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In this issue, we look at how Malaysia is edging closer 
to the endemic stage of the pandemic. Declaring 
COVID-19 endemic would mean the country and the 
rest of the world would learn to adapt and live with 
the virus without the need for harsh social and travel 
restrictions. Anticipating such a decision, Malaysia is 
already moving into a transitional phase and making 
efforts to rebuild its healthcare travel industry, an 
economic sector that was flourishing before the 
pandemic broke out.

Tan Sri Dr Noor Hisham Abdullah, Malaysia’s Director General of Health, 
told us that the country was confident it could make a successful transi-
tion thanks to its high vaccination rates, the arrival of new COVID-19 
antiviral medicines, and a sturdy national testing policy, but he stressed 
that a cautious approach was still needed as the novel coronavirus was 
still evolving.

As part of the transitional phase, Malaysia will open its borders to inter-
national travellers, an important move to revive healthcare travel. The 
government agency promoting the industry will also deploy a compre-
hensive strategic plan to attract back the millions of overseas patients 
who visited Malaysia pre-pandemic. In an interview with the CEO of the 
Malaysia Healthcare Travel Council, we delve into the details of that plan. 

We also sat down with Dr Leong Hoe Nam, a leading infectious disease 
specialist in Singapore, to gain insights into how the city-state is manag-
ing the current stage of the pandemic and what should be done in order 
to prevent future health crises of similar magnitude. This is a much-
needed discussion as COVID-19 is not the last pandemic we will face and 
there’s much we can do now to minimise the impact of future similar 
outbreaks on public health. 

Gabriele Bettinazzi
Editor
gabriele@ghapac.com
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Healthway Medical Group has grown to become a 
respected medical group in Singapore. With over 100 
clinics and medical centres, Healthway has a wide 
network of medical centres and clinics in the country. We 
offer comprehensive services including GP & family 
medicine clinics, health screening, adult specialists, baby 
& child specialists, dental services and allied healthcare 
services.services.
 
Healthway Medical Group puts patients first, and places 
them at the core of our healthcare ecosystem. We 
leverage innovation and technology for integrated health 
management that benefits our patients with convenient 
access to affordable, comprehensive, holistic treatments 
and preventive healthcare, from birth through all their life 
stages. By engaging and empowering our patients, we 
give them the autonomy they need over their health give them the autonomy they need over their health 
matters to help them optimise their health and well-being. 

Healthway Medical Group embraces technology with integrated smart 
healthcare systems to improve accessibility and patient care. The 
Healthway Medical App was launched in 2020, offering 
teleconsultation services for both family medicine and specialist clinics. 
Through the integration with our proprietary Clinic Management 
System, the App provides a fully digitised patient journey to 
complement our island-wide clinic network. Patients can enjoy safe 
and convenient access to teleconsultation across a broad spectrum of and convenient access to teleconsultation across a broad spectrum of 
healthcare services, ranging from primary care to specialist services 
like paediatrics, psychology and gastroenterology. 

Our core division, the primary healthcare division, is one of the largest 
private clinic networks in Singapore, comprising family medicine and 
dental services. We have over sixty (60) GP and Dental clinics across 
the island, that provide outpatient medical services to private patients 
as well as corporate clientele. The primary healthcare division also 
includes our Healthway Japanese Medical and Dental arm which 
consists of an experienced and dedicated team of Japanese personnel, 
providing a full range of services such as health screening, providing a full range of services such as health screening, 
vaccinations, and GP services to the Japanese community in Singapore. 

Our health screening centres complements our core division by 
providing a comprehensive range of health screening packages 
tailored to the individual who prioritises quality and convenience. 
Our medical professionals offer personalised recommendations 
and treatments to uncover key insights about an individual’s 
current health status and identify any future risks for early 
intervention. 
We offer an extensive range of medical check-ups at these We offer an extensive range of medical check-ups at these 
locations: 
•   Healthway Screening @ Downtown 
•   Healthway Screening @ Centrepoint 
 
Healthway Medical Group also offers a range of comprehensive Healthway Medical Group also offers a range of comprehensive 
specialist disciplines through the Nobel Medical, SBCC, and Island 
Orthopaedics brands. Our panel of medical specialist consultants, 
with advanced education, clinical training and experience in a 
specific area of medicine, aim to give our patients convenient 
access to specialised, comprehensive, holistic treatments and 
preventive healthcare.  

Our Beginnings In
1990 

www.healthwaymedical.com

CONTENTS
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rather than applying it directly to skin) to the affected area 

every 2–3 hours. 

Compression – Reduce swelling by wrapping the affected 

area with a medical-grade elastic bandage. Seek medical 

attention if unsure about the right technique.

Elevation – Keep the injured area above the level of your 

heart to reduce swelling and pain. For example, if you’ve 

sprained your ankle, prop it up on one or two pillows.

Q: Are there any cases when a doctor should be 
consulted? If yes, should they see an orthopaedist 

or a general practitioner? 

A: In certain scenarios, one should seek medical attention, 

be it from a general practitioner or an orthopaedist:

1. Inability to bear weight on a joint, e.g., the foot, ankle, or 

knee, may indicate a more severe injury, like a fracture.

2. Persistent pain despite RICE therapy and pain 

medications. Most strains and sprains get better within 

a week. So if pain persists beyond that, one should seek 

medical help.

3. Inability to move or bend a joint. This may suggest a 

more serious underlying problem, like a meniscus tear in 

the knee or a tendon rupture.

4. Significant swelling or deformity. This may be caused by 

an underlying fracture or dislocation. 

5. Recurring pain.

Q: How long does it take for patients to recover?

A: This depends on the severity of the strain or sprain. Most 

soft tissue musculoskeletal injuries (i.e., with no bony 

involvement) take anywhere from a few days to up to six weeks 

to heal. 

Q: When is additional treatment, like physiotherapy, 
recommended?

A: A specialist orthopaedic surgeon will typically first 

conduct a thorough clinical assessment, which may 

include imaging, such as x-rays and MRI scans. Depending 

on the final diagnosis, treatment can be conservative, e.g., 

medications, rest, physiotherapy, orthotics, or other therapy. 

If conservative treatment is insufficient, surgery can be 

performed via the “keyhole” minimally-invasive method or 

open method, depending on the condition to be treated. 

8 MARCH 2022 GlobalHealthAsiaPacific.com

You Ask, They Answer

Q: What’s the difference between sprains and strains 
and what are their telltale signs?

A: A strain occurs when a muscle or tendon becomes 

overstretched or torn. A sprain results from a ligament 

being overstretched or torn. Ligaments are tough fibrous 

tissues located around the joints, connecting bones to each 

other. 

Symptoms of a strain include swelling, muscle weakness, 

muscle cramps, bruising, and difficulties moving the affected 

area. 

A sprain, on the other hand, can cause limited movement 

around the joint, a ‘popping’ sound during the time of injury, 

pain, bruising, and swelling around the affected area. 

However, it may sometimes be difficult to distinguish 

between the two. Sometimes a strain can also happen with a 

sprain, adding to the ambiguity. 

Q: Can patients with strains or sprains treat them at 
home? If yes, what should they do?

A: Early treatment can be started at home with a simple 

protocol called R.I.C.E. 

Rest – Rest the affected area as much as possible. 

Ice – Apply a cold compress (wrap the ice pack with a towel 

Dr Koo Oon Thien Kevin
Dr Koo Oon Thien Kevin is an orthopaedic surgeon at Mount 
Elizabeth Hospital in Singapore.
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For hives in children, infections are often the cause of this 

“skin allergy”, though sometimes it can be caused by insect 

bites, drugs, or food as well.

Q: Should parents always consult a paediatrician 
when their children have a skin allergy or can they 

treat minor problems themselves?

A: Well, first of all, the need to see a doctor depends on 

how severe the condition is. Definitely when a child has 

a skin rash, one might not know whether it could be a sign of 

severe infection, so always seek medical attention to be safe. 

However, if this is something already diagnosed and recurring, 

especially if the parents are told by the child’s doctor what 

to do about it, go ahead and treat at home first and observe 

closely. The doctor might have prescribed oral antihistamine, 

some topical soothing moisturiser, or anti-inflammatory 

cream. Always remember to watch out if the child shows 

warning signs like fever, lethargy, widespread rashes, poor oral 

intake, or vomiting.

Q: What are the most effective treatments for 
common skin allergies like eczema, contact 

dermatitis, and hives?

A: Across the board, oral antihistamines are helpful in 

relieving the itch from allergic skin conditions, though 

not totally. 

