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Chapter 2

Risks to the economic outlook amidst 
the COVID-19 pandemic and policy 
responses in Emerging Asia 

The economic growth outlook is clouded by several risks. This chapter 
explores major health and non-health risks. The evolution of the 
pandemic remains key, as the Omicron variant has led to a sharp rise 
in caseloads in early 2022. Several challenges need to be addressed 
as regards the supply and distribution of vaccines, as well as vaccine 
hesitancy. Despite the rollout of vaccines, some non-pharmaceutical 
interventions should be maintained for the time being. Digital  
tools should continue to be developed, together with telehealth and 
telemedicine. The chapter also discusses several non-health risks. First, 
the gradual rise in inflation is raising concern, as economies strengthen 
and food prices rebound. Second, supply-chain disruptions are another 
downside risk due to their potential impact on economic growth and 
consumer prices. Finally, disparities within and across countries in 
Emerging Asia constitute another risk to the outlook.
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Introduction

This chapter examines key risks to the economic outlook set out in Chapter 1. The 

risks explored include the evolution of the pandemic; rising inflation; and the potential for 

further supply chain disruptions.

Overall, economic recovery is expected to continue in Emerging Asia, but uncertainty 

remains, as the COVID-19 pandemic continues to evolve (see Chapter 1). In the near term, 

the effectiveness of healthcare responses and vaccination programmes will have a strong 

role to play in determining economic developments. Indeed, an appropriate combination 

of health policy responses, vaccination, and a comprehensive exit strategy will be critical 

for coping with the pandemic as it continues to unfold. 

Domestic inflation has been gradually increasing across the region, in tandem with 

rising commodity prices across the globe. This notwithstanding, the rise in inflation has 

been more moderate in Emerging Asia compared with the United States and other OECD 

member countries. 

Another risk stems from the imbalances between supply and demand that have resulted 

from the irregular closing and re-opening of individual economies, and which have affected 

a number of key industries, have led to longer-than-anticipated disruptions to supply chains, 

and have contributed to growing price pressures. Although there are signs the recent supply-

chain bottlenecks are starting to somewhat ease, the outlook will depend to a large extent 

on China’s pandemic management policies. A continuation of the zero-COVID-19 policy in 

China could lead to further production slowdowns around the country’s manufacturing and 

shipping hubs, which could have broader implications for other countries in Emerging Asia. 

In addition to disparities within countries in Emerging Asia, the pandemic also threatens 

to exacerbate existing cross-country differences. A slowdown in China partly related to weak 

consumption and negative spillovers from the property sector could have broader impact 

on economies in the region, in particular for ASEAN countries. 

Healthcare and vaccine responses against COVID-19

Although the numbers of daily new confirmed COVID-19 cases in some countries in 

Emerging Asia have decreased from the peak that they reached in the second half of 2021, 

recent data show increases in cases in some countries at the beginning of 2022 (Figure 2.1, 

Panel  A). As of 5  March  2022, Brunei Darussalam had more than 190  000  cumulative 

confirmed cases per million people, Singapore and Malaysia saw more than 150 000 and 

100 000 cases per million people respectively, Thailand and Viet Nam had reached more 

than 40 000 cases per million people, and India and the Philippines both reached more 

than 30 000 cases (Figure 2.1, Panel B).

Indeed, the emergence of new variants has increasingly been putting extra pressure 

on the countries of Emerging Asia. As of 27  January 2022, the World Health Organisation 

(WHO) had identified four variants of concern. These are the variants that are known to 

spread more easily, and can in some cases cause more serious illness. They include the Beta, 

Gamma, and Delta variants, as well as the most recent addition, Omicron, which was added 

to the list in November 2021. The Omicron variant has been spreading rapidly in Emerging 

Asia, and all countries in the region had reported cases of it as of 10  January  2022. An 
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appropriate combination of policy responses, including speeding up vaccination programmes, 

implementing other effective health measures, and also further developments in digital health –  

as discussed in this section – are crucial factors for coping with the pandemic.

Figure 2.1. COVID-19 cases per million people
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12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934303792

https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus
https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus
https://doi.org/10.1787/888934303792
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Accelerating vaccination programmes

Vaccination has so far been considered to be effective in helping to protect people 

against severe disease. For instance, various studies found that COVID-19 vaccines have 

been highly effective in preventing deaths from the widely spread Delta variant (Christie, 

2021; Sheikh, Robertson and Taylor, 2021). Therefore, effective vaccination programmes are 

seen as a critical tool in the transition towards a return to normality. However, the rollout of 

vaccine programmes across Emerging Asia has been uneven. Some countries such as China 

and Singapore started distributing vaccines as early as December 2020, while others did not 

start until March or April 2021 (Table 2.1).

Table 2.1. Vaccine rollout in Emerging Asia
Country Vaccine rollout started

Brunei Darussalam April 2021

Cambodia February 2021

China December 2020

India January 2021

Indonesia January 2021

Lao PDR January 2021

Malaysia February 2021

Myanmar January 2021

Philippines March 2021

Singapore December 2020

Thailand February 2021

Viet Nam March 2021

Source: Authors’ compilation based on various national sources.

Although billions of doses of vaccine have been distributed in the region, and billions 

of people have been fully vaccinated with the primary series (Figure 2.2, Panel B), vaccine 

distribution programmes are uneven across Emerging Asian countries and still face 

challenges in some countries. As of 5 March 2022, Brunei Darussalam, Singapore and China 

led the region, and are also among the highest in the world, in vaccine distribution, with 

92%, 90% and 85% of the population respectively having received a complete schedule of 

the primary series of vaccine doses (Figure 2.2, Panel A). Elsewhere, Cambodia had reached 

around 82%, Malaysia and Viet Nam had both reached around 79%, and Thailand had reached 

more than 71% of full vaccination. However, the number of fully vaccinated individuals in 

Myanmar, Indonesia, Philippines, India and Lao PDR still accounted for less than 60% of the 

population.

The WHO has set a global target for 70% of the world’s population to be vaccinated against 

COVID-19 by mid-2022, in a bid to considerably increase the immunity of the global population, 

to protect people everywhere from disease, to protect health systems, to restart economies fully, 

to restore the overall health of society, and to reduce the risk of new variants (WHO, 2021b). 

In order to reach this goal, it is necessary to ensure access to vaccines, and notably to make 

sure that they are both affordable and equitably distributed. However, administering vaccines 

equitably around the world has thus far proven to be a significant challenge. Indeed, according 

to the Global Dashboard for Vaccine Equity, vaccination rollout has been slower in low- and 

middle-income countries (UNDP, 2021). In high-income countries, more than 68% of people 

had been vaccinated with at least one dose as of 2 March 2022, while in low-income countries 
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the rate stood at only around 13%. A slower or delayed process of administering vaccines could 

make countries more vulnerable to new surges of the virus, and lead to a slower recovery from 

the crisis. There is also evidence that vaccines represent a more significant financial burden 

for lower-income countries than for higher-income ones. High income countries would have 

to increase their healthcare spending by 0.8% on average to cover the cost of vaccinating 70% 

of the population, while low-income countries have to increase their healthcare spending 

by 56% (UNDP, 2021). In Emerging Asia, countries for which vaccination represents a higher 

financial burden have lower vaccination rates (Figure 2.3). As many countries begin to provide 

additional doses of vaccine, meanwhile, accelerating the distribution of the primary series 

of vaccines in those that are lagging behind will be even more important in order to address 

uneven global vaccination rates.

Figure 2.2. Vaccination rate in Emerging Asia
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Our World in Data (2022), Coronavirus Pandemic (COVID-19) database, https://ourworldindata.org/
coronavirus.
12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934303811

A range of challenges have hindered the distribution of vaccines in many countries in 

the world, including those in Emerging Asia. Indeed, in order to accelerate the distribution of 

vaccines and ensure their safe and timely delivery, it is necessary to address these challenges. 

In this connection, a report from the WHO set out some of the major logistical challenges in 

the delivery of vaccines. These include issues regarding the vaccine supply chain, vaccine 

storage infrastructure and power requirements, healthcare waste management, and human 

resources (WHO, 2021a).

The importance of scaling up capacity in manufacturing and logistics

Issues regarding the vaccine supply chain range from upstream manufacturing issues 

to vaccine distribution, and together they constitute one of the major challenges that 

countries face in improving their performance. As in other regions of the world, there is a 

https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus
https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus
https://doi.org/10.1787/888934303811
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need in Emerging Asia to expand manufacturing capacity for vaccines. A survey of vaccine 

manufacturers in Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, Southeast Asia, the Western Pacific 

and the Middle East by the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI) found 

that although manufacturing capacity varies across regions, experience with messenger 

ribonucleic acid (mRNA) vaccine technology and mRNA vaccine capacity, for example, 

remains limited across all of the regions (CEPI, 2021). Moreover, some vaccines that the 

WHO has authorised and that are widely used need ultra-low temperature for storage and 

transportation (Table 2.2). These vaccines have also been approved in many countries in 

the region (Table 2.3), for instance the Pfizer vaccine requires a temperature of between -90 

to -60 degrees Celsius, while the Moderna and Janssen vaccines both need -25°C to -15°C, 

while other types of vaccines have a more favourable storage temperature of 2°C to 8°C.

Figure 2.3. Vaccination cost and percentage of the population fully vaccinated in Emerging Asia

Singapore
China
Brunei Darussalam

Malaysia

Thailand

Viet Nam

Philippines
Indonesia

Cambodia

Lao PDR India

Myanmar

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Fully vaccinated (% of population)

Vaccination cost, % of current health expenditure

Note: Data as of 5 March 2022 (or latest data available) for fully vaccinated people, and as of 2 March 2022 for vaccination cost. “Vaccination 
cost” is the cost of vaccinating 40% of the population as a percentage of current health expenditure. Both of these figures are in 
US dollars (USD).

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Our World in Data (2022), Coronavirus Pandemic (COVID-19) database, https://ourworldindata.org/
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12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934304495

Table 2.2. Examples of vaccines authorised by WHO under Emergency Use Listings
Vaccine Manufacturer Country Storage temperature requirements

AstraZeneca/Oxford (Vaxzevria) AstraZeneca Sweden 2°C to 8°C

Covishield Serum Institute of India India 2°C to 8°C

Pfizer/BioNTech (Comirnaty) BioNTech Germany -90°C to -60°C

Moderna Moderna Biotech Spain -25°C to -15°C

Janssen (Johnson & Johnson) Cilag International Belgium -25°C to -15°C

Sinopharm Beijing Institute of Biological Products China 2°C to 8°C

Sinovac - CoronaVac Sinovac China 2°C to 8°C

Covaxin Bharat Biotech India 2°C to 8°C

Source: Authors’ compilation based on information from WHO (https://extranet.who.int/pqweb/vaccines/vaccinescovid-19-vaccine-eul-
issued).

https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus
https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus
https://data.undp.org/vaccine-equity/
https://extranet.who.int/pqweb/vaccines/vaccinescovid-19-vaccine-eul-issued
https://extranet.who.int/pqweb/vaccines/vaccinescovid-19-vaccine-eul-issued
https://doi.org/10.1787/888934304495
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Table 2.3. Vaccines approved in Emerging Asia

Country

Number 
of 

vaccines 
approved

Astra 
Zeneca/ 
Oxford 

(Vaxzevria)

Covishield
Pfizer/ 

BioNTech 
(Comirnaty)

Moderna

Janssen 
(Johnson 

& 
Johnson)

Sinopharm 
(Beijing)

Sinovac 
CoronaVac

Bharat 
Biotech 
Covaxin

Gamaleya 
Sputnik V

Others

Brunei Darussalam 4 √   √ √   √        
Cambodia 8 √       √ √ √   √ √
China 6           √ √     √
India 10 √ √   √ √     √ √ √
Indonesia 11 √   √ √ √ √ √   √ √
Lao PDR 6     √   √ √ √   √ √
Malaysia 7 √   √ √ √ √ √     √
Myanmar 3   √       √     √ √
Philippines 11 √   √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √
Singapore 3     √ √     √      
Thailand 6 √   √ √ √ √ √      
Viet Nam 8 √   √ √ √ √   √ √ √

Note: Data as of 11 February 2022. A vaccine that is approved in a given country may not be in use in said country. 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on information from the COVID-19 Vaccine Tracker website, https://covid19.trackvaccines.org/.

