibited
- Only essential businesses allowed to operate
May 16 to | MECQ - Gatherings outside residence are prohibited
May 31 - Gatherings inside residence with members outside of the household are
(2020) prohibited
- Those below 18 and above 65 years of age must stay at home, except
when obtaining essential goods or services
- Only essential businesses allowed to operate
June 1 to | GCQ - Essential businesses allowed to operate, in addition to other businesses
June 15 in industries with numerous employees
(2020) - Entertainment industries prohibited
March 29 | ECQ - Recreational venues of all forms not allowed to operate
to April 10 - Pushing for 100% of the population staying at home (only going out when
(2021) needed)
July 30 to | GCQ with - Personal care services at 30% capacity
August 5 | heightened - GCQ with certain characteristics of ECQ
(2021) restrictions
August 6 | ECQ - Possible losses at least 210 billion PHP
to August - Refer to ECQ of March 29 2021 for guidelines
20 (2021)
November | Alertlevel 2 - Schools allowed to open at 50% capacity with prior approval from LGUs
5 to (local government unit)
present - Contact sports allowed with LGU permission
(2021)
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Table 2 Weekly confirmed cases, Stringency, and Unemployment Rate Corresponding to a 7-day period
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Figure 3 Stringency vs. Confirmed Cases (weekly)
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4. Conclusion

The Philippines pandemic response is characterized by extremely stringent and drawn outlockdowns, the harshest
of which led to the unemployment rate reaching a record-breaking 17.6%. As many businesses were forced to
shut down, most of which were unable to operate online, many employees found themselves without a job. The
pandemic responses also faced much scrutiny from the medical community, as schools remained closed amid low
positivity rates and hospitalizations. While the stringent lockdowns were effective in the initial containment of
the spread, they were ineffective in preventing a spike in cases. What’s more, the stringent lockdowns were often placed
when the daily cases were relatively low, with the March 2020 ECQ being an example. They did, however, minimize
the overall increase of cases, hospitalizations, and fatalities, allowing for hospitals to give more care to patients
with severe symptoms. All in all, the Philippines’ lockdown measures were excessively stringent, but did manage to
minimize the overall cases and mortalities with minimal resources.
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