Importantly, if there is a trigger or even triggers, these have 

to be avoided. Sometimes an allergy test can be done to try to 

confirm the suspicious allergens, for example a blood allergy 

test, a skin prick test, or a skin patch test. In a young child 

suspected of food allergy, a carefully documented food diary 

can be helpful in narrowing down the possible allergens. 

A good and suitable moisturiser is also vital in treating 

skin allergies as it will help sooth the skin and repair the 

skin barrier. This is especially true in eczema and contact 

dermatitis.

For faster and better improvement, a topical anti-

inflammatory cream is usually prescribed, which can be 

a steroidal or nonsteroidal cream, depending on the skin 

condition, age group, and location of the skin lesion.

 So the effective treatment of skin allergies is always a 

combination of the above steps.

Q: What are the most common skin allergies you see 
in children and what are their symptoms? 

A: The most common skin allergies I often encounter 

in the clinic are eczema, contact dermatitis, and hives. 

They often cause the skin to be very itchy and are disturbing 

to the child and the family. With a thorough medical history 

taking and careful physical examination, a doctor can usually 

differentiate these conditions and treat them accordingly. 

Photos of past rashes can be very helpful in the doctor’s 

diagnostic process.

Q: What are the major causes of skin allergies and 
what can parents do to prevent their children from 

getting them?

A: Skin allergies in children, such as contact dermatitis, are 

commonly caused by irritating compounds in cleansers 

or creams applied on their body. 

However, for eczema, the contributing factors can be 

multiple and complex. Basically, genetic factors can play a 

big role, while sometimes environmental allergens, like hot 

weather or house dust mites, can also trigger eczema. In very 

young children, occasionally food allergies can worsen eczema. 

Dr Heah Sheau Szu
Dr Heah Sheau Szu is a paediatric dermatologist at Sunway 
Medical Centre in Kuala Lumpur.
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Q: What are the treatment options for the disease 
and how effective are they at keeping it at bay?

A: Treatments include antibiotic prophylaxis (to avoid 

infections), aggressive treatment of infections with 

intravenous antibiotics or antifungal/antiviral remedies 

depending on the micro-organism isolated from blood 

cultures, and immunoglobulin replacement therapy (for 

those with primary antibody defects). Some may benefit 

from curative treatments, such as allogeneic bone marrow 

transplantation, depending on their PID gene defect. 

Immunoglobulin replacement therapy is a lifelong 

treatment and involves regular 3-4 weekly infusions of 

immunoglobulin G, a type of antibody. This is indicated for 

those with primary antibody defects where they have defective 

antibody production leading to no antibodies or cases where 

the antibodies that were produced malfunctioned.

Q: When is a stem cell transplant recommended, how 
does it work, and is it curative?

A: Stem cell transplant is recommended for some type 

of PID, such as severe combined immunodeficiency 

diseases (SCID). Data from a multicentre study in the United 

States showed that the best survival outcome for SCID patients 

undergoing transplant occurs when performed before the age 

of 3.5 months with no active infection upon transplantation. 

The procedure works by replacing the defective hematopoietic 

stem cells in SCID patients with normal and functioning stem 

cells from another matched donor. Hematopoietic stem cells 

are responsible for the body’s ability to manufacture blood 

cells. Stem cell transplants offer a greater chance of cure for 

SCID patients. Many PIDs are successfully cured by this type 

of hematopoietic stem cell transplantation (HSCT), with the 

survival rate having increased from 50 percent to 90 percent 

in the last 20 years. 

Q: How can parents avoid passing down the faulty 
gene to their offspring?

A: Because of the nature of the disease, it might be difficult 

to avoid passing down the faulty gene to one’s offspring. 

Depending on the type of genetic mutations, we can predict 

and detect them early at birth and do the necessary workup to 

confirm the diagnosis. This is crucial as early intervention and 

treatment can save lives.

10 MARCH 2022 GlobalHealthAsiaPacific.com

You Ask, They Answer

Dr Intan Juliana Abd. Hamid
Dr Intan Juliana Abd. Hamid is a Consultant Paediatrician 
and Clinical Immunologist (Institut Perubatan & Pergigian 
Termaju, Universiti Sains Malaysia) and an executive 
committee member of the Malaysian Paediatric Association.

Q: What are primary immunodeficiency diseases 
(PID) and which symptoms are associated with 

them?

A: PID are caused by hereditary defects involving genetic 

mutations that affect the immune system. They result in 

increased susceptibility to infections, changes in molecular 

control of immune processes (immune dysregulation), chronic 

systemic inflammation (autoinflammatory), uncontrolled 

production of white blood cells (lymphocytes), and/or 

lymphoma (blood related cancer).

Q: In which cases should babies or children get 
tested for primary immunodeficiency disease?

A: Those who have a family history of primary 

immunodeficiency diseases should get tested, as should 

those with clinical manifestations suggestive of PID, such 

as unusual infections or opportunistic infections, which 

tend to occur in people with weakened immune systems. 

Opportunistic infections, such as the fungus Pneumocystis 
jiroveci, may be a clue for PID. 

The Jeffrey Model Foundation has introduced 10 warning 

signs for parents and paediatricians to identify PID:

• four or more new ear infections within one year 

• two or more serious sinus infections within one year

• two or more months of oral antibiotic treatment with little 

effect

• two or more episodes of pneumonia within one year 

• failure to thrive

• recurrent, deep skin or organ abscesses

• persistent thrush in mouth or fungal infection on skin

• need for intravenous antibiotics to clear infections

• two or more deep-seated infections, including septicaemia 

or blood poisoning

• a family history of PID
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A: CPPS patients should avoid consumption of alcohol, 

spicy food, pepper, chilli, and coffee. They should also 

increase their intake of fruits, vegetables, and foods rich in 

natural fibres, such as dark bread, vegetables, and spinach.

Q: Are there any lifestyles or other ways to prevent 
or reduce the risk of having chronic pelvic pain?

A: Lifestyle modifications alone may not work but 

are important in combination with medications, 

physiotherapy, and psychological therapy in the treatment of 

men with CPPS.

These lifestyle changes include:

• Avoid having two ejaculations during the same day. 

• Avoid periods of sexual abstinence longer than four days. 

• Do not try to delay ejaculation in both intercourse and 

masturbation. 

• Avoid sports that can be traumatic for your prostate 

(bicycling, motorcycling, horse riding). 

• Instead, walk and practice relaxing sport activities 

(swimming, jogging, free exercises). 

• Avoid sedentary activities and sitting for long periods of 

time. Use a donut-shaped cushion if seated for prolonged 

periods or consider a standing desk. 

• Avoid wearing tight underpants or trousers. 

• Take hot baths or bidets which can relax and release pelvic 

muscle tension. 

Q: Could infertility be a side effect of chronic pelvic 
pain? 

A: Chronic pelvic pain syndrome can affect the number 

and quality of a man’s sperm, leading to reduced fertility. 

Thus, it’s important for men planning to start a family to see a 

urologist to quickly treat this.

Q: Do you have any advice for patients to improve 
their sexual health?

A: Avoid smoking as it can cause blockages to the blood 

vessels in your penis and result in erectile dysfunction.

Avoid excess alcohol consumption. As a depressant, alcohol 

can dampen mood, decrease sexual desire, and make it 

difficult for men to achieve or maintain their erections. 

Exercise regularly and maintain a healthy diet. This 

improves the health of the blood vessels and encourages good 

circulation and strong erections.

Manage anxiety and stress as they can interrupt how the 

brain sends messages to the penis when it needs extra blood 

flow to get an erection. 

Dr Lincoln Tan
Dr Lincoln Tan is director and consultant urologist at Tan 
Urology, Gleneagles Medical Centre, in Singapore.

Q: What’s chronic pelvic pain in men and what are 
the main symptoms?

A: Often called chronic prostatitis, male chronic pelvic pain 

syndrome (CPPS) can affect around 10 percent of men, 

most commonly those under 50.

The four main categories of symptoms in CPPS are pain, 

urination issues, sexual dysfunction, and other symptoms:

• The pain usually comes on suddenly and may be present 

on and off for months.  Most often located at the perineal 

(area between the scrotum and anus), it is often described 

as “like sitting on a tennis ball”. It can also occur in other 

regions such as the lower abdomen, penis, scrotum, 

rectum, and lower back. The intensity of pain can be quite 

severe and bothersome. 

• Urinary symptoms, such as frequent or urgent urination 

or slow urinary stream, are common. 

• Pain during or after ejaculation, erection issues, and 

poorer sex drive may also be present.

• Other symptoms include generalised muscle or joint aches 

and unexplained fatigue. 