Limitations with regard to infrastructure remain a challenge in some countries in the 

region. One notable limitation in this regard is the lack of a stable and reliable electricity supply, 

which is necessary to power cold storage facilities for vaccines. Indeed, electricity supply is 

considered less reliable in Emerging Asian countries than in most OECD countries, with the 

exception of Singapore (Figure 2.4). Countries in Emerging Asia will need to improve vaccine 

facilities, including through the provision of a stable electricity supply and the availability 

of cold storage, in order to be able to receive and safely distribute a fuller range of vaccines, 

including those that require storage at an ultra-low temperature. They also need to ensure 

smooth distribution and last-mile delivery of the vaccines, especially in remote and rural areas.

Figure 2.4. Quality of electricity supply, 2017
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on World Economic Forum (2017), The Global Competitiveness Index 2017-18, https://www.weforum.org/
reports/the-global-competitiveness-report-2017-2018.
12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934304514

https://covid19.trackvaccines.org/
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-competitiveness-report-2017-2018
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-competitiveness-report-2017-2018
https://doi.org/10.1787/888934304514
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The need to address vaccine hesitancy

Even when vaccines are available, fear and hesitancy still may influence people’s 

decisions over whether or not to get vaccinated. Vaccine hesitancy refers to a refusal or 

reluctance to accept a vaccination, despite one being available, and it is an increasingly 

important issue in global health. Indeed, even before the COVID-19 pandemic, the WHO had 

declared vaccine hesitancy to be among the top ten threats to global health (WHO, 2019). 

While the reasons why people choose not to get vaccinated are multifaceted, the WHO 

identified complacency, inconvenience in accessing vaccines, and a lack of confidence as 

some of the key reasons for vaccine hesitancy.

Similarly, a study by Dabla-Norris et al. (2021) also identified several reasons that 

influence vaccine acceptance. These include perceptions both of the severity of COVID-19 

and of the side effects that vaccines may provoke. They also include how easy to access 

vaccination sites are, levels of compliance with protective behaviours, overall levels of trust in 

government, and the manner in which information is shared among peers. Further reasons 

include demographic factors such as age and gender. Elsewhere in the literature, Lau et al. 

(2021) studied various factors influencing acceptance of COVID-19 vaccines in Malaysia. They 

found that the degree to which vaccines are adequately tested, as well as considerations of 

their effectiveness and side effects are the main reasons for refusing vaccines. Furthermore, 

Kanozia and Arya (2021) highlighted that false information, lack of transparent information, 

lack of trust in government, and also religious factors, are among the factors responsible for 

COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh.

In order to address the fears and doubts of people who are hesitant about taking a 

vaccine, it is necessary to ensure a high degree of transparency, to strengthen vaccine 

outreach efforts and campaigns, and to continuously provide clear and accurate information 

about the virus and vaccines through various channels and means of communication. 

Information should address questions of safety and the potential side effects of each type 

of vaccine, as well as the risks of contracting COVID-19, and the specific consequences of 

not getting a vaccine. As regards the former, any potential adverse reactions following 

vaccination should be reported in due time. The information should be communicated by 

health professionals in order to build trust and confidence. 

Since a rich stream of new research and studies is continuously emerging regarding 

COVID-19 vaccines, providing training for healthcare workers is also important. Such training 

can strengthen the skills of healthcare professionals, updating their knowledge so that they can 

then help to increase awareness and reduce misinformation about vaccines, and to promote 

vaccination programmes more generally. Information and promotion materials should also 

be available in various local languages and dialects, so as to reach all communities.

International co-operation helps to speed up the distribution of vaccines

It is clear that international co-operation helps to accelerate the worldwide development, 

manufacturing and distribution of vaccines. Notably, the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access 

facility (COVAX) and the Asia Pacific Vaccine Access facility (APVAX) are two examples of 

co-operation that include Emerging Asian countries. The COVAX initiative was launched 

in April 2020, and by mid-January 2022 the facility had reached its milestone of delivering 

a billion doses of COVID-19 vaccines to 144  participant countries, including some in 

Emerging Asia.
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A number of bilateral vaccine donations to the region have also been distributed through 

COVAX, and private-sector actors and philanthropic foundations have also been mobilising 

significant resources through the facility. As for the APVAX initiative, it was launched in 

December 2020 with a fund of USD 9 billion in order to provide grants and loans for the 

supply of COVID-19 vaccines. In mid-March 2021, the first APVAX project was approved, to 

support the Philippines in procuring COVID-19 vaccines. Another APVAX project, this time 

for Indonesia, was approved later in March. Bilateral relations also play a major role in 

vaccine procurement for Emerging Asian countries. In addition, ASEAN has implemented 

regional initiatives, including the allocation of USD 10.5 million from the COVID-19 ASEAN 

Response Fund for vaccine procurement.

However, there is still room for further enhancement of international co-operation, 

particularly at the regional level. Indeed, regional initiatives have the potential to further 

address the large gaps that remain between countries in terms of vaccination. More recently, 

some ASEAN member countries have called for an increase in support, and for the specific 

allocation of more resources from the COVID-19 Response Fund for vaccine procurement 

due to the urgent need to accelerate vaccination programmes.

In order to increase vaccine production capacity and vaccination coverage, countries 

in Emerging Asia have started to create vaccines domestically. Indeed, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and Viet Nam have been producing their own vaccines. 

Most of them are still at an exploratory or pre-clinical stage, but some are already in the 

second or third phases of clinical trials.1 As of December 2021, Viet Nam’s home-grown 

vaccine candidate, Nanocovax, for instance, was in a phase three trial, while Thailand’s 

vaccine candidate, ChulaCov19, and Singapore’s candidate, ARCT-021, were both in phase 

two trials.

Box 2.1. Cambodia’s vaccination programme

In Emerging Asia, Cambodia has been among the countries with the highest vaccination 
rates. Its capital city, Phnom Penh, was ranked as one of the most vaccinated capital 
cities in the world, with around 99% of its adult population fully vaccinated (Mekong 
Strategic Partner, 2021). In addition to being the first country in the region that is eligible 
to receive vaccines from the COVAX facility, the country has been benefitting from 
various kinds of bilateral co-operation in vaccine provision. Moreover, the Cambodian 
government has ring-fenced vaccine distribution based on geographical location. This 
has meant prioritising areas and cities with high risk of transmission and high economic 
and health impact. Such an approach is often considered clearer and simpler than an 
age-tiering or other categorisation of the population. Cambodia has also introduced 
vaccine mandates for certain segments of its workforce, including members of the 
armed forces and civil servants. The government’s efforts in vaccine distribution have 
benefitted from the relatively low level of vaccine hesitancy in Cambodia, compared to 
many other countries (United Nations, 2021).
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Omicron-specific vaccines could change immunisation programmes

Some pharmaceutical companies, such as Novavax, are responding to the emergence 

of the Omicron variant by developing Omicron-specific vaccines (Dolgin, 2021 and Novavax, 

2021). As such developments unfold, the speed at which these vaccines can emerge, and 

the degree to which they will be effective, may have implications for the types of extra 

doses that healthcare systems may wish to offer people who have already completed their 

primary vaccination regimens. Novavax (Novavax, 2021), Moderna and Pfizer are all currently 

developing vaccines tailored to the Omicron variant. If these were to be developed quickly, 

they could conceivably replace a third dose of the vaccines that are currently in circulation, 

and which were designed for the wild-type virus. However, early indications from several 

vaccine producers, such as Pfizer and Oxford/AstraZeneca, suggest that a third dose of 

their current vaccine would provide sufficient protection against Omicron. Indeed, research 

has found that a booster dose of a COVID-19 vaccine could produce sufficient antibodies 

to neutralise the Omicron variant (Planas et al., 2021). Another study (Garcia-Beltran et al., 

2022) found that a booster dose of an mRNA vaccine, such as Moderna or Pfizer, is necessary 

in order to provide immunity against the Omicron variant.

Implementing effective health measures, beyond vaccination programmes

Notwithstanding the merits of vaccination, vaccination alone is not sufficient, as fully 

vaccinated people can still test positive, especially with the emergence of new variants. Even 

as vaccination rates increase, preventive measures and non-pharmaceutical interventions 

(NPIs) are still an important part of governmental responses to COVID-19. These include 

wearing masks, physical distancing measures, restrictions on movement, hygiene measures, 

proper ventilation, and robust testing and contact tracing. In addition, medical systems and 

facilities also need to be improved.

Non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs)

While some countries in Emerging Asia started to relax foreign and domestic travel 

restrictions in the second half of 2021, prior to the emergence of the Omicron variant 

(Box 2.2), many behavioural restrictions remain in place, such as capacity limits on public 

or private gatherings, requirements for people to register their presence in public places, 

and the mandatory wearing of masks – either solely in indoor settings, or at all times once 

people have stepped outside of their homes (Table  2.4). Emerging Asian countries have 

enforced physical distancing and mask-wearing, and many have incentivised vaccination. 

An example of a vaccination incentive is the draw programme launched by the Hong Kong 

Airport Authority to give away 60 000 airline tickets to people who were fully vaccinated 

by September 2021 in response to slow vaccine uptake in Hong Kong, China (Hong Kong 

International Airport, 2021). With the exception of international travel and borders, 

meanwhile, enforcement and monitoring responsibilities have been increasingly delegated 

to subnational governments as the pandemic has continued to unfold.

Measures to restrict movement in response to COVID-19

Another type of measure that has often been implemented to limit the spread of 

COVID-19 within countries is placing restrictions on movement, such as quarantines and 

lockdowns. Mandatory quarantine is often applied for those who test positive for the virus, or 

who are considered to be a close contact of other people who have tested positive. Lockdown 
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measures tend to be implemented as a response to a surge in cases of COVID-19, which 

can jeopardise the capacity of healthcare facilities. Most countries in Emerging Asia have 

enforced some level of domestic movement restrictions at some point.

Table 2.4. Examples of public health measures related to COVID-19
Country Capacity restrictions Mask requirements QR-code tracing

Brunei 
Darussalam

Mass gatherings, government offices and 
business premises: 200 people or 50% 
capacity, whichever is smaller.

Indoors. The BruHealth app is 
mandatory.

Cambodia In shops, restaurants, cafeterias, 
supermarkets, banks and other commercial 
areas (locally applied at provincial level).

Indonesia Applied locally. Indoors and outdoors.

Lao PDR Offices and large social gatherings.

Malaysia Public or private gatherings: 50% in phase 2 
or 3 of National Recovery Plan (NRP), 100% in 
phase 4 (vaccinated or negative test required 
in all phases).

Public transport.

Myanmar Indoors.

Philippines Dependent on the stringency level in each 
locality.

Masks indoors and outdoors.

Face shields mandatory in high-risk 
activities under the 3C’s framework 
(closed, crowded and close contact), and 
recommended for voluntary use in areas 
under Alert levels 3, 4 and 5.

The TRAZE app 
is the nationwide 
and unified contact 
tracing app for travel 
to the country.

Singapore Workplaces: 50% (fully vaccinated); tourist 
attractions: 50% (fully vaccinated); social 
gatherings: maximum of five people (from 
27 September 2021); 1 000 (fully vaccinated) 
for worship, wedding ceremonies, meetings, 
incentives, conferences and exhibitions 
activities, and entertainment.

Indoors and outdoors (age 6+). The TraceTogether 
app is mandatory.

Thailand Restaurants, entertainment, sports events, 
athletic facilities and fairs: dependent on the 
stringency level in each province or district.

Applied locally.

Viet Nam In Ho Chi Minh City, restaurants can run at 
50% of capacity.

Public transport and public venues.

China Applied locally. Applied locally. Mandatory (must 
have green health 
code to access 
public venues).

