
SUNWAY CITY, 13 September 2021: Contrary to popular belief, many countries that ranked very 

high in the Global Health Security (GHS) Index on public health preparedness had much higher 

COVID-19 death rates than countries that had ranked very low in the Index. 

Professor Dato’ Dr. Woo Wing Thye convened a panel of distinguished scientists at the symposium 

entitled “Beyond Covid-19: Fighting Infectious Diseases” to bring a deeper and more scientific 

understanding of infectious diseases like COVID-19 to the public, and facilitate experts in the field to 

deliberate the frontier knowledge on COVID-19 and other infectious disease. This symposium was 

jointly hosted by Asian Strategy & Leadership Incorporated (ASLI), as well as Jeffrey Sachs Center on 

Sustainable Development (JSC) and Jeffrey Cheah Institute on South East Asia (JCI) of Sunway 

University. The symposium attracted an online audience of over 300 people. 

Datuk Dr Hishamshah Mohd Ibrahim, Deputy Director General, Ministry of Health Malaysia 

informed the audience of the symposium today that over 600 COVID-19 related research projects 

were conducted in Malaysia since March 2020.  

Research questions included best treatment for severe COVID-19 patients, harnessing digital 

technologies for COVID-19 health system responses, safety and efficacy of COVID-19 vaccines and 

empowering the community to manage COVID-19 cases.  

A study on Ivermectin treatment efficacy in COVID-19 high-risk patients is also underway. 

Recruitment is expected to be completed by the end of this month.  

Among two broad categories of control strategies for COVID-19, the first is elimination or 

containment, and the second is mitigation or suppression, China chose the elimination or 

containment strategy at the very beginning. According to Professor Dr Wu Zunyou, Chief 

Epidemiologist, Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention, the containment strategy 

contributed strongly to China’s success in combating COVID-19. 

To control outbreaks rapidly, China pursued four ‘earlies’ (detection, reporting, isolation, treatment 

and care), contact tracing, Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) testing, and free treatment for all. Wu 

also highlighted the effectiveness of localised containment responses, which allowed for effective 

resolution of outbreaks at the local level, without disrupting the normal lives of the larger 

population.  

Wu highlighted that China’s elimination strategy is estimated to have prevented 40 million COVID-19 

cases and 840,000 COVID-19 deaths. “This is a huge contribution to the most important human right, 

which is to stay alive and be healthy. There are different levels of human rights, and freedom of 

movement comes after staying alive.” 

Professor Dr Sibrandes Poppema, President, Sunway University believes that there will be no herd 

immunity in the sense that no one would fall ill anymore.  

However, there will be herd immunity whereby people will have fewer symptoms and less serious 

disease. COVID-19 has become endemic.  

 “There is 38% likelihood of someone having to go through another COVID-19 like pandemic in their 

lifetimes,” Dato’ Professor Dr Adeeba Kamarulzaman, Professor of Infectious Diseases, Universiti 

Malaya told the audience of the Symposium.  

She added that countries need to approach pandemic preparation as a national security matter. The 

frontlines of the healthcare system need to be strengthened, for example, by increasing investment 

in telemedicine; surveillance system for human and animals also needs strengthening to better 

detect pandemics early; genomic technology needs to be utilised more extensively; wastewater 

testing needs to be deployed to predict appearance of newer pathogens.  



Similar to Prof. Wu’s emphasis, data is key in enabling targeted and quick pandemic response. 

“Strengthen the capabilities of our public health systems nerve centre, which is the Pusat Kesihatan 

Daerah, by equipping them with digital systems,” she said.  

When asked about taking politics out of science, she commented that it is difficult, especially in a 

pandemic situation. Following science alone is not enough. She rightly pointed out that “social 

science and politics are medicine on a large scale”. Political leadership and political will are needed 

to move science. Science informs, and political leadership enables policies based on scientific 

evidence to create positive impact for society.  

Professor Dr Abhi Veerakumarasivam, Dean School of Medical and Life Sciences, Sunway University 

echoed the view of Adeeba that infectious disease threatens national security and that it is 

important to bring data-driven global health to the forefront.  

He pointed out that there are many players in the Malaysian research, development and 

commercialisation ecosystem, which leads to overlapping roles of funding bodies and facilitators 

(and ministries). “There is a need for greater coordinating & streamlining to adequately facilitate 

R&D performers achieve national or global priorities.” 

“In Malaysia, most research is conducted by universities. Relative to other top innovative countries, 

the percentage of research in Malaysia conducted by industry for commercialization ready 

applications remains low at 8.6%.” 

Abhi also urged decolonising global health to upend power imbalance between Global North and 

Global South by granting greater research autonomy to the Global South, funding local organisations 

in the Global South and emancipating our own minds.  

Trust in all information sources is at a record low and societal leaders are not trusted to do what is 

right, according to the 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer. Scientists, who fare better in the trust score, 

should honour the public’s trust in them by upholding the principles of integrity and transparency in 

their work and guide governments and societies in effective public health risk management and 

compliance management.  

A full video recording of the event can be viewed on 

https://www.facebook.com/jeffreycheahinstitute/ 
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