Q: What are the available treatments? 

A: CPPS may be caused by bacterial infection, dysfunction 

of the pelvic muscles, or psychological issues, such as 

anxiety, stress, and depression. In an individual patient, one or 

more of these may be present.

As such, treatment may involve a combination of 

antibiotics, anti-inflammatory medication, muscle relaxants, 

pelvic floor physiotherapy, and psychological support.

Q: Should patients with the condition follow a 
specific diet?
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Holistic Health

Physical activity is one of the most powerful lifestyle 
choices we can make to improve our health, but in 

our work-obsessed societies many people find it hard 
to carve out time for this important activity.

On top of that, some mistaken notions around the 
pros and cons of exercise can further nudge people to 
skip it entirely.

For instance, people who have reached a good level 
of fitness may decide to quit working out because they 
believe the health gains already made will last forever. 
However, “a significant reduction or drop out can cause 
a marked loss of initial benefits, such as cardiovascular 
fitness and endurance. Consistency is the key,” Dr 
Julie Broderick, assistant professor in physiotherapy at 
Trinity College Dublin, wrote in The Conversation.

Another misconception is that exercise should 
last for 10 minutes or longer to be beneficial — 
an unsubstantiated notion that was previously 
recommended but subsequently discarded by the 2018 
Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans. This change 
led to the idea that even daily activities like house 
cleaning can contribute to well-being.   

“Try to do exercise ‘snacks’, for example three to five 
short (half a minute to two minutes) bouts of activity 
spread across the day, such as climbing a few flights of 
stairs at a high enough intensity to make you a bit out of 
breath,” wrote Dr Broderick.

This advice is also backed up by a New Zealand 
study that showed such exercise snacks can improve 
blood sugar control in people with insulin resistance 
when done before main meals. Insulin is a key hormone 
that regulates the amount of sugars in the blood while 
helping cells absorb them, but people who become 
resistant to it can see their blood sugars rise, putting 
them at risk of developing diabetes. 

In addition, old age and chronic conditions are not 
necessarily a good reason to avoid exercise, as some 
assume. 

For instance, regular physical activity has been 

Common 
misconceptions 
about exercise
Staying active, even a few minutes at a time, 
can benefit almost any medical condition, but 
gains can be lost over time without persistence

shown to benefit cancer survivors and people with 
osteoarthritis, hypertension, dementia, multiple 
sclerosis, and spinal cord injury. In particular, breast, 
colorectal, and prostate cancer survivors who exercise 
face a lower risk of dying from their malignancy, while 
people with knee and hip osteoarthritis experience 
decreased pain and improved physical function, 
according to the 2018 guidelines.

“Be as active as your condition allows, aiming for 
150 minutes a week of moderate activity if possible. 
If you have complex health needs, seek medical 
clearance from a doctor before you start a new exercise 
regime and get exercise advice from a physiotherapist 
or other exercise professional,” wrote Dr Broderick.

The guidelines also stress that it’s never too late to 
start exercising, with the elderly reaping many benefits 
as well. “Physically active older adults are less likely to 
experience falls, and if they do fall, they are less likely to 
be seriously injured. Physical activity can also preserve 
physical function and mobility, which may help maintain 
independence longer and delay the onset of major 
disability,” they say. 

Similarly, healthy pregnant women should also stay 
active because moderate-intensity physical activity is 
not only safe but also helps reduce the risk of excessive 
weight gain and gestational diabetes during pregnancy.

The 
guidelines 
also stress 
that it’s 
never too 
late to start 
exercising, 
with the 
elderly 
reaping 
many 
benefits as 
well. 
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Awide range of options are now available to make 
your teeth whiter, from over-the-counter products 

to in-chair treatments with a dentist, which leads many 
to wonder what’s the best way to get a better smile 
while keeping their mouth safe.

The easiest choice is to buy one of the many home 
remedies, which include toothpastes, whitening strips, 
and gels. Most of them use hydrogen peroxide, a 
bleaching chemical that breaks up the colour-causing 
substances on the teeth, thus lightening them. 

“Generally, bleaching is successful in at least 90 
percent of patients,” Dr Kimberly Wright, a dentist at 
Advance Dental Arts Center in the US, told Time. “But it 
may not be an option for everyone.”

These products work better with yellow, brown, or 
orange discolouration or teeth darkened by age or food, 
like coffee, she added. But they’re less effective against 
the gray discolouration typically related to smoking or 
the antibiotic tetracycline. 

Dr Anne Clemons, a dentist at the Cleveland Clinic in 
the US, recommends substances that stick to the teeth 
for some time. “What gives you a good outcome is how 
much contact time the peroxide has with the tooth,” she 
said on the clinic’s website. “Something like a gel or a 
strip that’s held on the tooth for a longer period of time 
will have better results than toothpaste or mouthwash.”

There’s no single recommendation for how often 
people can whiten their teeth as it depends on the type 
of product, but Dr Wright said at-home whitening kits 
can usually be used daily until people achieve results, 
while using them once or twice a month will help keep 
teeth white.

However, in some cases, repeated use of whitening 
agents can damage teeth. “Prolonged use of home 
whitening products may weaken the surface of the 
enamel, making it more vulnerable to acid damage 
or wear,” wrote Dr Alexander Holden, a dentist 
and a professor at the University of Sydney, in The 
Conversation.

Whatever at-home approach you choose, the first 
thing is to make sure your teeth are healthy. “If there’s 
an underlying cavity or gum disease and you put a 

bleaching solution on your teeth and gums, you’re more 
likely to have adverse effects,” said Dr Clemons.

Using these products could also be risky for those 
with loose or broken fillings. “The bleach can seep deep 
into the tooth and adversely affect the nerve,” Dr Wright 
explained to Time.

A more powerful but costlier alternative is the 
whitening treatment offered by a dentist, which includes 
both in-office and at-home approaches. Two examples 
are custom-made trays that are applied on the teeth 
with peroxide-containing gels, sometimes coupled with 
a special light that accelerates the bleaching process, 
and solutions of hydrogen peroxide in water.

“These products have higher concentrations of 
peroxide than over-the-counter products and thus work 
faster than at-home bleaching systems,” Dr Lauren 
Levi, clinical instructor of dentistry at the Icahn School 
of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told Time.

To help prevent discolouration, people can limit 
staining foods like coffee, tea, and wine, quit smoking, 
and brush and floss teeth twice a day. Seeing a dentist 
regularly to remove plaque and stains is also important.

What’s the best teeth 
whitening method? 
At-home remedies are convenient but also seek the advice of a dentist to ensure your teeth are 
healthy enough

“Prolonged 
use of home 
whitening 
products may 
weaken the 
surface of 
the enamel, 
making it more 
vulnerable to 
acid damage 
or wear.”

04 Holistic Health.indd   1504 Holistic Health.indd   15 29/3/2022   9:36 AM29/3/2022   9:36 AM



16 MARCH 2022 GlobalHealthAsiaPacific.com

Holistic Health

Yogurt is a creamy snack that comes with several 
health benefits.

For starters, it boosts the immune system by 
contributing to a strong microbiota, the host of gut 
microorgnanisms, like good bacteria, that helps fight 
diseases. These bacteria can regulate the digestive 
system while decreasing constipation and bloating. In 
addition, yogurt was shown effective in decreasing the 
incidence and duration of diarrhoea associated with 
antibiotic therapy, according to a US study.  

It’s also packed with proteins which are basic 
compounds involved in many body processes and 
the structural components of muscles. And its high 
calcium content makes bones and teeth strong, while 
contributing to blood clotting and wound healing.

Some research has shown that yogurt is linked 
to healthy blood pressure and cholesterol levels, in 
particular in people who stick to a generally healthy 
diet.

The powerful snack is also easy to digest because 
the production process breaks down key substances 
contained in milk, like lactose, into smaller parts, 
making them easier for the body to absorb. This 
is also good news for individuals with lactose 
intolerance because they can eat some yogurts without 
experiencing the usual discomfort associated with milk 
consumption, like bloating or gas.

But not all yogurts are created equal.
Sweetened ones, for instance, can have high 

sugar content, sometimes even beyond the daily 
recommended amount. And yogurts without sugars 
but full of artificial sweeteners are not healthy either, 
according to many experts.  

Your best bet may be to avoid flavoured yogurts. 
That’s the opinion of Julia Zumpano, a dietitian at the 
Cleveland Clinic in the US. “Plain, non-fat yogurt is 
best,” she said on the clinic’s website. “Both original 
and Greek-style are excellent sources of protein, 
calcium, and probiotics.”