India Indoors and outdoors.

Notes: Information as of 1 February 2022 or 5 November 2021. Full vaccination is as per national definitions. 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on media reports, national sources and AMRO (2021).

In Indonesia, domestic travellers to and from Bali or Java must show proof of vaccination 

(at least one dose), in addition to a negative PCR or rapid antigen test (Government of 

Indonesia, 2021). Elsewhere, Malaysia implemented a nationwide lockdown on 1 June 2021 

following a surge in new cases. Moreover, Malaysians must be fully vaccinated for interstate 

travel, while Myanmar requires quarantine for certain kinds of interstate travel (Ministry of 

Hotels and Tourism Myanmar, 2021 and 2022). In Lao PDR, meanwhile, a number of provinces 

have gone in and out of lockdown frequently since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

addition to those provinces, travel between districts in the Bokeo province was prohibited 

from 27 October to 8 November 2021 (AMRO, 2021). Furthermore, China moved in August 2021 

to impose inter-provincial travel restrictions in response to localised COVID-19 outbreaks. 
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Box 2.2. Travel started to reopen in 2021, but some restrictions remain in place

In the second half of 2021, international travel for both business and leisure was resuming slowly worldwide, 
including in Emerging Asian countries, although the emergence of the new Omicron variant subsequently 
introduced a fresh wave of uncertainty, heralding the risk of a re-tightening of travel rules. Travel restrictions 
have generally shifted from having a basis in geography to a basis in vaccination status, with fully vaccinated 
individuals often now subject to less stringent quarantine or testing requirements than their unvaccinated 
counterparts. As regards international arrivals for tourism purposes, countries where tourism receipts 
represent a larger amount of total export have started to ease entry restrictions, like Cambodia for instance 
(Table 2.5).

Table 2.5. Overview of restrictions on international arrivals in Emerging Asian countries

Country
International tourism 
receipts as % of total 

exports in 2019

Borders open for 
international tourism

Quarantine requirements for foreign visitors

Brunei 
Darussalam

2.70 No Not applicable, as cross-border travel for tourism purposes is still suspended

Cambodia 25.21 Yes No quarantine for fully vaccinated visitors; 14 days for visitors who are partially 
vaccinated or unvaccinated

Indonesia 9.20 Yes 5 days for fully vaccinated visitors and 7 days for partially vaccinated visitors; 
not applicable for visitors who are not fully vaccinated, as travel not allowed for 
this category

Lao PDR 13.94 Yes 24 hours for fully vaccinated visitors; not applicable for visitors who are not fully 
vaccinated, as travel not allowed for this category

Malaysia 9.33 Yes, to visitors from 
certain countries

5 days for visitors who have received a booster dose; 7 days for fully vaccinated 
visitors who have not received a booster dose; 10 days for partially vaccinated or 
unvaccinated visitors 

Myanmar 14.27 No Not applicable, as cross-border travel for tourism purposes is still suspended

Philippines 12.12 Yes No quarantine for fully vaccinated visitors; not applicable for visitors who are not 
fully vaccinated, as travel not allowed for this category

Singapore 3.07 Yes, to visitors from 
certain countries

No quarantine for fully vaccinated visitors under the Vaccinated Travel Lane; not 
applicable for visitors who are not fully vaccinated, as travel not allowed for this 
category

Thailand 20.09 Yes 7 days for fully vaccinated visitors; 10 days for partially vaccinated or 
unvaccinated visitors

Viet Nam 4.21 Yes, to visitors from 
certain countries

3 days for fully vaccinated visitors; 14 days for partially vaccinated or vaccinated 
visitors, that could be prolonged by Vietnamese authorities to 21 days

China 1.52 No Not applicable, as cross-border travel for tourism purposes is still suspended

India 5.80 Yes No quarantine required

Note: Information as of 1 March 2022. Data for Brunei Darussalam, Singapore and China are as of 2018. “Fully vaccinated” means 
vaccinated with both doses for the two-dose vaccines and one dose for the mono-dose ones; “partially vaccinated” means 
vaccinated with one dose for the two-dose vaccines.

Source: OECD Development Centre based on various national sources and World Bank (n.d.), International tourism receipts (% of total 
exports), https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ST.INT.RCPT.XP.ZS (accessed on 11 February 2022).

Some Emerging Asian countries are allowing for a partial return of tourism, either by permitting nationals of 
certain countries to enter, or allowing tourism in designated regions. Indonesia and Viet Nam have tourism 
programmes where fully-vaccinated travellers from low risk countries can travel to certain regions, but they 
must stay there. In contrast, Thailand began a “Test & Go” programme on 1 November 2021, under which 
fully-vaccinated travellers arriving from countries deemed low-risk would be able to move about freely after 
a negative RT-PCR test on arrival with results delivered in no more than six hours.

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ST.INT.RCPT.XP.ZS
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In the Philippines, as the COVID-19 pandemic has come under a greater degree of 

control, however, blanket lockdowns and “community quarantines” (the term used in the 

country) have been scaled back. Despite this, there is still a need to quarantine people who 

test positive. As of 8 September 2021, the government of Brunei Darussalam transferred 

all people who tested positive for the virus in the country to designated isolation facilities. 

In contrast, officials in Viet Nam permit home quarantine in the Nam Tu Liem district of 

Hanoi on a trial basis as of 16 November 2021 for so-called “F1 contacts”, which refers to 

people who have been in contact with somebody who tested positive. However, this option 

is only available for the elderly, people suffering from chronic diseases, children, or pregnant 

women (Phuong, 2021). In some countries, restrictive measures also include the introduction 

of vaccine passports, whereby only vaccinated people (or those who are ineligible to be 

vaccinated) may access certain kinds of places. This is currently the case in Indonesia and 

Singapore (Government of Indonesia, 2021; Government of Singapore, 2022).

Adjustments to healthcare policy due to the Omicron variant

Most countries have made policy adjustments in response to the emergence of the 

Omicron variant, and Emerging Asian countries are no exception. Brunei Darussalam, 

Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia and Viet Nam, at certain times, issued travel bans from 

countries where the variant was first identified. Countries have also extended, strengthened 

or reintroduced non-pharmaceutical interventions. Most of the measures in response to 

Omicron have taken the form either of capacity limits, or of vaccination requirements for 

certain settings. Mask mandates of some form were already widely in place.

With the exceptions of Indonesia’s introduction of capacity limits, and Singapore’s 

expansion of vaccination requirements, non-travel reactions to the emergence of the 

Omicron variant have been rather muted (Table 2.6). This is likely to be because stringent 

measures, such as requirements to wear face masks, were already in place beforehand, and 

also due to the apparent rarity of severe disease and death from Omicron as compared to 

other variants of the virus. 

The rarer incidence of severe outcomes with Omicron should generally be seen as 

positive, but the variant’s higher rate of transmissibility does provide a caveat. For the fragile  

healthcare systems that are common among Emerging Asian countries, an increasing 

proportion of the population requiring hospitalisation could place these systems under 

significant stress. In addition, a scaling up of genomic screening facilities for the identification 

of variants from viral samples from positive tests is also important, across Emerging Asia.

Medical facilities and supplies

In addition to preventive and restrictive measures, improving medical facilities and 

supplies is crucial as countries seek to cope with large increases in COVID-19 cases. For 

instance, the Cambodian government announced in 2021 that it would implement a project 

to improve medical infrastructure and medical waste management, in order to curb the 

spread of COVID-19. In Indonesia, meanwhile, an athletes’ village in Jakarta was turned 

into an emergency facility to house COVID-19 patients. Furthermore, an indoor stadium in 

Lao PDR was converted into a temporary hospital in order to accommodate an increase in  

the number of COVID-19 patients. Moreover, regional co-operation initiatives, such as 

ASEAN’s COVID-19 Response Fund, and also bilateral co-operation initiatives, can play a 
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role – not only in the provision and distribution of vaccines, but also in helping to close gaps 

in medical supplies and Personal Protective Equipment (PPE).

Table 2.6. Examples of measures in response to the emergence of the Omicron variant
Country Travel restrictions NPIs and vaccine requirements

Brunei Darussalam Suspension and revocation of entry and exit travel approvals for people coming 
from South Africa, Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia 
and Zimbabwe. Prohibition rescinded 1 January 2022.

None.

Cambodia Travel from Angola, Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Namibia, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe prohibited. Prohibition rescinded 
7 December 2021.

None.

Indonesia Travel from countries with Omicron cases prohibited, except for Indonesian 
citizens. Prohibition rescinded 1 February 2022. Quarantine periods from 
1 February 2022: 5 days for fully vaccinated, 7 days for partially vaccinated.

From 7 February 2022: supermarkets, markets, malls 
and restaurants: 60% capacity; places of worship: 
50% capacity; public facilities, art and cultural 
performances: 25% capacity.

Group of Twenty (G20) events to use a bubble 
system, with daily rapid antigen testing, and 
compulsory use of Indonesia’s PeduliLindungi 
application.

Lao PDR From 2 December 2021: prohibition of travel from Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, 
Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, the Seychelles, South Africa and Zimbabwe. All 
incoming travellers must take a PCR test upon arrival, and quarantine pending 
results and (from 3 February 2022) must wear a medical monitoring device for 
seven days.

None.

Malaysia As of 6 December 2021, travel from Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe was prohibited 
(except Malaysian citizens and long-term pass holders). Prohibition 
rescinded 28 December 2021.

Quarantine periods: 5 days for fully vaccinated with additional dose beyond base 
series, 7 days for fully vaccinated with only base series, 10 ays for all others.

Special regional programmes for business and leisure travel. 

Malaysia-Singapore vaccinated travel lane (VTL): vaccinated travellers only, 
testing requirements based on means of transport.

None.

Singapore None. As of 1 January 2022: vaccine exemption period for 
recovered persons reduced from 270 to 180 days 
from the day of an initial positive test in Singapore. 
People whose exemption periods were shortened by 
the change had until 31 January 2022 to receive one 
dose of an mRNA vaccine, or two doses of Sinovac.

As of 1 February 2022: vaccination required to be a 
guest at hotels, hostels or serviced apartments and 
to access indoor sports facilities or institutions of 
higher learning (degree-seeking students exempt). 

Thailand None. Patrols increased at Thai-Myanmar border.

Viet Nam As of 1 December 2021: Suspension of flights from Botswana, Eswatini, 
Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe. People with recent 
travel records from the listed countries also were prohibited from entering.

None.

China None. Lockdowns applied locally.

Hong Kong, China As of 8 January 2022: implementation of a place-specific flight-suspension 
mechanism for Australia, Canada, France, India, Pakistan, the Philippines, the 
United Kingdom and the United States. Also from 8 January: Cabo Verde, Niger, 
and South Sudan designated as Group A specified places (tighter boarding and 
quarantine requirements). From 12 February 2022: Nepal added to place-specific 
flight-suspension mechanism.

None.

India None. Local vaccination drives.

Note: Information as of 13 February 2022 or latest available. Measures outlined in this table are in response to the emergence of the 
Omicron variant only; pre-existing measures that were not changed in response to Omicron are not included.

Source: Authors’ compilation, based on national sources.
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In addition to short-term responses to COVID-19 outbreaks, some countries have 

unveiled strategies aimed at enhancing healthcare capacity that will yield benefits in 

the longer term. In the Philippines, for instance, around PHP  17  billion (approximately 

USD 330 million) of the 2022 budget will be used to hire 26 035 health professionals for 

deployment to “underserved” hospitals or areas (DoH, 2021). In a similar vein, Malaysia 

announced as part of its budget for 2022 that it would extend the contracts of more than 

10  000  medical practitioners and pharmacists to four years from the initial two years. 

Additionally, the Malaysian government has allocated MYR 100 million (Malaysian ringgit, 

the equivalent of around USD 23.9 million) as sponsorship of specialisation programmes 

for 3 000 medical practitioners. It has also been decided to allocate MYR 200 million (around 

USD 47.8 million) for increasing Teaching Hospital and Field Hospital Intensive Care Unit 

(ICU) capacity (Ministry of Finance Malaysia, 2021).

Developments in therapeutic medicine are a promising sign for living with COVID-19

Some pharmaceutical companies have developed COVID-19 therapeutics in pill form, 

which may shorten or reduce the severity of illness if taken early enough in the course of the 

disease. In turn, this could help to keep patients out of hospitals, preserving the capacity of 

hospitals and other medical facilities. These medications are beginning to gain emergency 

approval in some countries, and could become a valuable tool globally for minimising the 

negative health effects of COVID-19. Global or regional programmes may be needed to help 

developing countries to access them, in a similar way to how COVAX and APVAX have helped 

with vaccines. 

One example is Pfizer’s candidate, Paxlovid. In a press release on 14 December 2021, 

Pfizer announced that Paxlovid reduced the likelihood of hospitalisation and death by 88% 

compared to a placebo, when administered within five days of the onset of symptoms (Pfizer, 

2021). Merck Sharp & Dohme has also developed an oral therapeutic called Molnupiravir, 

in collaboration with Ridgeback Biotherapeutics. In October 2021, MSD partnered with the 

United Nations Medicines Patent Pool to allow the drug to be sold royalty-free in 105 low- 

and middle-income countries, including Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Viet Nam 

and India (Medicines Patent Pool, 2021). On 20 January 2022, the UN’s Medicines Patent Pool 

announced that 27 drug-manufacturing firms had been licensed to produce either the raw 

ingredients for Molnupiravir, the finished drug, or both. Ten of these companies are located 

in India, five in China, and one each in Indonesia and Viet Nam (Medicines Patent Pool, 2022).

Testing and tracing

Testing and tracing is also an important part of countries’ measures to cope with 

COVID-19. In particular, when at some point, with the increase in global vaccination rates and 

the development of therapeutic medicines, COVID-19 transitions from pandemic to endemic 

phase and becomes part of everyday life, testing could be more accessible and affordable. This 

includes not only the testing administered by laboratories, but also testing tools that could 

be easily and quickly performed at home. In Singapore, for instance, all workers, regardless 

of their vaccination status, who work in settings with unmasked clients, or who have close 

contact with clients when performing services – such as food and beverage enterprises, 

retail malls, supermarkets, last-mile delivery personnel and personal care services – are 

required to perform regular Fast and Easy Testing (FET). In addition, self-testing kits are 

available in pharmacies. 
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On the other hand, China is employing a “Zero-COVID” strategy that involves mass testing 

of city populations in response to as little as a single case. While this approach may keep 

COVID-19 cases to a minimum, the large amount of human and physical resources it requires, 

as well as its invasive and disruptive nature, may make it difficult to implement elsewhere. 

In developing a manner of living with COVID-19, a multi-stakeholder approach is 

necessary in order to provide guidance and information on how to react to positive tests 

that is both widely available and easily accessible. This should include guidance on positive 

tests among fully vaccinated people, information on coping with general social frustration 

with restrictions (i.e. “pandemic fatigue”).

Developing digital health initiatives further

Emerging Asian countries have been developing digital health tools during the pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to an acceleration in digitalisation. Indeed, digital 

health tools have played a key role in helping to manage the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 2.7), 

especially as restrictions on human contact have been employed in order to stop the spread 

of the virus. These tools have been developed by both public and private actors, and fall into 

two main categories: surveillance and telemedicine. However, some tools possess functions 

that overlap these two categories. Broadly speaking, surveillance tools are used to track the 

spread of the virus in the community. Some of these tools inform people if they have been 

exposed to a person who has tested positive for the virus. 

Moreover, some digital health tools are used to enforce restriction orders on the 

movement of individuals. The digital tools make use of the geolocation and Bluetooth 

features of mobile phones in order to function. Some digital health applications may also 

provide health information related to the pandemic, including updates about public health 

requirements. Yet despite the upsurge in digital health tools during the course of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, telemedicine tools preceded it in many cases, and can offer healthcare 

support that goes beyond COVID-19.

Table 2.7. Examples of digital applications related to COVID-19 in Emerging Asia

Country Check-in
Exposure 
monitoring

Quarantine 
enforcement

Health 
advice

Health records Medical appointments
Book 
vaccine

Brunei Darussalam Yes Yes No Yes Yes Book/attend Yes

Cambodia Yes No No No COVID-19 (web-based) No Yes

Indonesia No Yes No No COVID-19 Book/attend Yes

Lao PDR Yes Yes No Yes No Book virological tests Yes

Malaysia Yes Yes Yes Yes COVID-19 Book/attend Yes

Myanmar Yes No Maybe No COVID-19 No No

Philippines Web-based Yes No Yes COVID-19 No No

Singapore Yes Yes Yes Yes* Yes* Book* Yes

Thailand Yes Yes No No COVID-19 No No

Viet Nam No Yes No Yes COVID-19 No Yes

China Yes Yes Yes No Yes No No

India No Yes No Yes COVID-19 No Yes

Notes: Information as of 20 November 2021. A function marked with * refers to a function on a digital health tool that existed prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Yes means at least one government-issued digital health tool possesses the given feature. A value of Yes for health 
records includes proof of COVID-19 vaccination, unless otherwise indicated.

Source: Authors’ compilation, based on various sources. 
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Governments in Emerging Asia have taken two main approaches to developing digital 

health applications. Some have released several applications with few specific functions, 

while others have released a single, multi-function application. Malaysia is an example of the 

first group, having released three tools: the eCOVID19 application, MySejahtera, and MyTrace 

Malaysia. The latter of these tools, MyTrace Malaysia, uses Bluetooth communication from 

mobile devices to inform users if they have been in contact with a person who has tested 

positive for COVID-19 within a particular timeframe (MyGovernment, 2021). In addition, 

MySejahtera now provides QR code-based contact tracing and quarantine enforcement for all 

people entering Malaysia. It also provides health information, such as where COVID-19 testing 

and treatment can be accessed. Furthermore, it also offers access to telemedicine services 

through Virtual Health Advisory, which links to the platform DoctorOnCall (Government of 

Malaysia, 2021). The application also notifies users of their eligibility to receive a vaccine, 

and provides an option to book an appointment, although the appointment time is assigned, 

rather than selected by the user (Wong, 2021). Moreover, MySejahtera also holds a COVID-19 

vaccine certificate.

Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Singapore, Thailand, Viet Nam and India are taking 

similar approaches. Yet in the case of India in particular, several applications have 

been developed at the state level that may or may not be integrated with national ones. 

In contrast, Brunei Darussalam (BruHealth), Indonesia (PeduliLindungi), the Philippines 

(StaySafe), and China (HealthCode), are centralising digital health tools on a single application 

with a wide array of functions. While these applications may ultimately be more complex 

to develop and maintain, they remove some of the burden from users, who then only 

need to download a single application, rather than several. It can also help user-facing 

support staff to be trained more efficiently, as they only need to familiarise themselves 

with a single application.

Owing to the urgency of the pandemic, many of these applications were developed very 

quickly, and there may not have been time for them to undergo robust testing. Indeed user 

comments on download pages such as the Google Play Store (Android store) or Apple App 

Store indicate that some of the applications have experienced frequent and wide-ranging 

technical issues, and that they may be difficult for foreigners to use if they only provide 

service in local languages. Many of the applications have been updated several times already 

in order to add new features or correct these issues. However, many enhancements are 

required if these applications are to be used on a longer-term basis than foreseen initially. 

At the same time, developers must be aware of the digital tools that the population of 

each country or region tends to possess, and must design their applications accordingly. 

Many people in Emerging Asia have digital devices that are obsolete by several generations, 

precisely because these are more affordable for them to own. They also may not have strong 

enough Internet connections or large enough mobile data packages to support applications 

that are large in size, or heavy on graphics.

Surveillance tools pose challenges

The major challenges that surveillance tools throw up are quality and privacy. Since 

most of the tools were developed extremely quickly in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

they often have limitations, such as major bugs, as well as a lack of support for non-local 

languages, such as English. Application reviews on the Google Play Store, or Apple’s App Store 

are rife with these two complaints, especially regarding the recovery of login information. 
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Contact-tracing apps must also be open in the background in order to work, and often require 

Bluetooth or Global Positioning System (GPS) technology to be running too. This has led 

many users to report increased battery drain on their devices. In addition to the technical 

issues, privacy concerns about how the data are being stored and used may also make people 

hesitant to download the tools. Despite most governments indicating that the data are secure, 

not distributed elsewhere, and deleted after a period of time, many people remain sceptical 

of these claims. Governments will need to work with citizens to wind down the tracing and 

quarantine enforcement aspects of these applications as the COVID-19 pandemic subsides, 

especially following a successful vaccination campaign.

China’s health app was developed in a public-private partnership involving Alibaba & 

Tencent, and the end user has no information about what generates the code that they are 

assigned, even though it controls their ability to access public spaces and services (Li, Ma 

and Wu, 2022; Cong, 2021).

Telehealth and telemedicine could be further enhanced

Telehealth and telemedicine2 have played a key role in providing medical care 

throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, these services have allowed non-urgent medical 

care to continue without patients needing to be physically present at medical facilities. In 

turn, this has allowed healthcare providers to reserve hospital services for people who are 

the most in need. Still, expanding telehealth faces several barriers. While cost is often the 

primary barrier, poor digital infrastructure, poor digital literacy, and a lack of legal frameworks 

are other common issues.

Telemedicine services operate primarily on a fee-paying structure. Users pay either 

a set amount for each telemedicine encounter, or a subscription fee to cover a particular 

period. Subscription fees may include caps on the amount of services (i.e. the number of 

consultations) that subscribers can access in that period of time. Whatever the scheme, these 

services normally require out-of-pocket expenditure by users, though some governments and 

insurance providers have subsidised fees in whole or in part during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

For instance, West China Hospital in China’s Sichuan Province has integrated telemedicine 

into its service, waiving all consultation fees. Elsewhere, some private insurance providers in 

the United States have added telemedicine to their coverage at no additional cost, and some 

states have added telemedicine to the scope of services that are covered under Medicare 

(AHIP, 2021). However, as the threat of the pandemic recedes in the United States, many of 

these temporary benefits are being cancelled (AHIP, 2021). Australia, meanwhile, is integrating 

telemedicine into its social healthcare systems. After bringing in telemedicine for remote 

communities under its public health programme, which is also called Medicare, Australia’s 

health ministry expanded this move nationwide as part of its response to COVID-19. This 

initiative was welcomed, with millions of consultations in the service’s first month, a trend 

that has continued (OECD, 2021). Considering the benefits, countries in Emerging Asia 

should strive to make some degree of telemedicine service available through their universal 

healthcare systems. The settings for eligibility and the degree of service that is available 

via telemedicine (e.g. national eligibility versus remote regions only, or a focus on specific 

services) can be defined to suit the needs of each country.

The expansion of telemedicine will require improvements to infrastructure, such 

as fast and affordable wireless Internet connections. In order to reap the gains from this 



﻿﻿2.﻿  Risks to the economic outlook amidst the COVID-19 pandemic and policy responses in Emerging Asia 

131ECONOMIC OUTLOOK FOR SOUTHEAST ASIA, CHINA AND INDIA 2022: FINANCING SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY FROM COVID-19 © OECD 2022

infrastructure, meanwhile, digital skills in the medical sector and general population must 

improve. Education on how to use telemedicine applications will need to be widespread, 

and developers must make them as user-friendly as possible, without compromising 

their functionality. Care providers will need to learn how to operate the applications to 

collaborate with medical professionals and patients and demonstrate to patients how to 

use the applications effectively, providing troubleshooting support as needed. They will 

need training on how to make assessments via teleconference, a setting in which current 

patient data are often absent. In this regard, even monitoring basic vital signs such as a 

patient’s heart rate or blood pressure, or relying on still or video images of a patient rather 

than being able to examine him or her physically, present further challenges for the smooth 

operation of telemedicine. Crucially, care providers must learn to identify when a patient’s 

condition as assessed in a telemedicine consultation requires an in-person consultation, 

or tests that can only be performed at a medical facility. Becker et al. (2019) propose that 

training in telemedicine becomes a standard component of medical and nursing school 

curricula, and possibly an area of specialisation. In addition, legal frameworks will need 

to be created or updated. Some countries in Emerging Asia have existing legal frameworks 

for telemedicine, while others do not (OECD, 2021). Where telemedicine is included in legal 

frameworks, moreover, it is rarely seen as a standalone entity.