While non-fat is the preference of many, other 
experts believe full-fat yogurts can also be beneficial, 
reflecting a basic scientific disagreement over the 
effects of saturated fats. “People often fear full-fat 
yogurt for its saturated fat content and risk for raising 

What’s the deal with yogurt?
Plain versions have lots of positives

LDL cholesterol levels,” explained Rahaf Al Bochi, 
registered dietitian and owner of Olive Tree Nutrition, to 
Huffpost. “However, research in this area is inconclusive 
and is evolving, with a body of evidence suggesting 
a protective effect of full-fat dairy on cardiovascular 
disease and diabetes risk.”

  Beyond fats, some experts consider Greek yogurt 
their preferred option because of its high protein 
content. “Skip the extra sugar calories found in most 
yogurts and pump up the protein by choosing Greek 
yogurt,” dietitian Judith Rodriguez told WebMD, adding 
that it has double the amount of proteins, “which is 
great for weight control because it keeps you feeling full 
longer.”

Produced by a straining process that eliminates 
most liquid components, Greek yogurt has a thicker 
texture, less lactose, meaning fewer carbs and sugars, 
and lower calcium compared to regular yogurt.

If plain unsweetened yogurts are not your cup of tea, 
pairing them with fruits or cereals will make them tastier 
while adding other important nutrients like vitamins and 
fibres.   

“Skip the 
extra sugar 
calories 
found 
in most 
yogurts and 
pump up 
the protein 
by choosing 
Greek 
yogurt” 
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Blood donation is a key component in the smooth 
working of any country’s healthcare system as it 

provides an essential lifeline for many patients who face 
serious medical problems.

“Blood donations are needed for accident victims; 
for planned and unplanned surgeries; and for those 
receiving ongoing treatment for leukemia, cancer, or 
sickle cell disease,” Tom Schwaninger, board member 
of the American Red Cross Los Angeles and senior 
executive adviser (digital) at L.A. Care Health Plan, told 
Health.

Women who experience complications during 
pregnancy, for instance, sometimes require 
transfusions. This is what happened to Natasha, a mum 
of three, during her C-section, when she lost about 18 
litres of blood and had to receive all the compatible 
blood products available at the hospital to survive, 
according to the UK National Health Service.

Transfusions can also be lifesaving for children with 
blood disorders like anaemia and thalassaemia, with 
some patients requiring them over the long term. 

Since donating blood can save many lives, regularly 
replenishing blood stocks is necessary because of the 
nature of blood products as well as the high demand.

“An ongoing flow of blood donations is crucial 
because blood is, in essence, a ‘perishable’ product — 
it can’t be manufactured or stockpiled for a long period 
of time,” said Dr Tran Minh-Ha Tran, clinical professor 
of pathology at the University of California, Irvine, 
School of Medicine and medical director at UCI Health 
Transfusion Medicine Service, to Health. “So while 
blood products have a limited shelf life, the demand for 
blood is constant.” 

But not everyone can donate. Donors should be 
healthy and free from infections that can be transmitted 
by blood, such as HIV or hepatitis. For this reason, 
they’re usually screened on their medical and travel 
history and given a brief examination that may include 
checking their pulse and blood pressure.

Donating blood is a safe procedure as it’s done with 
sterile needles and lasts only a few seconds. Donors 
will then rest for 10 to 15 minutes, take something to eat 

Why you should 
donate blood
The procedure is safe and you could be saving 
a life

and drink, and after that can continue with their normal 
routine. Healthy adults can typically donate regularly, at 
least twice a year, but the blood service will be able to 
tell what level of frequency is safe.  

Since donating blood is voluntary, blood services 
can sometimes experience a dearth of supplies, such 
as during the current pandemic which has exacerbated 
the problem in some areas and forced the American 
Red Cross to face a national blood crisis back in 
January.

“While some types of medical care can wait, others 
can’t,” said Dr Pampee Young, chief medical officer of 
the Red Cross, in a press release. “Hospitals are still 
seeing accident victims, cancer patients, those with 
blood disorders like sickle cell disease, and individuals 
who are seriously ill who all need blood transfusions to 
live even as Omicron cases surge across the country. 
We’re doing everything we can to increase blood 
donations to ensure every patient can receive medical 
treatments without delay, but we cannot do it without 
more donors.”

Transfusions 
can also be 
lifesaving 
for children 
with blood 
disorders like 
anaemia and 
thalassaemia, 
with some 
patients 
requiring them 
over the long 
term.
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Throughout human history, we have witnessed 
multiple outbreaks of infection, such as the plague, 
Spanish flu, SARS-CoV 2003 outbreak, Swine 

flu, and Ebola, to name just a few of the most deadly. 
However, nothing has been as bad as the current 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

There are two key features of COVID-19 that make 
it difficult to control — it is easy to spread and it carries 
a high mortality rate compared to other respiratory 
infections. Because of this, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
put the world in total chaos since the end 2019. Many 
have fallen sick, and countless lives have been claimed. 
Lockdowns and restrictions on social activities were 
imposed with the hope of controlling the spread of the 
disease. The consequences, which have created huge 
socioeconomic stress, have just been too much to bear. 

Since the emergence of this infection, various studies 
have sought to find a cure. Unfortunately, to date there 
is still no highly effective treatment. Anti-viral drugs and 
immune modulating drugs have shown some benefits 
but are not sufficient to stop the pandemic. Seriously ill 
patients can occupy intensive care units for up to weeks 
or months at a time, and many end up dying. Adding to 
that, it’s not uncommon for COVID-19 patients to suffer 
from long COVID complications that can burden health 
care systems further due to the need for long term 
treatment and follow-up. 

The good news is that COVID-19 vaccines were 
introduced near the end of 2020, approximately one 
year after the pandemic. Vaccine research showed 
there were insignificant short-term side effects from 
the various COVID-19 vaccines, although we still need 
further observation on any possible long-term side 
effects. In general, the clinicians believe that the benefits 
of COVID-19 vaccination outweigh the risks. 

The end of the pandemic is up to us
Dr Lem Li Khen says vaccination is the best way to put the health crisis behind us

As a result of the vaccines, we can now observe that 
the pandemic is slowing down. Hospitals and intensive 
care units (ICUs) are more relaxed with fewer patients, 
while schools, business centres, entertainment places, 
and sports activities are returning to normal. In short, the 
world is slowly getting back to its former state. 

Despite this progress, it’s not surprising that certain 
groups of people have doubts about the effectiveness 
of the vaccines. There are some who believe the 
phenomenon we are observing now is not the vaccine 
effect but rather the natural evolution of the virus 
to become less virulent, ending up with fewer very 
sick patients and less hospitalisations. But based on 
scientifice evidence, scientists and doctors strongly 
argue that the COVID-19 vaccines do play an important 
role in reducing the number and severity of the infection, 
subsequently helping to ease the overall situation. 

As the world’s most advanced species, we human 
beings should play our part to care for ourselves and 
people around us. Every pandemic will come to an end 
one day. The sooner it ends, the less damage it causes. 
Looking at the current situation, compliance with the 
COVID-19 vaccination programme in your country is the 
most important thing to do at the moment. We should all 
try our very best to end this pandemic sooner rather than 
later. 

SPONSORED FEATURE

Dr Lem Li Khen is a Consultant 
Respiratory Physician at Island 
Hospital in Malaysia.

The good 
news is that 
COVID-19 
vaccines were 
introduced 
near the end 
of 2020, 
approximately 
one year after 
the pandemic.
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Heart News

Sexual harassment could 
contribute to high blood  
pressure in women 
Screen it as a risk factor to improve female heart health, experts 
suggest 

Women who have suffered from sexual harassment or assault could 
be at increased risk for high blood pressure, a major risk factor for 

cardiovascular disease, compared to those who didn’t go through the 
traumatic experiences.

This is the conclusion of researchers at Harvard Medical School 
who scoured data from more than 30,000 women and found that those 
who reported sexual assault had an 11 percent higher risk of high blood 
pressure while those who experienced workplace sexual harassment 
saw a 15 percent surge. Women who went through both traumas had a 
21 percent increased risk.

“These results suggest that screening for a broader range of 
experiences of sexual violence in routine health care, including sexual 
harassment in the workplace, as well as verbal harassment or assault, 
and being aware of and treating potential cardiovascular health 
consequences may be beneficial for women’s long-term health,” Dr 
Rebecca B. Lawn, a research fellow in epidemiology at the Harvard 
T.H. Chan School of Public Health and one of the study authors, said 
in a press release. “Reducing sexual violence against women, which 
is important in its own right, may also provide a strategy for improving 
women’s lifetime cardiovascular health.”