Many telemedicine programmes in Emerging Asia are ad hoc responses to the COVID-19 

pandemic. Indonesia has offered telemedicine services for isolating COVID-19 patients 

since July 2021 (Cabinet Secretariat of the Republic of Indonesia, 2021). Under the service, 

patients who are self-isolating as the result of a positive test and experiencing mild or no 

symptoms of COVID-19 can receive teleconsultations with medical professionals during 

the isolation period. They can also receive electronic prescriptions for treatment packs. The 

Lao PDR Ministry of Health is also using telemedicine to provide reproductive and maternal 

care to women in isolation centres in border regions. This initiative began in August 2021 

and grew out of a successful pilot programme in Luang Prabang during the nationwide 

lockdown in 2020 (UNFPA Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 2021). While these endeavours 

have been successful, they appear to be ad hoc and time-bound; an emergency measure to 

cope with the pandemic and associated policies. This stands in contrast to Singapore, where 

telemedicine is being made a permanent option for care. Singapore’s Healthcare Services Act 

was initially scheduled to begin regulating telemedicine in 2022, but this has been deferred 

to 2023 and existing laws will remain in force (Ministry of Health of Singapore, 2021 and 

Ministry of Health of Singapore, 2022).

Laws relating to data privacy as well as standards of care, ethics, and liability in 

telemedicine are necessary to allow for its conversion to a permanent measure in places where 

this has not yet occurred. This is particularly important where telehealth services are provided 

across jurisdictional lines such as national or subnational borders. Defining the jurisdiction of 

a cross-border telemedicine transaction and authorising practitioners to work with a patient 

from outside the jurisdiction in which the practitioner is physically located will remove a 

barrier for those who may benefit most from the service (i.e. those in rural areas, remote 

areas, or islands). Furthermore, as professionals providing telemedicine services often do so 

through a centralised service on contract, the terms of a doctor-patient relationship must be 

well defined as well as the division of liability of individual professionals and the service in 

case of malpractice. John et al. (2022) identify privacy, security and confidentiality as concerns 

for users in India and Malaysia, while noting the quality of care over telemedicine in India 
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is inconsistent. India’s Personal Data Protection (PDP) bill is currently tabled in parliament 

and should ameliorate digital security concerns there. The Malaysian Medical Council Advisory 

on Virtual Consultation defined clinical, ethical, legal, technical and operational aspects of 

telemedicine in 2020, though it is unclear from John et al. (2022) if the advisory has addressed 

all key concerns despite telemedicine laws existing in Malaysia since 1997.

The importance of developing a cautious but firm exit plan from the COVID-19 pandemic

As governments look beyond the Omicron variant to craft plans to emerge from the 

long COVID-19 pandemic, they should give careful consideration to the relative benefits 

and risks of the various measures that they could apply. Moreover, measures should also 

acknowledge that epidemiological conditions and health threats are constantly changing. 

Still, as vaccine uptake increases, cases requiring hospitalisation or leading to death should 

decrease, and the justification for restrictive public health measures on the grounds of not 

overwhelming hospitals will decrease at the same time. Indeed, well-structured reopening 

is crucial once restrictive measures come to an end. 

Most Emerging Asian countries have seen restrictions ease somewhat, and few lines 

of business remain completely closed. However, some countries have paused or reversed 

some of their re-opening policies in response to the Omicron variant. For instance, several 

countries enacted enhanced travel restrictions or travel bans from certain destinations, 

some of which are still in place. 

Further policy challenges and risks: Dealing with the risk of inflation amid 
an uneasy economic recovery

Turning now to the other policy challenges and risks to the economic outlook against the 

backdrop of the long-running COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to note that a gradual rise 

in inflation in Emerging Asia is raising some concerns. As of now, inflation seems to be more 

contained in Emerging Asia compared to advanced economies, in part owing to the effectiveness 

of monetary policy in managing inflationary pressures. This notwithstanding, the region could 

see a rise in inflation as 2022 progresses, as the economy strengthens and food prices rebound.

Although inflation paths at present may not seem to be similar to those of previous 

major crises, it is worth noting that the pandemic is not over, and that the way in which it 

has impacted real economies is not quite the same as the effects of previous crises. Notably, 

rising prices in global commodities markets are raising some concerns. In addition, supply-

chain issues at international and local levels also constitute a potential driver of higher 

domestic inflation in Emerging Asia over the coming months. Overall, with supply-side 

factors playing a non-negligible role in the uptick in inflation, there is potential for the trend 

to become more protracted in some countries in the region.

The steep uptick in inflation in advanced economies also poses a threat to countries 

in Emerging Asia. Indeed, while monetary authorities in advanced economies are very 

much aware of the importance of clear communication, a stronger response on their part 

to inflationary pressures has the potential to instigate capital flight away from Emerging 

Asia. In turn, this could mean that policy makers in the region will face a choice between, on 

the one hand, running the risk of volatile capital flows as interest-rate differentials narrow, 

and, on the other hand, increasing the interest rate cost burden at a time of high debt load 

in the public and private sectors alike.



﻿﻿2.﻿  Risks to the economic outlook amidst the COVID-19 pandemic and policy responses in Emerging Asia 

133ECONOMIC OUTLOOK FOR SOUTHEAST ASIA, CHINA AND INDIA 2022: FINANCING SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY FROM COVID-19 © OECD 2022

Meanwhile, and although they acknowledge that external conditions are changing, 

monetary authorities in the region need to strike a fine balancing act between maintaining 

an accommodative stance long enough for sectors across the real economy to recover fully 

and achieving sufficient stability. 

Inflation rates seem not to be tracking the paths seen in prior crises

The headline inflation trend is pointing upwards in some Emerging Asian economies, and 

this does not augur well for economic prospects and social stability in the region. Although still 

fairly modest, the prevailing rates of price increases in Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand 

as of October 2021 are already higher than their respective 10-year monthly averages. This 

has been causing concerns, against the backdrop of an already uneasy economic recovery. 

However, if benchmarked against the price movements during the global financial crisis (GFC) 

and the Asian financial crisis (AFC), the prevailing rates of increase in consumer price indices 

in the region have, thus far, arguably been more benign. Additionally, and as noted above, the 

inflation path during the COVID-19 pandemic does not seem entirely analogous to those of 

the two financial crises episodes – or at least not yet (Figure 2.5). 

Figure 2.5. Headline inflation in selected Emerging Asian economies during the AFC, GFC, 
and COVID-19 (%)
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As can be observed in Figure 2.5, the curves of the inflation path during the AFC and 

the GFC appear to match closely in the cases of a number of Southeast Asian economies, 

notwithstanding differences of magnitudes. In both periods, inflation remained subdued at 

the start of the cycle, before gaining significant momentum that lasted somewhere between 

two and six quarters during the AFC, and one and four quarters during the GFC.

By way of comparison, the emergence of COVID-19 two years ago saw inflation in 

Thailand dip into negative territory for close to a year, suggesting a sharper impact of the 

https://doi.org/10.1787/888934304533
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pullback in aggregate demand – stimulus measures notwithstanding. In recent months, 

the rates in the country have appeared to be on the rise, but the pace has been relatively 

moderate compared to the previous two financial crises, even with very low bases (following 

the deflation that occurred in 2020). While inflation has remained subdued in Indonesia, the 

current inflation rate in the Philippines is flatter.

One possible explanation for the difference in trends is that the COVID-19 cycle is still 

unfinished, making it difficult to assess how the current situation stacks up against the 

timelines of the AFC and GFC. Unlike the AFC and GFC, the pandemic also has multiple peaks in 

terms of economic impact, and has affected economies more broadly (not just on the financial 

front) than previous financial calamities. In late-2021 and the beginning of 2022, the spread of  

the Omicron variant has led countries to impose new rounds of lockdowns and border 

restrictions. These can have profound implications on consumption and the investment 

decisions of firms and households, which in turn underpin inflation patterns.

A sustained rise in global prices for food and fuel could alter the course of inflation

Concern about inflation risks is partly anchored in developments in global markets. 

For instance, Forbes (2019) underlines the impact of global factors through integrated global 

supply chains. In particular, the focus is on food and fuel prices. Notably, food accounts for 

the largest weight in the consumer price index (CPI) for many economies, including those in 

Emerging Asia. Fuel, which appears in the CPI under the rubrics of utilities or electricity, gas, 

and other fuels, also accounts for a modest share of the baskets that are used to calculate the 

CPI. Moreover, apart from their direct impact on headline inflation, food and fuel also have 

indirect effects, as their prices tend to affect the cost of other goods and services. These are 

also referred to as second round effects. Furthermore, food and fuel inflation are felt more 

strongly by households in lower income brackets.

Figure 2.6. Changes in global commodity prices, year-on-year (%)
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Having lost substantial ground in 2020, global fuel prices soared to multi-year highs in 

2021, on the back of sharp supply cuts by the oil-producing countries, and the anticipation 

of a recovery in demand, notably as restrictions began to ease before the Omicron variant 

instigated a fresh round of restrictions (Figure 2.6). Likewise, food prices have been picking 

up some steam. The global food price index increased by an average of 29% per month 

year-on-year between January and October 2021, compared to an average of 1.7% posted 

for the whole of 2020. Driven by the rise in the global cost of inputs such as energy, feeds 

and fertilisers (FAO, 2021a), the 12-month moving average of the IMF food price index in 

October 2021 stood at its highest level since November 2011. The same story is conveyed by 

the 12-month moving average food price index of the Food and Agriculture Organization 

of the United Nations (FAO), whose reading in November 2021 is already close to the peak 

that it reached ten years ago.

Figure 2.7. Food-price inflation for selected Emerging Asian countries,  
January 2016 to January 2022, 3-month moving average (%)
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In Emerging Asia, food prices were in general fairly contained as of the first half of 2021 

(Figure 2.7).3 Indeed, the bumper harvest of key staples in parts of the region (FAO, 2021b), 

particularly rice, has helped to shield domestic consumers from rising global food prices. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/888934304571
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Moreover, Asian countries’ relatively low dependence on imports of fertilisers (FAO, 2021a) 

may also have helped to temper food-price inflation. Governments have also maintained 

support measures in aid of their local economies, helping to protect local consumers and 

producers. Assistance mechanisms that were employed in the region in 2021 included 

stock releases from government reserves, the roll-out of food subsidies and other kinds of 

consumption and marketing support, adjustments in the minimum purchasing price via 

government procurement, and a calibration of trade rules.4 Nevertheless, the upward price 

pressure in global markets is likely to catch up with domestic prices if it is sustained. Indeed, 

the latest print for January 2022 points to rising food prices in India, Malaysia, Singapore 

and Thailand (Figure 2.7).

If unaddressed, supply chain disruptions will also contribute to upward pressure 
on prices

Disruptions to global supply chains, exacerbated by rising shipping costs, could also 

underpin faster inflation. As such, it is critical for economies and key stakeholders to 

persevere in co-ordinating the adjustments that they make in order to respond to supply-

chain bottlenecks. They should also work continuously to improve basic infrastructure and 

connectivity, as well as improving procedural systems. Moreover, keeping domestic supply 

chains fluid is just as crucial in containing inflationary pressure, and in averting large-scale 

wastage of perishable goods.

Shortages in equipment and containers, together with port congestion and shipping 

delays, remain a problem globally (Cook, 2021; Kamali and Wang, 2021; UNCTAD, 2021), and 

have continued to hamper the global supply chain, even as the profits of the leading container 

carriers increased considerably in 2021 (Global Maritime Hub, 2021). Consequently, it is noted 

that “unreliable schedules, and port congestion have led to a surge in surcharges and fees, 

including demurrage and detention fees”, which consequently have shone a spotlight on 

uncompetitive business practices, leading to calls for regulators to intervene, and to apply 

closer oversight (UNCTAD, 2021).

As per data from Drewry Supply Chain Advisors (2022), the cost of shipping declined 

somewhat from September to December 2021, yet it remains elevated. Indeed, the current 

world container price index is about five times higher than it was in December 2019. Notably, 

UNCTAD (2021) estimates that global import prices and consumer prices will respectively 

be about 10.6% and 1.5% higher by December 2023 (assuming the rates in August 2021 are 

sustained), than they would have been in a scenario without the freight-rate surge. These 

developments are discussed in greater detail below in the sub-section dedicated to supply 

chain disruptions.

In light of these difficulties faced by the international traders, UNCTAD (2021) 

underscores the importance of appropriate infrastructure and efficient processing systems. 

Some Asian economies are well regarded in this respect, and this may have helped to mute 

inflation spillovers to the region. Furthermore, UNCTAD (2021) argues that, because they have 

“the latest port technologies and infrastructure and can accommodate the largest container 

vessels”, economies like Japan, Chinese Taipei, and Hong Kong, China managed to ensure 

faster turnarounds at a time when many major ports faced some difficulties, even while 

attracting a high number of port calls.
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It is also important not to overlook the persistent threat COVID-19 may yet pose to 

domestic supply chains. Indeed, this domestic aspect is an area of policy that is relatively 

under-studied compared to the global supply chain. As evidenced by experience at the peak 

of restrictions on movement in response to COVID-19, transporting and distributing goods 

to various parts of a country became very challenging, especially in an archipelago like the 

Philippines, or in a large country like India. This led to higher prices, at least temporarily, 

as well as to substantial waste, especially when the goods involved were perishable, as was 

the case with agricultural products.5 

One notable difficulty with inflation driven by the supply side – which can be due, 

among other factors, to supply-chain disruptions, supply cuts in the global oil market, and 

weather-induced reduction in food supply – is that it renders the monetary-policy tools 

that are designed to influence the demand side significantly less effective. As supply-side 

constraints have become more acute, and as hinted by the US Federal Reserve in a conference 

in October 2021, the risks are “clearly now to longer and more-persistent bottlenecks, and thus 

to higher inflation” (Ioanes, 2021). In addition, Reading (2021) also notes the potential for cost-

push inflation to feed back into unemployment. Among non-monetary measures employed to 

temper supply-side pressures, fiscal solutions such as subsidies and tax reduction are typically 

used. However, given the impact of the pandemic on governments’ coffers, such policies will 

now be more challenging to roll out and sustain than they were in previous years.

A reversal in monetary-policy stance in advanced economies poses another risk 
to recovery in Emerging Asia

As already noted, the inflation path in advanced economies and its possible implications 

for international capital flows is also a source of apprehension. As shown in Figure 2.8, the 

headline inflation rates in the euro area, the United Kingdom and the United States have 

risen sharply to multi-year highs since the start of 2021 in an almost synchronous fashion.6 

The possibility of inflation overshooting expectations, which was observed during previous 

financial crises, also cannot be discounted over the coming quarters.

In turn, these developments have jump-started discussions on a tightening of monetary 

conditions, including rises in policy rates (Adrian and Gopinath, 2021). Looking ahead, 

the degree to which the major central banks provide clear signals about policy, and the 

receptiveness of the market to their communications, will therefore be critical for managing 

the impact of interest-rate changes on capital flows. Sharp swings in capital flows as seen 

in 2013 during the so-called taper tantrum, could disrupt the recovery in emerging markets, 

by inducing exchange rate volatility and contributing to inflation-push factors.

To avert a scenario similar to the taper tantrum, the US Federal Reserve conveyed its intent 

as early as July 2021 to cut back its asset purchases before the end of 2021 (Federal Reserve 

Bank of St. Louis, 2021). In line with this pronouncement, the US Federal Reserve did indeed 

lower its target amount for the purchase of US Treasuries to USD 70 billion for the monthly 

period from 15 November to 13 December, from USD 80 billion previously.7 In comparison, 

the European Central Bank (ECB), following its monetary policy decision in October 2021, 

kept its net asset purchase target of EUR 20 billion under the Asset Purchase Programme, and 

maintained its key policy rates (ECB, 2021). The ECB’s view on inflation, however, has changed, 
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with the bank noting at its February 2022 meeting that the “current phase of higher inflation 

will last longer than originally expected, but to decline in the course of this year” (ECB, 2022).

Figure 2.8. Headline inflation in selected ASEAN countries, the euro area,  
the United Kingdom and the United States, January 2008 to January 2022
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12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934303830

The marked depreciation of regional currencies such as the Lao kip, Myanmar kyat, and 

Thai baht against the US dollar since the start of year, due to COVID-19 and other domestic 

factors, do not bode well for these economies’ resilience against potential capital-flow volatility 

when monetary support in advanced economies ends up being scaled back considerably. By the 

end of November 2021, the Lao kip, Myanmar kyat, and Thai baht respectively had depreciated 

by 34%, 17%, and 12% against the US dollar in the year to that date.8

Moving forward, responding to the stronger tapering actions from advanced economies 

at a time when the economic recovery is fragile will require a delicate balancing act for 

many developing economies, even if these actions are communicated well to the market. 

In Emerging Asia, for instance, it will herald a choice between, on the one hand, running 

the risk of capital flight as interest-rate differentials narrow, and, on the other hand, of 

increasing the interest rate burden when the debt load is still being managed carefully in 

both the public and private sectors. 

In essence, such circumstances will require deft calibration of monetary-policy levers in 

order to contain the risks of inflation and capital flight, without unintentionally increasing 

risks to financial stability, such as making debt repayment more difficult as interest rates rise, 

and also without harming the recovery of the real economy. In addition, fiscal policy could 

complement monetary policy in addressing these challenges, by subsidising households 

and viable firms.

https://doi.org/10.1787/888934303830
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This also calls for an appropriate mix of macroprudential policies in order to manage 

credit flow in the system (see Chapter 4 for further discussion). Along this train of thought, it 

is worth noting that Shin (2019) observes that, in a sample of Asian economies, “contractionary 

macroprudential policy has significant negative effects on credit and output; and that these 

effects are qualitatively similar to those of monetary policy, which suggests that policy 

authorities may experience potential policy conflicts when credit conditions are excessive 

and the economy is in recession”. The sample used in the study includes Indonesia, Malaysia, 

the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, China and India.

Incidentally, and despite signals from advanced economies that tighter monetary policy 

is on the cards, the prevailing policy rates in a number of Emerging Asian economies currently 

remain at historic lows.9 Against this backdrop, the differentials in benchmark bond yields 

between the US and Emerging Asia have, as expected, narrowed on the short-tenor bonds, 

albeit they have remained relatively stable on the longer tenors. For one-year benchmark 

bond yields, the mean spread stood at about 2.1% by the end of November 2021, or roughly 

110 basis points lower than the mean spread by the end of 2019. For 10-year benchmark 

bond yields, the mean spread is 2.3% by end-November 2021, or about 10 basis points higher 

than the mean spread by the end of 2019.10

Emerging Asia’s central banks are inclined to stay accommodative in the near term 
to support growth, even as global conditions seem to have inflected

Monetary authorities in the countries of Emerging Asia recognise the risks that current 

economic conditions pose. Nonetheless, and as of early 2022, recent public statements on 

monetary policy indicate that a number of the central banks in the region intend to remain 

accommodative. Their aim in so doing is to aid the real economy, particularly the labour 

market, in finding its footing. Policy views are generally anchored on the expectation that 

domestic inflation trends will stay stable or stabilise within the target bands in the near term.

In its monetary decision in January 2022, Bank Indonesia said that it expects inflation 

in 2022 to fall within its target range (Bank Indonesia, 2022). The central bank of the 

Philippines also conveyed a message following its meeting in December 2021 that inflation 

in the country is set to remain within the inflation target band of 2%-4% during the 2022-23 

horizon (BSP, 2021). 

Similarly, Malaysia’s central bank said in its monetary policy statement in January 2022 

that average headline inflation is likely to remain moderate in 2022 as the base effect from 

fuel inflation dissipates (Bank Negara Malaysia, 2022). Along the same lines, the central bank 

of Thailand, as per the decision of its monetary policy committee in February 2022, noted 

that headline inflation in 2022 would be higher than previously assessed and could exceed 

the target range in the early part of the year, but the average inflation rate for the full year 

2022 would remain within the target range (Bank of Thailand, 2022). 

The central bank of India took a similar stance on domestic inflation in the country, 

following its monetary policy committee meeting in February 2022. It posited that headline 

inflation is anticipated to peak in the final quarter of the fiscal year 2021-22 within the 

tolerance band and then moderate closer to target in the second half of the fiscal year 2022-23  

(Reserve Bank of India, 2022).
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Vulnerable households are likely to feel the inflation pinch, as labour markets continue 
to adjust and housing becomes less affordable

Anchoring inflation well is critical at a time when labour markets are still reeling 

from the impact of the pandemic. This impact has included income losses, a fall in work 

hours for those in employment, and a fall in labour income in 2020, before income-support 

measures (ILO, 2021). The ILO (2021) report notes that workers in the Americas are estimated 

to have lost 10.3% of labour income while in Asia and the Pacific, the labour income losses 

amount to about 6.6%. The job destruction has also been found to have disproportionately 

affected low-paid and low‑skilled jobs. Furthermore, data published in 2021 indicate that the 

picture for wages and earnings in the region remains grim (Elder and Huynh, 2021; General 

Statistics Office, 2021).11 Although wage pressures appear to be currently low in Emerging 

Asia, policy makers need to remain mindful of the interactions between wage developments 

and inflation (Box 2.3). 

Box 2.3. Wage developments could also contribute to the pick-up in inflation

Although wage pressure appears to be currently low in Emerging Asian countries, policy 
makers need to remain mindful of the interactions between wage developments and 
inflation. The source of the shock will have important implications for the transmission of 
wage developments to prices. In some Emerging Asian countries, large numbers of workers 
left the labour force at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, partly reflecting a shift into 
the informal sector (ADB, 2021a). The decline in labour force participation rates may not 
reverse as completely or as rapidly as anticipated. A negative supply shock in the labour 
market may lead to more persistent upward pressure on wages, which could eventually feed 
through to consumer prices. The economic literature agrees that labour shortages that arise 
from a decline in workers’ willingness to work would lower the job filling rate and would 
trigger wage growth (Crump et al., 2022). On the other hand, the impact of higher wages on 
prices could therefore be partially offset by decreasing profit margins or by weak bargaining 
power on workers’ side (Lombardi, Riggi and Viviano, 2020).

Several Emerging Asian countries have been confronted with labour-supply challenges, 
which started in the second half of 2021 and have continued into the first quarter of 2022.  
Viet  Nam,  for example, has struggled with labour shortages in recent months, as the 
pandemic-related restrictions have led many workers to relocate to the countryside.  
A shortage of more than 100 000 workers has been reported in Ho Chi Minh City alone 
(Hoang, 2021). Acute labour shortages have also been reported in Malaysia’s palm oil 
sector (Chu, 2021), as well as in Thailand’s labour-intensive food processing industry 
(Phoonphongphiphat, 2021). In another example, stronger wage cost pressures due to 
labour shortages in Singapore were one of the key drivers causing food services inflation 
to increase to 1.5% in annual terms in the third quarter of 2021 (MAS, 2021). 

On the demand side, demand for resident and non-resident workers is anticipated to rise in 
2022, as Emerging Asian economies gradually recover, putting upward pressure on wages. 
In particular, demand for labour is likely to continue to rise at a steady pace in sectors that 
posted strong performance during the pandemic, such as information and communication 
technology, health and social services, as well as financial and insurance services. In 
Singapore, for instance, employment and job vacancies in these sectors have both exceeded 
pre-pandemic levels, signalling a tightening of job market conditions (MAS, 2021). 
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Moreover, there is evidence of growing wage inequality in some countries in the region 

(Huynh, 2021). These observations indicate that the behaviour of nominal prices and real 

prices (e.g. real wages) tend to differ and could mean greater financial difficulties in future 

for workers who are at the bottom of the income ladder. There are, indeed, strong indications 

that pre-existing inequalities within countries are also being reinforced by the COVID-19 

crisis (Box 2.4). 