She added that, though workplace sexual harassment and assault 
are common experiences for women, with 12 percent experiencing the 
former and 23 percent the latter, these are not currently considered risk 
factors for female heart disease.

Antibiotics do not alter 
risk of heart infection 
from dental work 
Avoiding unnecessary medications can 
mitigate antibiotic resistance

Researchers in Sweden have found no 
increase in a bacterial heart infection called 

endocarditis among at-risk people who underwent 
dental treatment after the country dropped its 
recommendation to give antibiotics to prevent the 
condition.

People with congenital heart disease and 
prosthetic heart valves are at higher risk of 
developing endocarditis, a life-threatening infection 
caused by bacteria entering the blood stream and 
travelling to the heart. Such patients used to receive 
the antibiotic amoxicillin before undergoing dental 
treatments like tooth extraction and tartar scraping, 
procedures that might lead to infections. 

But in 2012 Swedish health authorities stopped 
advising antibiotic use because there was no 
evidence to support its efficacy. Another aim was to 
reduce antibiotic resistance, a global public health 
problem where pathogens don’t respond to standard 
antibiotic therapies mostly due to repeated use.

After monitoring 76,000 high-risk individuals and 
almost 400,000 people at low risk for 10 years, the 
new study suggested the past decision was the right 
way to go. 

“We can only see small, statistically non-
significant variations in morbidity, nothing that 
indicates a rise in this infection in the risk group 
since 2012,” Dr Niko Vähäsarja, study author and 
doctoral student at the Department of Dental 
Medicine, Karolinska Institutet, said in a press 
release. “Our study therefore supports the change in 
recommendation. This is an internationally debated 
issue and Sweden and the UK are the only countries 
in Europe to restrict antibiotic use like this.”
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Heart News

Wrong cuff size can distort 
blood pressure readings 
A customised approach can avoid over or under 
treatment

Aone-size-fits-all inflatable bag to measure blood pressure 
might lead to significant measurement inaccuracies, 

according to preliminary research presented at the American 
Heart Association’s Epidemiology, Prevention, Lifestyle & 
Cardiometabolic Health Conference 2022.

“Accurate blood pressure measurement depends on proper 
patient preparation, positioning, measurement technique, and 
individualized selection of cuff size, which should be based on 
the measured mid-arm circumference,” Dr Tammy M. Brady, 
study author, vice chair for clinical research in pediatrics, 
associate professor of pediatrics in the division of pediatric 
nephrology and medical director of the Pediatric Hypertension 
Program at Johns Hopkins University, said in a press release.

After repeatedly measuring blood pressure with different 
cuffs in 165 adults, researchers found that those requiring a 
small cuff had “notably lower blood pressure readings” when 
using a regular inflatable bag, while people who needed a larger 
cuff saw “significantly higher readings.”

This led to 39 percent of people being misdiagnosed 
with high blood pressure while the condition was missed 
in 22 percent of the participants. The risks involve potential 
overtreatment for the first group and a false sense of 
reassurance for the second.

In addition to increasing the risk for heart disease, high 
blood pressure can contribute to stroke, kidney disease, visual 
loss, and death. In 2019, it was a primary or contributing factor 
in the death of more than half a million Americans.

AI programme spots 
hard-to-diagnose heart 
problems 
The technology can help prevent problems and 
improve treatment outcomes

Researchers in the US have developed an artificial 
intelligence (AI) system to distinguish two types 

of life-threatening heart conditions that often go 
undiagnosed, cardiac amyloidosis and hypertrophic 
cardiomyopathy. 

Cardiac amyloidosis is caused by the accumulation 
of the protein amyloid in the heart tissue and is often 
asymptomatic, while hypertrophic cardiomyopathy leads 
the heart muscle to stiffen and thicken. Both conditions 
prevent the heart from working normally and can appear 
similarly on an echocardiogram, the most used heart 
imaging method, or even look like normal tissue.

“These two heart conditions are challenging for even 
expert cardiologists to accurately identify, and so patients 
often go on for years to decades before receiving a 
correct diagnosis,” Dr David Ouyang, a cardiologist at the 
Smidt Heart Institute at Cedars-Sinai and senior author 
of the study, said in a press release. “Our AI algorithm 
can pinpoint disease patterns that can’t be seen by the 
naked eye, and then use these patterns to predict the right 
diagnosis.”

The new technology was trained on 34,000 videos 
of patient cardiac ultrasounds, a standard examination 
in cardiology, and was able to pinpoint the patients with 
heart structures potentially related to the two conditions. 
“The algorithm identified high-risk patients with more 
accuracy than the well-trained eye of a clinical expert,” 
said Dr Ouyang, adding that this is due to its ability to 
make a distinction between benign conditions and heart 
disease, which may look similar on ultrasound images. 

The AI-powered diagnostic approach could allow 
doctors to identify these diseases before they lead to 
health problems, thus enabling treatment to start early 
and improving outcomes.
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Cancer News

Cervical cancer test might 
also predict other female 
malignancies
One examination could help prevent several malignancies  
in women 

Researchers in Europe have developed a new way to better measure 
the risk of developing ovarian and breast cancers, two of the most 

common malignant tumours affecting women, by analysing standard 
samples taken from cervical cancer screening tests.

The pap smear is an effective cervical cancer screening approach 
that collects cells from the womb for lab analysis and diagnosis. The 
researchers scoured cellular bits from the pap smears of 3,000 women 
and identified genetic changes related to breast and ovarian cancers, 
pinpointing a greater number of patients with those conditions than 
standard methods that look at their genetic make-up.

The new approach identified 76.6 percent of women with breast 
cancer and 61.7 percent with ovarian cancer in the highest risk groups, 
while standard methods were only successful in 47.5 and 35.1 percent of 
cases, respectively. 

This was achieved by analysing marks on the DNA, called 
methylation, that result from environmental and lifestyle factors and 
can play a role in the development of diseases like cancer. Since these 
changes happen years before people actually develop cancer, the 
technique could prevent its emergence or help diagnose it early.

“The WID-test will look for the footprints on a woman’s DNA as she 
goes through life, recording the track she is taking and whether she 
is heading towards cancer. The WID-test will revolutionise screening 
and enable a more personalised approach to cancer prevention and 
detection, where women will be screened, monitored, or treated based 
on their individual, and changing, risk,” Dr Martin Widschwendter, a 
professor in women’s cancer at University College London and lead 
author of the study, said in a press release.

Killer T-cell therapy 
proves to be cure for 
blood cancer
Revolutionary immune cells that eradicated 
cancer were still active a decade after infusion

Two of the first patients treated with a groundbreaking 
immunotherapy for chronic lymphocytic leukaemia 

(CLL) were still free of the disease and had detectable 
cancer-killing cells 10 years on, a strong sign they had 
been cured of the blood cancer.

“This long-term remission is remarkable, and 
witnessing patients living cancer-free is a testament to 
the tremendous potency of this “living drug” that works 
effectively against cancer cells,” first author Dr J. Joseph 
Melehorst, a research professor of Pathology and 
Laboratory Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania, 
said in a press release.

In 2010, the two patients, Bill Ludwig and Doug 
Olson, had exhausted all options available at the time to 
treat CLL and volunteered for an experimental approach 
that would genetically modify some of their own immune 
cells to create chimeric antigen receptor (CAR) T-cells 
capable of pinpointing and killing cancer tissue. After 
achieving complete remission in only a few months, their 
symptoms disappeared and lives returned to normal.

The results sparked a revolution in the treatment 
of CLL, a common form of blood cancer that remains 
incurable with standard therapies. The new research 
now offers some additional glimpses into why CAR 
T-cells are so powerful, showing that they are able to 
survive and thrive in the body for a decade.

Researchers are now studying whether this 
form of immunotherapy can be harnessed against 
other malignancies. “Penn has begun testing next-
generation T-cells in more blood cancers, including 
lymphomas, and against the challenging solid tumour 
cancers,” senior author Dr Carl H. June, the Richard 
W. Vague Professor in Immunotherapy in Pathology 
and Laboratory Medicine and director of the Center 
for Cellular Immunotherapies and the Parker Institute 
for Cancer Immunotherapy at the University of 
Pennsylvania, said in a press release.
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Stool microbes may hold 
key to pancreatic cancer 
detection
A simple kit could offer a much-needed screening option 
for the extremely lethal condition

Ateam of researchers has identified specific microorganisms 
in stool samples that could help diagnose or predict the risk 

of pancreatic cancer, one of the world’s deadliest malignancies 
due to detection and treatment challenges. 