Box 2.4. The pandemic threatens to reinforce pre-existing inequalities

The COVID-19 pandemic is a global shock that hit Emerging Asian countries almost simultaneously in early 
2020. Since then, however, it has become increasingly clear that the health crisis is having very different 
impacts on different countries. Those countries that already exhibited low growth and limited fiscal space 
prior to the crisis have been more severely affected. Consequently, the pandemic threatens to exacerbate 
existing cross-country differences. Differences are not only appearing among Emerging Asian countries. 
Indeed, there are also strong indications that pre-existing inequalities within countries are also being 
reinforced by the crisis. 

Lower-income individuals, those with lower levels of education, and also the young, are the people who 
have been most affected by the economic fallout and inequality from COVID-19. Based on empirical data, 
some recent studies consider the social consequences of the pandemic at the individual level. The findings 
of these studies suggest that the lockdown measures had a particularly marked impact on sectors in which 
work under physical distancing rules became difficult or nearly impossible, like for instance sector related 
to hospitality and recreation services (Gaduena, Caboverde and Flaminiano, 2020). Data for the Philippines 
show that the percentage of employees working in the sectors most affected by restrictive measures, and 
where teleworking is not possible, is notably higher in lower income brackets as compared to higher ones. 
For example, only 2% of Filipino employees in the first income decile were able to telework, compared to 
32% in the highest income decile (Figure 2.9). 

Figure 2.9. Distribution of workers in jobs that are suitable for teleworking,  
by income decile in the Philippines, 2020 (%)
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The robustness of property prices in Emerging Asia, buoyed by rising input costs 

such as for base metals (PwC and the Urban Land Institute, 2021), is another point of 

concern, particularly from the perspective of those who are at the fringes of the economy. 

A study by Li et al (2021) shows that of the 24 cities in the Asia-Pacific region that it tracks, 

Box 2.4. The pandemic threatens to reinforce pre-existing inequalities (cont.)

Furthermore, there is also a correlation between the impact of lockdown measures and an individual’s level 
of education. In the Philippines, for example, sectors where teleworking was feasible during the crisis tend 
to have a higher proportion of employees with a university degree or higher (Figure 2.10). Employees with 
tertiary education or higher are also presumably less affected by short-time work schemes and income 
shortfalls than people with lower levels of formal education, given the relative likelihood that they would 
be able to continue working from home during the pandemic period.

Figure 2.10. Distribution of workers in jobs that are suitable for teleworking,  
by level of educational attainment in the Philippines, 2020
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The effects of lockdown measures can also be differentiated with respect to an individual’s age. For example, 
restrictions on mobility may exacerbate inequality for individuals who are still in school. For instance, the 
World Bank anticipates that the COVID-19 pandemic will leave more than 80% of 15-year-old students in 
Indonesia below the minimum level of reading proficiency, as defined by the OECD. The World Bank also 
estimates that learning losses during the pandemic will cost Indonesian students at least USD 253 billion 
in lifetime earnings (Afkar and Yarrow, 2021). The dispersion of learning outcomes that has been observed 
between people of greater and lesser economic prosperity is particularly problematic, because it could lead to 
lasting differences in the development of human capital, thus causing inequality to increase in the long term. 

Finally, the COVID-19 crisis has also revealed the existence of substantive health inequalities in Emerging 
Asia. Moreover, and as already discussed, there is a consensus that the pandemic has had a disproportionate 
impact on the most vulnerable populations. According to a joint OECD-WHO (2020) report, most countries 
in the Asia-Pacific region have high out-of-pocket expenditures for healthcare, which has led to unmet 
needs. As stated in the same report, moreover, Asia-Pacific also accounts for around 65% of the global slum 
population, which typically has limited access to healthcare services.

https://doi.org/10.1787/888934304609
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“18 have experienced positive price growth, with nine even growing at double digits since 

the beginning of COVID-19”. While this indicates rosy prospects for the sector, it will also 

fuel inflation, further tightening the budgets of households that are already experiencing 

economic difficulty and contending with lower real earnings. These developments are also 

likely to exacerbate the overall unaffordability of housing in the region, which has been a 

problem since long before the pandemic (Helble, 2019).

Supply chain disruptions continue to pose challenges

Supply chain disruptions have been a major feature of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and they continue to pose challenges to economic recovery in Emerging Asia. A key 

reason for bottlenecks is the imbalance between supply and demand, amid intermittent 

shuttering and re-opening of individual economies. For instance, China’s economy 

shuttered in the first half of 2020, while economies in the rest of the world continued to 

function unabated. The situation was reversed in the second quarter of 2020, when other 

major economies were brought to a halt, while China began to re-open. Consequently, 

demand surged in the second half of 2020, as consumption in China and other major 

economies was propelled by the fiscal and monetary support provided by governments 

to households and businesses. At the same time, supply has not been able to keep up 

with the revival in demand.

This imbalance between supply and demand has affected several key industries, 

including the global logistics sector and the production of raw materials and semiconductors. 

Throughout 2021, meanwhile, persistent localised pandemic-related restrictions, as well 

as labour-market shortages in several Emerging Asian countries, continued to add new 

bottlenecks. As a result, various disruptions emerged, affecting the smooth operation of 

global supply chains and weighing on economic growth in 2021. One of the major factors 

behind these bottlenecks is the rise in demand for semiconductors driven by structural 

changes triggered by the shift to remote work. The increase in commodity prices, in 

particular energy and metals, to above their pre-pandemic levels represents another 

triggering factor. Finally, logistical disruptions have emerged in the transport sector, and 

in container shipping in particular, with the sector struggling to cater for rising trade in 

merchandise as economies reopened.

Major manufacturers such as China, Malaysia, Japan, Korea and Chinese Taipei saw 

their semiconductor exports surge in the first half of 2021 (Figure 2.11, Panel A). In parallel, 

automotive producers lowered their semiconductor orders in 2020 on the back of faltering 

demand for cars during the pandemic. As producers re-directed production away from 

automotive to other sectors, the former was left with reduced access to semiconductors 

when demand for cars rebounded at the end of 2020 (Burkacky, Lingemann and Pototzky, 

2021). Furthermore, restrictions implemented by the US administration in 2018 and 2019 on 

exports of chip software and chip-manufacturing equipment have weakened chip production 

in China, thus weakening the supply of such products (ADB, 2021b). Meanwhile, measures 

to contain COVID-19 disrupted production in other major chip-manufacturing hubs, as well 

as in packaging sites such as Korea, Malaysia and Viet Nam. Due to imbalances between 

supply and demand, lead times lengthened considerably in 2021 for various electronic 

components. For instance, lead times for power management and microcontroller chips 

lengthened to a minimum of 24 weeks in April 2021, compared to four weeks in normal 

times (Figure 2.11, Panel B). 
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Figure 2.11. Exports of semiconductors from selected Asian economies,  
and minimum lead times for electronic components
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The rise in commodity prices also contributed to disruptions to supply chains. For 

example, iron ore prices surged through the summer of 2021 amid booming construction 

and industrial output in China. However, they subsequently fell sharply until November 2021, 

as the prospects for these sectors weakened, and started to rise again afterwards. Prices 

of other base metals, in particular aluminium and nickel, have continued to inch higher 

in recent months. This reflects their scarcity, but also their crucial role as inputs in the 

manufacturing of electronic products. Meanwhile, lower production in China has helped to 

push up aluminium prices in particular. China is a major producer of aluminium, but the 

country’s recently announced emission-cut targets have contributed to lower aluminium 

production since July 2021. Chinese authorities have committed themselves to reducing the 

country’s reliance on fossil fuels to below 20% by 2060, while pledging to strictly oversee 

investments in coal power, steel, electrolytic aluminium, cement, and petrochemicals (State 

Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2021). In addition, the rationing of electricity in key 

manufacturing areas in China has also aggravated global shortages of industrial inputs and 

final goods. These electricity shortages have been caused by a variety of factors, including 

high coal prices, unpredictable weather patterns, and goals for tackling climate change 

(Maersk, 2021). 

Finally, the brisk rebound in merchandise trade in the second half of 2020 and the first half 

of 2021 coincided with a shortage of shipping containers, as the spread of the Delta variant to 

many Southeast Asian countries exacerbated bottlenecks in the supply chain. On top of that, 

waiting times at ports increased due to high import volumes, containment measures at port 

facilities, and labour shortages, as containment measures affected the mobility of migrant 

https://doi.org/10.1787/888934303849
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workers. Events such as a container ship running aground in the Suez Canal in March 2021 

exacerbated the backlogs, while several ports in Emerging Asian countries experienced 

temporary disruptions due to abnormally high congestion rates (Box 2.5). 

Box 2.5. Several ports in Emerging Asia have experienced increases in congestion rates

Major shipping hubs in Emerging Asia, including Singapore and Port Klang, have experienced elevated levels 
of congestion as containers have piled up at ports in the region. Similar disruptions have occurred at the 
dual ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach in the United States, as well as at Jebel Ali, a major container hub 
in the Middle East (Table 2.8). Conversely, backlogs appeared as of early November 2021 to have eased at the 
ports of Laem Chabang, Busan and Rotterdam, among others.

Table 2.8. Congestion rates at selected ports in Emerging Asia and around the world, 
November 2021

Port Location
Total number 

of ships
Number 

of waiting ships
Number 

of ships in port
Congestion 

rate
Net 

change

Singapore Singapore 101 53 37 58.9% +22.2%

Port Klang Malaysia 38 15 19 44.1% +14.5%

Hong Kong/Shenzhen Hong Kong, China; Shenzhen, China 229 82 69 54.3% +10.4%

Jebel Ali United Arab Emirates 53 10 31 24.4% +7.7%

Savannah United States 34 26 5 83.9% +7.7%

Tanjung Priok Jakarta, Indonesia 39 12 11 52.2% +6.7%

Los Angeles/Long Beach United States 106 33 27 55.0% +1.6%

Qingdao China 39 4 15 21.1% -2.9%

Ningbo-Zhoushan Shanghai, China 271 73 89 45.1% -6.0%

Rotterdam Netherlands 47 3 22 12.0% -7.4%

Busan Korea 50 4 35 10.3% -7.7%

Laem Chabang Thailand 44 2 13 13.3% -9.4%

Note: Data as of 1 November 2021. The congestion rate is calculated as the number of anchored container ships that are waiting, 
divided by the sum of anchored container ships and container ships in port. Net change illustrates the congestion rate as of 
1 November 2021, minus the April-October 2021 median.

Source: Varley (2021).

Meanwhile, severe backlogs were recorded at the Yantian International Container Terminal, one of China’s 
busiest container ports. The disruptions came as the port imposed stringent disinfection and quarantine 
measures as of May 2021, when COVID-19 clusters were identified among its staff. In late May, Yantian port 
suspended the acceptance of export-laden container ships, leading to a severe backlog in the container yard, 
and to congestion outside the port, with more than 23 000 containers waiting to be exported (Reuters, 2021).

Increased congestion rates were also seen in several other ports in Emerging Asia. In Malaysia, Port Klang reported 
congestion rates 14.5% above normal in November 2021, while congestion rates at Tanjung Pelepas were 29.9% 
higher compared to normal times. Similarly, containers continued to pile up near Singapore. On 1 November 2021, 
the backlog was 22% above normal, with 53 container ships anchored off the coast of Singapore. In Indonesia, 
Jakarta’s container hub of Tanjung Pelepas reported congestion rates 6.7% above normal (Varley, 2021). 