“In many cases, once pancreatic cancer is detected, it is too 
late. We need to diagnose the disease at a much earlier stage, 
before symptoms appear. To do this, we need to identify and 
define the population at risk and have good screening tests to 
detect the cancer when it is still curable,” said the researchers in 
a press release.

The new test promises to meet these needs by providing 
patients with a kit that can quickly detect the genomes of the 
cancer-related microbes in stool samples in an affordable and 
non-invasive way.

If successful, this would be a significant advancement as 
there are still no proven screening methods for pancreatic 
cancer, one of the main reasons so many patients succumb to 
the disease. 

In 2020, almost half a million patients with pancreatic 
malignancies succumbed to the disease, accounting for 4.7 
percent of all cancer deaths worldwide, according to Globocan. 
This is a significant number given that pancreatic cancer is rare, 
making up just 2.6 percent of new cancer cases that year. 

WHO calls for closing the 
equity gap in cancer care
Inequality in cancer services means many patients die 
of treatable conditions

Cancer is a global public health challenge, with about 20 
million new cases and 10 million deaths in 2021, but not 

all cancer patients receive equal treatment as stark inequities 
exist in the availability of care around the world, said the 
World Health Organization.

Many types of cancers, including the more common 
ones like breast and colon, are now curable if diagnosed 
and treated early, but many areas in the world still lack the 
healthcare resources to deal with them. For example, while 
comprehensive cancer treatment is available in 90 percent of 
high-income countries, less than 15 percent of low-income 
ones can boast the same.

With more resources, many deaths could be avoided. For 
instance, the five-year survival rate for breast cancer exceeds 
80 percent in high-income nations, while it stands at 66 
percent in India and drops to 40 percent in South Africa.

This is why the WHO is making efforts to close “the 
care gap,” the theme for this year’s World Cancer Day, by 
improving care for breast, cervical, and childhood cancers 
in low- and middle-income countries with the help of 200 
partners investing in research, prevention, and treatment. 

The UN health agency is recommending that countries set 
up national cancer centres because it has found that health 
outcomes improve when prevention and diagnosis services 
as well as multidisciplinary treatment and supportive care are 
concentrated under one roof.

It has also released a guide to help health authorities make 
the best decisions on screening programmes, while launching 
the project Rays of Hope to increase access to radiotherapy, 
a key therapeutic option for about half of cancer patients.
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Medical News

First patient to receive pig heart dies 
Despite the tragic news, doctors still believe the procedure could offer another avenue for saving patients in need of 
new organs

where the surgery took place, and was 
bedridden while he was hooked to a 
machine that kept him alive.

“Mr Bennett became known by 
millions of people around the world for 
his courage and steadfast will to live,” 
said Dr Bartley P. Griffith, the professor 
of transplant surgery at the University 
of Maryland School of Medicine who 
conducted the operation, in a press 
release.

He added that the groundbreaking 
procedure had nonetheless proved 
useful in keeping alive the hope of 
making animal organ transplants a 
reality. “As with any first-in-the-world 
transplant surgery, this one led to 
valuable insights that will hopefully 
inform transplant surgeons to improve 
outcomes and potentially provide 
lifesaving benefits to future patients.”

If the procedure can ultimately be 
shown to keep patients alive in the long 
term, it could save the lives of many who 
can’t find a suitable organ from human 
donors, given the severe shortage of 
donated organs around the world.    

In the US, almost 110,000 people 
are on the transplant waiting list, and 

The 57-year-old patient with terminal 
heart disease who was grafted with a 

pig heart passed away two months after 
the historic surgery was performed in 
the US.

The animal graft was genetically 
modified to reduce the risks of rejection 
by the patient’s immune system. As he 
was not eligible to receive a human heart, 
the US Food and Drug Administration 
granted emergency authorisation 
because no other treatment was 
available to save his life. 

“It was either die or do this transplant. 
I want to live. I know it’s a shot in the 
dark, but it’s my last choice,” said David 
Bennett, the patient, a day before the 
surgery, according to a press release. “I 
look forward to getting out of bed after I 
recover.”

In good condition for several weeks 
after the operation, he managed to 
spend time with his family while doing 
physical therapy, but his health started 
to deteriorate a few days before passing 
away on March 8. The cause of death is 
still unknown.

In October 2021, Bennet arrived at the 
University of Maryland Medical Centre, 

17 of them die every day due to the 
dearth of donated organs, according to 
government data. Similarly, the number 
of daily deaths in Europe reached 21 
in 2020 due to the lack of transplant 
organs, the Human Rights Channel 
estimated that year.

However, the practice of using 
animal organs for humans raises thorny 
ethical questions, with some activists 
considering it morally unacceptable.

“Animals have a right to live their lives, 
without being genetically manipulated 
with all the pain and trauma this entails, 
only to be killed and their organs 
harvested,” the animal rights group 
Animal Aid, told the BBC.

Dr Katrien Devolder, a fellow in 
bioethics at Oxford University, believes 
the practice of using gene-edited 
pigs would become acceptable only 
if we were sure “they do not suffer 
unnecessary harm,” according to the 
BBC.

“Using pigs to produce meat is much 
more problematic than using them to 
save lives, but of course that’s no reason 
to ignore animal welfare here as well,” 
she said.
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Three men with paralysed legs because of injuries 
to their spinal cords can now move around with 

a walker or crutches after being implanted with 
electrical devices that send tailored signals to their 
lower bodies. 

Researchers in Switzerland designed the implants 
which are placed on the spinal cord and can stimulate 
specific neurons, the cells that transmit impulses to 
make movements. Remote controls operated by the 
patients then activate the muscles needed for a variety 
of activities.

“All three patients were able to stand, walk, pedal, 
swim, and control their torso movements in just one day, 
after their implants were activated,” said Dr Grégoire 
Courtine, professor at the Swiss Federal Institute of 
Technology and one of the research leaders, in a press 
release. “That’s thanks to the specific stimulation 
programmes we wrote for each type of activity.”

Improvements were even more significant after 
several months of training with the new system, when 
patients regained muscle mass and moved around more 
independently. 

“I’ve been through some pretty intense training in the 
past few months, and I’ve set myself a series of goals. 
For instance, I can now go up and down stairs, and I 
hope to be able to walk one kilometre by this spring,” 
said Michel Roccati, one of the patients who became 
paralysed after a motorcycle accident four years ago, in 
a press release.

Onward Medical, the technology company that 
developed the implants, aims to commercialise the 

system and will start a trial in the next year to test it in 70 
to 100 patients.

“This is a monumentally huge step forward,” Dr 
Ronaldo Ichiyama, a spinal cord injury expert at the 
University of Leeds, told New Scientist. “However, we 
need to see this reported in more people before we get 
too excited.”

If the positive results hold up in larger studies, the 
technology will give some paralysed patients the hope of 
walking again for the first time ever. There are currently 
no treatments available for wheelchair users with spinal 
cord injuries.

But even if successful, the approach has a long 
way to go before it can be adopted for routine and 
widespread use, Professor Courtine told the BBC.

 “This is not a cure for spinal cord injury. But it is a 
critical step to improve people’s quality of life. We are 
going to empower people. We are going to give them the 
ability to stand, to take some steps. It is not enough, but 
it is a significant improvement,” he said.

To find a cure, researchers will probably have to 
develop a process to regenerate the damaged spinal 
cord tissue to restore the pathway allowing the brain to 
set the muscles in motion. Such attempts are already 
under way, and in some cases researchers have 
managed to repair spinal cord injuries and reverse 
paralysis in mice. It remains to be seen whether the 
same results can be achieved in humans.

Professor Courtine told the BBC his technology could 
be used in combination with regenerative therapies once 
they hit the clinic.  

New device helps paralysed men walk again 
The revolutionary technology gives hope to many wheelchair-users 
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Medical News

The coming pandemic of superbugs
As more antibiotics become ineffective, millions of lives are at risk

microorganisms learn to survive in 
harmful environments, usually through 
genetic mutation. But the process has 
been facilitated by a range of human 
practices, such as the overuse of 
antibiotics, lack of access to adequate 
sanitation, poor infection prevention, and 
lax control in healthcare settings.

The World Health Organization 
has now listed AMR as one of the 
top 10 global public health threats 
facing humanity due to the rising rates 
of resistance in a host of common 
infections previously treated effectively 
with antibiotics. Some of the most 
widespread include urinary tract 
infections, sexually transmitted diseases, 
and certain forms of diarrhoea.

To tackle the problem, the authors of 
the study put forward a series of wide-
ranging recommendations.

“First, the principles of infection 
prevention and control remain a 
foundation for preventing infections 
broadly and a cornerstone in combating 
the spread of AMR,” they wrote in The 
Lancet. “These include both hospital-
based infection prevention and control 
programmes focused on preventing 
health-care-acquired infections, and 
community-based programmes focused 

Bacteria that are now resistant to 
medications directly killed roughly 

1.2 million people in 2019, according 
to the most comprehensive study on 
the subject to date, while the number 
of deaths associated with hard-to-treat 
pathogens stood at almost five million, 
meaning effective antibiotics could 
have saved all these lives in a single 
year. 

Lower respiratory, bloodstream, and 
intra-abdominal infections were found 
to be the deadliest. While Western sub-
Saharan Africa saw the highest death 
toll, the region comprising Australia, 
New Zealand, New Guinea, and the 
neighbouring islands had the lowest.

“These new data reveal the true scale 
of antimicrobial resistance worldwide... 
Previous estimates had predicted 10 
million annual deaths from AMR by 2050, 
but we now know for certain that we 
are already far closer to that figure than 
we thought,” said Dr Chris Murray, co-
author of the study and a professor at the 
University of Washington, according to 
Reuters.

The ability of pathogens, like bacteria, 
to become resistant to drugs over time, 
known as antimicrobial resistance 
(AMR), is a natural phenomenon as 

on water, sanitation, and hygiene.”
They also stressed the importance 

of reducing the use of antibiotics when 
not necessary for human health, such 
as when treating viral infections and in 
farming where the overuse of antibiotics 
to treat animals “has been identified as a 
potential contributor to AMR in humans, 
although the direct causal link remains 
controversial.”

Finally, the study argues for more 
research funds to develop new 
antibiotics given that investment in 
the field has historically been small 
compared to other public health issues 
of similar or less impact. 

However, a one-size-fits-all 
approach would not meet the needs of 
different regions, the authors caution. 
For example, while reducing use of 
antibiotics could work well in South Asia 
where both overuse and misuse are 
thought to be major drivers of AMR, the 
opposite is true in western sub-Saharan 
Africa where the availability of a wider 
range of antibiotics would help tackle 
AMR.

“AMR is a global problem and one 
that requires both global action and 
nationally tailored responses,” the 
authors wrote.
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Malaysia will ban the sale of tobacco products for 
people born after 2005, with the goal of creating 

smoke-free and healthier generations.
“We, like some other WPRO (Western Pacific) 

countries, hope to pass a legislation this year which, 
if successful, will bring about a generation endgame 
to smoking by making it illegal for the sale of tobacco 
and other smoking products to anyone born after 
2005. Malaysia feels this will have a significant impact 
in preventing and controlling NCDs [noncommunicable 
diseases],” Malaysia Health Minister Khairy 
Jamaluddin told the 150th session of the Executive 
Board of the World Health Organization (WHO) in 
January.

New Zealand announced it would pass similar 
legislation to “make sure young people never start 
smoking,” said Ayesha Verral, New Zealand’s Associate 
Health Minister, in a statement.

Such strict measures are intended to stem the steep 
rise in deaths associated with smoking. In Malaysia, 
almost 30,000 people die of diseases related to tobacco 
use every year, according to The Tobacco Atlas. 
Similarly, the addictive habit is the leading cause of 
preventable death in New Zealand, Verral wrote, with 
Maoris and low-income communities most affected.  

The WHO estimates that tobacco use kills more than 
eight million people in the world annually and is one of 
the biggest public health threats facing humanity. The 
practice is also a major risk factor for a host of chronic 
conditions, including cancer, heart, and respiratory 
diseases. But tobacco can be deadly for non-smokers 

Governments want an end to smoking
Malaysia and New Zealand plan to make it illegal for youngsters, but the moves could lead to 
unintended consequences

too, with second-hand smoke exposure contributing to 
1.2 million deaths a year.

Given the destructive effects of smoking, it’s no 
surprise several public health experts have hailed the 
bans as momentous steps in the right direction. 

“New Zealand once again leads the world – this time 
with a cutting-edge smoke-free 2025 implementation 
plan – it’s truly a game changer,” Dr Natalie Walker, 
director of the Centre for Addiction Research at 
University of Auckland, told the Guardian.

Some hope the decisions made in Malaysia and 
New Zealand will act as catalysts for pushing other 
governments to follow suit.

“This would be an amazing example or a template — 
like an experiment, right? If it works there, then definitely 
there is a chance it will work elsewhere,” Dr Wael Al-
Delaimy, an epidemiologist at the University of California 
San Diego, told NPR.

Others, however, oppose the ban, arguing that 
authorities shouldn’t dictate to people how to live their 
lives, while stressing that the legislation will create a 
flourishing black market in tobacco products.

“Banning popular substances has unintended 
consequences, as alcohol prohibition once showed in 
America, and the war on drugs shows nearly everywhere 
today,” wrote the Economist. “The market moves 
underground. Criminals take over. Supplies are no longer 
regulated, so quality suffers: all manner of harmful extras 
may be added. Worse, criminal gangs make so much 
money from prohibition that they corrupt governments 
and fight bloody battles with each other over turf.”
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patients would naturally be more 
human-based, or in other words, 
less mechanical. The use of 
expensive high-tech equipment 
may often be rendered irrelevant.

Patients with more severe 
diseases who require more 
prolonged, complex and 
multidisciplinary management 
shall be appropriately referred to 
the most relevant conventional 
hospitals of their own choice 
based on truthful information 
provided by H Ambulatory Care 
Centre doctors. The patients'

ONE-OF-A-KIND TWIN FACILITIES IN PENANG
H AMBULATORY CARE CENTRE & BEFIT WELLNESS HUB

H Ambulatory Care Centre and 
BeFit Wellness Hub are the twin 
facilities created in that 
direction to prioritise human-
centred, affordable value care as 
well as early detection and 
proactive prompt management 
of human diseases and the 
ageing process in this system.

H Ambulatory Care Centre is 
neither a hospital, nor a normal 
outpatient clinic. It stands in-
between, and falls under the 
category of Ambulatory Care 
Center by definition. It is an 
excellent choice for patients 
whose sicknesses are too severe 
to be treated as outpatients in a 
conventional clinic and at the 
same time do not need a high 
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sophisticated hospital with 
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Furthermore, hospital charges 
had escalated to a level that 
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companies and generous 
employers who pay the medical 
expenses of their employees. 
The benefits of this category of 
care center go beyond just cost 
saving. Being not too big, not 
too complex, and low patient 
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From the left: Mr Lau Eng Hong, Executive Director of H Healthcare Group
Second from the left: Mr Md Bipul Nazir, Founder and Managing Director of H Healthcare Group
Third from the left: Dato’ Sri Ti Lian Ker, Deputy Minister of Youth and Sports
From the right: Dr Victor Ti Lian Geh, Deputy Chairman of H Healthcare Group

Care Centre is intrinsically easier 
to manage with smart 
management to ensure value care 
and a more personalised human 
care with optimal communication 
that can be very comforting and 
satisfying.

Naturally, within such set-up, 
clinical decisions would have to 
rely more on human (doctor's) 
decisions based on patient's detail 
history and physical findings 
which are often the most 
important pointers of the patient's 
diseases. The management of the
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FROM SICK CARE TO HEALTHCARE

autonomy to decide upon their choice 
of doctor and hospital shall be duly 
respected. The value-added features 
of an ambulatory care center shall 
naturally enable it to gain popularity 
and develop into a gateway to 
conventional hospitals. Indeed, H

Ambulatory Care Centre is an idea whose time has 
come to effectively address the many problems 
plaguing the existing healthcare models.

Twinning the curative care facilities of H Ambulatory 
Care Centre, BeFit Wellness Hub provides follow-ups 
as well as non-surgical and non-medical treatment to 
further enhance our patients' wellbeing. Patients who 
have been cured will be educated and encouraged to 
practise a healthy lifestyle to remain in optimal health 
so that they can avoid frequent recurrence or onset of 
diseases. 

The vision of H Healthcare Group is to become a 
leader in creating a growing community with optimal 
health and life expectancy. H Healthcare is on a 
mission to create a sustainable healthcare solution by 
initiating a paradigm shift from sickcare to healthcare 
via an efficient 3-prong action: empowering, 
enlightening and caring. 

H Healthcare heals, beautifies and satisfies all human 
holistically, regardless of colour and creed. With our 
humble heart, we create smiles, trust, harmony, and 
happiness. H signifies Healing, Health, Harmony, 
Hope and Happiness. H, the signature of H Healthcare. 