Meanwhile, the ports corporation of Viet Nam suspended some operations at Ho Chi Minh’s largest 
international terminal, citing severe labour shortages triggered by pandemic containment measures. Indeed, 
the workforce of the Saigon Newport Corporation was reduced by half at Ho Chi Minh’s Cat Lai Terminal. The 
outbreak of COVID-19 led to a shortage of port officers and forklift truck drivers, as well as truck drivers. As 
a result, vessels were forced to wait on berth due to a lack of workers. The terminal stopped handling refer 
boxes and trans-shipments at the beginning of August 2021, while oversized and overloaded cargoes were 
also suspended around the same time (The Maritime Executive, 2021). 
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Developments affecting China’s trade with advanced economies further complicated 

the normal functioning of supply chains. For example, backlogs at the Ningbo and Shanghai 

ports, stemming first from COVID-19-related closures and then from Typhoon Chanthu, 

jeopardised the smooth movement of merchandise across major ports in China. As such, 

shipping containers had to be returned empty to China from various parts of the world 

in order to be available for additional exports (State Council Information Office, 2021). 

Furthermore, the reduction in passenger flights due to the COVID-19 pandemic reduced air 

cargo capacity, putting extra pressure on maritime transport. As a result, shipping transit 

times lengthened, and transport costs from China to ports in the United States and Europe 

skyrocketed. For example, freight rates on the route from Shanghai to Rotterdam were nearly 

five times higher in mid-November 2021 compared to the same period in 2020, while prices 

on the Shanghai to Genoa route almost quadrupled over the same period (Drewry Supply 

Chain Advisors, 2022). As of late-February 2022, the composite index was still 81% higher 

compared to the same period in 2021, while freight rates on the Shanghai to Los Angeles 

route were more than double their value at the same point a year earlier (Table 2.9). 

Table 2.9. Spot freight rates by major route for selected dates in October 
2021-February 2022

(USD per 40-foot container)

Route
28 October  

2021
4 November 

2021
11 November 

2021
24 February 

2022
Year-on-year 

change

Composite index 9 669 9 195 9 193 9 477 +81%

Shanghai to Rotterdam 14 062 13 798 13 801 13 625 +61%

Rotterdam to Shanghai 1 591 1 585 1 580 1 439 +1%

Shanghai to Genoa 13 123 12 693 12 438 12 759 +48%

Shanghai to Los Angeles 10 976 9 857 9 947 11 030 +151%

Los Angeles to Shanghai 1 302 1 288 1 303 1 247 +125%

Shanghai to New York 13 554 12 667 12 718 13 160 +99%

New York to Rotterdam 1 189 1 189 1 189 1 198 +59%

Rotterdam to New York 6 161 6 123 6 255 6 518 +179%

Note: Year-on-year percentage changes as of 24 February 2022.

Source: Drewry Supply Chain Advisors (2022).

In the coming months, supply-chain disruptions could reverberate through Emerging 

Asian economies and weaken output growth. Indeed, manufacturing sectors affected by severe 

shortages appear to have been reporting weaker output dynamics since May 2021. For instance, 

the total production output for integrated circuits declined substantially in Thailand, in June, 

and in Malaysia, in July (Figure 2.12). Other sectors that rely on electronic equipment, such as 

the production of passenger cars, also reported lower output. In Malaysia, for example, the 

production of passenger cars declined by nearly 17.8% in April 2021 compared to the previous 

month, and posted another sharp fall in May (down by 15.9% month-on-month). 

At the consumer level, shortages of certain products have triggered rationing and 

cost-push increases to prices, as discussed in the previous section. These shortages may 

be partially responsible for the recent spike in inflation for consumer durables in some 

countries in the region. Prices of oil, natural gas and commodities had already firmed up 

since the second half of 2020, while higher transport costs have added further to price 

pressures. Prices of household durable goods rose in November 2021 in some countries in 

Emerging Asia, most notably in India, Lao PDR, Malaysia and Singapore. Meanwhile, prices 
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of consumer goods in India, Lao PDR, Malaysia and Singapore edged 6.4%, 4.9% and 2.6% 

and 2.1% higher, respectively (Figure 2.13). In India, the most recent inflation print for this 

class of goods represents the highest reading since January 2019.

Figure 2.12. Total production output for integrated circuits in Malaysia and Thailand,  
March 2020 to November 2021

Month-on-month percentage change, three-month moving average
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from CEIC and national sources.
12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934304628

Figure 2.13. Prices of consumer durables in selected Emerging Asian economies,  
June to December 2021

Year-on-year percentage change
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As of early 2022, there were some signs that stresses in supply chains were easing to a 

certain extent, but the balance of risks is mostly tilted to the downside. The concern is that 

the Omicron variant of COVID-19 could delay further improvements to the situation. Indeed, 

additional supply-chain disruptions and slowdowns may occur in the near term, as cases 

of the fast-spreading Omicron variant are reported across production and shipping hubs 

in Asia. In particular, potential lockdowns, amidst China’s zero-COVID-19 strategy, in areas 

of the country that are home to concentrations of large production activities, could imply 

higher producer prices in the coming months. Furthermore, the war in Ukraine could add 

further upside pressure on oil and metal prices. On the other hand, the imbalance between 

supply and demand for semiconductors is likely to gradually ease in 2022, as pandemic-

related risks recede and investment in semiconductor facilities increases. 

Conclusion

A number of factors will determine the economic outlook in Emerging Asia as the 

COVID-19 pandemic continues to unfold. For a start, the emergence of new variants, like 

Omicron in recent months, increases the uncertainty surrounding the economic recovery. 

Against this backdrop, an acceleration of vaccination programmes, and effective health 

measures and exit strategies, are crucial areas for governments to focus on. Meanwhile, 

digital health tools also have the potential for further development, and can help authorities 

to mitigate damage from COVID-19. Furthermore, coping with inflation risks is also crucial. The 

headline inflation trend is pointing upwards in some Emerging Asian economies, clouding 

the outlook for economic growth and social stability in the region. Inflationary pressures 

are mostly the result of rising commodity prices on global markets, but supply chain 

bottlenecks have also contributed. Despite rising inflationary pressures, monetary policy 

remained accommodative in response to still fragile recoveries and uncertain prospects for 

the labour market. In addition, fiscal policy could also play an important role in overcoming 

the challenges related to higher inflation, by subsidising households and viable firms. This 

is all the more important, as the health crisis threatens to aggravate existing inequalities 

within countries in the region.

Disruptions to supply chains have, as discussed above, been a major feature of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. These disruptions have the effect of weakening the momentum 

of economic recovery in Emerging Asian countries. Moreover, additional supply-chain 

disruptions and slowdowns may occur in the near term, as cases of the fast-spreading 

Omicron variant are reported across production and shipping hubs in Asia. 

Notes
1.	 The general stages of the development cycle of a vaccine are: exploratory stage, pre-clinical stage, 

clinical development (three-phase trial processes), regulatory review and approval, manufacturing, 
and quality control.

2.	 The terms “telemedicine” and “telehealth” are often used interchangeably, as the distinctions between 
them are not entirely clear. However, the United States Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 
does offer a definition of these terms (FCC, n.d.). According to the FCC’s definition, telemedicine is 
“using telecommunications technologies to support the delivery of all kinds of medical, diagnostic 
and treatment-related services usually by doctors”. The FCC definition goes on to say that “this 
includes conducting diagnostic tests, closely monitoring a patient’s progress after treatment or 
therapy and facilitating access to specialists that are not located in the same place as the patient”. 
Meanwhile, the FCC states that while telehealth is “similar to telemedicine”, it “includes a wider 
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variety of remote healthcare services beyond the doctor-patient relationship”. Moreover, “it often 
involves services provided by nurses, pharmacists or social workers, for example, who help with 
patient health education, social support and medication adherence, and troubleshooting health 
issues for patients and their caregivers”. For the purposes of this report, both terms will refer to 
patient-facing activities, unless otherwise noted.

3.	M yanmar is an exception. The country’s situation in terms of national security and the state of the 
economy, compounded by COVID-19, is resulting in food shortages and substantially higher food 
prices locally, according to the FAO (2021b).

4.	 For more detailed information, please refer to FAO (2021a), and to the FAO Commodity Policy 
Developments database.

5.	I n India, Cariappa et al. (2021) demonstrated that the pandemic-induced lockdown restricted 
access to food markets, and that the majority of consumers experienced a price increase across 
COVID zones. The circumstances led to food loss along the supply chain and to waste on the side 
of the consumers, who stockpiled perishable goods, with the lack of storage facilities. The authors 
also posited that prices post-lockdown rose immediately, notably for chickpeas, mung beans, and 
tomatoes. In addition, Ochave (2020) provides ground-level evidence of farm-produce wastage in 
the Philippines. Meanwhile, Alam and Khatun (2021) also note that, in Bangladesh, “lockdown has 
impeded vegetable farmers’ access to markets, thus limiting their productive and sales capacities”.

6.	 Bernanke (2010) attributes the phenomenon of higher-than-anticipated inflation (i.e. inflation 
overshooting) after a recession to the increased anchoring of expectations by a credible monetary 
policy. Daly and Hobijn (2014) emphasise the increased downward wage rigidities in a recession, 
which bend the wage Phillips curve. Following the results of their simulation of the US economy, the 
authors argue that (i) “during recessions the rigidities become more binding and the labour market 
adjustment disproportionately happens through the unemployment margin rather than through 
wages;” (ii) “downward nominal wage rigidities cause recessions to result in substantial pent up 
wage deflation, [which] leads to a simultaneous deceleration of wage inflation and a decline in the 
unemployment rate during the ensuing recovery period”; and (iii) “this bending of the Phillips curve 
is especially pronounced in a low inflationary environment.” Meanwhile, Christiano, Eichenbaum and 
Trabandt (2015) explain the “missing disinflation” by a fall in total factor productivity and increased 
costs of working capital.

7.	 For the data, refer to Treasury Securities Operational Details, https://www.newyorkfed.org/markets/
domestic-market-operations/monetary-policy-implementation/treasury-securities/treasury-securities-​
operational-details#monthly-details.

8.	 The calculations are based on the daily data obtained from Fusion Media Ltd, https://www.investing.
com/ (accessed 6 December 2021).

9.	 The current repo rate in India of 4% is the lowest in over two decades. The seven-day reverse repo rate 
of 3.5% set by Indonesia’s central bank is at its lowest since data were first made public in June 2015. 
In Malaysia, meanwhile, the central bank’s overnight policy rate of 1.75% is at its lowest point since 
it was first released in April 2004. The same can be said of the overnight reverse repurchase rate in 
the Philippines (2%), and the one-day bilateral repurchase rate in Thailand (0.5%), which were first 
published in June 2016, and May 2000 respectively, based on the current definitions. If extended 
backwards by adjusting roughly for series breaks, the current policy rate in the Philippines is going 
to be the lowest since the mid-1980s, when it was first released.

10.	 The calculations are based on the daily data obtained from Fusion Media Ltd, https://www.investing.
com/ (accessed 6 December 2021). In this case, Emerging Asia is composed of China, India, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Viet Nam. The data are as of 30 November 2021 
except for the 1-year benchmark bond yield series for Thailand, which is updated only until 
18 November 2021.

11.	C omparable wage data for 2021 are not readily available yet, especially for many developing 
economies. Caution should also be exercised in interpreting average economy-wide wages in 2021, 
even for countries for which data are available. This is because the profile of the workers covered 
by surveys could have changed substantially, with millions of low-earning workers eased out of 
the labour market, resulting in a higher proportion of high-earning workers in the data (Rouse and 
Gimbel, 2021).

https://www.newyorkfed.org/markets/domestic-market-operations/monetary-policy-implementation/treasury-securities/treasury-securities-operational-details#monthly-details
https://www.newyorkfed.org/markets/domestic-market-operations/monetary-policy-implementation/treasury-securities/treasury-securities-operational-details#monthly-details
https://www.newyorkfed.org/markets/domestic-market-operations/monetary-policy-implementation/treasury-securities/treasury-securities-operational-details#monthly-details
https://www.investing.com/
https://www.investing.com/
https://www.investing.com/
https://www.investing.com/
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