H Ambulatory Care Centre, Spice Canopy,
L-01-21, Setia, Jalan Tun Dr Awang,
11900 Bayan Lepas, Pulau Pinang

+604-611 8919
+6011-1646 2030
info@hmedicalcentre.com

BeFit Wellness Hub, Spice Canopy,
L-01-19, Setia, Jalan Tun Dr Awang,
11900 Bayan Lepas, Pulau Pinang

+604-611 1488
+6011-1053 3919
info@befitwellnesshub.com

Official Launching of BeFit Wellness Hub in Penang

Conversation with YAB Chow Kon Yeow,
Chief Minister of Penang

Consulate General of the People's Republic of 
China in Penang
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Medical Tourism News

The land of the rising sun is joining many other 
nations in easing its travel restrictions after about 

two years of closed borders, reported The International 
Medical Travel Journal, and healthcare travellers are 
among the lucky few who will be allowed to enter the 
country.

In addition to overseas patients, the selected 
categories include  foreigners who travel for business 
or other non-tourist purposes like studying, while 
tourists are still banned. However, visitors will have 
to quarantine for three days provided that they’ve 
received three doses of the COVID-19 vaccine. While 
citizens of countries where COVID-19 is under control 
may be able to avoid quarantine, it’s still unclear which 
nations fall into that category.

Japan has also increased the cap on the number 
of daily international arrivals from 3,500 to 5,000, but 
some believe more people could be allowed in from 
overseas. 

While the initial response to the Omicron variant 
was textbook, the strain has been spreading widely in 
the country. Therefore, it didn’t make sense to close 
borders if overseas travellers were vaccinated and 
tested for COVID-19, Kazunobu Ouchi, an executive 
with the academic group Japanese Society of Travel 
and Health, told The Japan Times.

“In that sense, the cap for the number of people 
allowed in each day can be much higher, even 10 
times” the 5,000 limit, he said.

The government seems receptive to this idea, with 
Prime Minister Fumio Kishida saying: “It is just the first 
step. I will continue considering how much we can 
ease measures” on border restrictions, according to 
The Japan Times. 

The Indonesian government is partnering with the world-
renowned Mayo Clinic to set up a cutting-edge hospital on 

the island of Bali in an attempt to convince some of its citizens 
to seek care domestically instead of flying abroad.

The 300-bed facility is slated to be online by mid-2023, while 
two other international hospitals will be built in Jakarta and 
Medan. 

“We hope Bali will become a special economic zone for 
the health sector, and hopefully by then, there will be no more 
Indonesians travelling overseas to seek medical treatment,” 
Indonesian President Joko Widodo was quoted as saying in The 
Straits Times.

He added that at least 600,000 Indonesians are believed to 
go abroad for medical care every year, especially to Singapore 
and Malaysia, spending about 93 trillion rupiah (US$6 billion). 
These patients look for a variety of treatments, with cancer care 
being one of the most sought-after services. 

A hospital management expert from Udayana University 
Ketut Suarjana told The Star that some Indonesian patients with 
cancer had to seek care in places like Singapore because the 
treatment they needed wasn’t available locally.

The government’s plan is to redirect some of the financial 
resources spent overseas to the local healthcare system to 
create jobs while strengthening the country’s medical services 
and boosting foreign healthcare investment.

The move also aims to provide an additional financial line to 
Bali whose economy is heavily dependent on tourism and has 
been badly hit by the pandemic travel restrictions. 

Indonesia builds new hospital to 
stem medical tourism outflow
Much-needed investment in healthcare could benefit all 
Indonesians 

Japan opens up to  
healthcare travellers
Several categories of people will be able to enter the 
country

35MARCH 2022GlobalHealthAsiaPacific.com

The COVID pandemic has brought about a sharp rise 
in demand for non-invasive aesthetic procedures. As 
people spend more time on video calls and virtual 
meetings, men and women of all ages are paying 
attention to their outward appearance more than ever 
before. The increased popularity of social media has 
also accelerated the demand for such procedures. 
And while sophisticated computer software may be 
able to filter out the impurities on the face, the public 
prefer idols who appear natural and fresh. 

Additionally, with information on aesthetic 
medicine and anti-ageing treatments now freely 
available on the web, people are better informed 
about treatment options and are more receptive to 
them. Instead of going under the knife for a dramatic 
surgical procedure, people are now going for minor 
adjustments to their trouble areas. Aesthetic medicine 
is now seen as no different than regular health 
treatments. 

So what are the most popular treatments in 2022? 
We are seeing the following aesthetic trends among 
our patients:

1. Periorbital rejuvenation  
This entails softening and reducing the frown lines 
and crow’s feet around the eyes, treating eye bags 
and tear troughs, and enhancing volume around 
the temples. It improves the hollow and fine lines 
around the eyes, which is especially important 
as these are particularly exposed when wearing 
facemasks. 

2. Face contour enhancement  
Once the facemask is removed, the cheek, nose, 
and chin stand out. A better-contoured face gives 
a more three-dimensional (3D) figure, projecting a 
more confident and attractive outlook. 

3. Skin quality enhancement  
A scarred face with dry skin, fine lines, and 
pigmentation can cause one to feel insecure and 
lack confidence. Luckily, there are many treatment 
modalities available that effectively improve the 
quality of the skin. 

4. Non-surgical skin lift  
A thread lift is a procedure that implants self-
dissolvable sutures under the skin to create a 
facelift. The same can also be achieved by using 
high-intensity ultrasound. The non-surgical lifts 
create a rejuvenated complexion without the pain of 
a long downtime from surgery. 

5. Perioral rejuvenation  
A pair of full lips and impeccable perioral area 
around the mouth exude youthfulness and beauty. 
By tailoring the treatment to the mid and lower 
face, one can significantly take years off the face by 
tackling the deficiencies over the area.

Importantly, these treatments come at a lower cost 
than their surgical alternatives. Plus, the recovery 
time is much shorter, which saves people a lot of time 
and allows them to return to their regular routines 
instantly! Such treatments have become a norm rather 
than a luxury item exclusively for the rich. With these 
advantages, it’s not hard to see why non-surgical 
aesthetic medicine will lead the trend in the years to 
come.

The latest trends in aesthetic medicine
Dr Anna Hoo offers her views on the market

Dr. Anna Hoo is an aesthetic 
physician with an MD from the 
University of Science Malaysia 
and received her fellowship 
training in Dermatologic Laser 
Surgery at Mahidol University, 
Bangkok, Thailand. She is the 
founder and medical director 
of the Anna Hoo Clinic, an 
anti-ageing and aesthetic 
group practice in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia. She is an 
international trainer and board-
certified doctor of the American 
Academy of Aesthetic Medicine.

Column
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Medical Tourism News

Authorities in Thailand have drawn up plans to 
build the Phuket Integrated Medical Services 

Centre to attract foreign patients to the island while 
strengthening medical care for locals.

The Treasury Department will provide a 1.41 
billion baht (US$43 million) budget, with construction 
slated to start in 2023 and be completed in about 
four years. “The centre will be under the supervision 
of Vachira Phuket Hospital and the Public Health 
Ministry,” government spokesperson Thanakorn 
Wangboonkongchana told The Nation Thailand.

The new facility will provide high-quality long-term 
care as well as hospice and rehabilitation services for 
people with chronic health problems.

While Thailand has been a popular medical tourism 
hub, the sector was hit hard by COVID-19 travel 
restrictions, including the requirement for a PCR 
test before entering the country. Though the Health 
Ministry announced on March 18 that it would drop the 
requirement effective April 1, travellers will still have to 
do a test on arrival, reported CNA.

The local tourism industry believes the strict rules 
are hampering the sector and is calling for free entry 
for visitors who are vaccinated against COVID-19.

The Indian government plans to increase the number of 
international patients seeking care in the country by 

standardising processes and treatment packages.  
Part of the Heal India campaign, a key goal is to make sure 

medical costs for foreigners are fair. 
“The objective behind standardisation of packages is to 

ensure patients coming on medical visa for treatment are not 
overcharged,” a government official told Hindustan Times, 
adding that currently each hospital charges different rates for 
similar procedures and treatments, so standardisation will 
ensure less variation in cost.

The initiative also aims to set up a certified system to address 
grievances foreign patients might have regarding their treatment 
as they have to navigate an unfamiliar system.  

In addition, the government plans to launch a parallel 
campaign called Heal by India that will send experienced 
medical personnel to countries that need them and to create job 
opportunities for Indian healthcare professionals.

“The idea is to provide trained human resource to heal the 
world based on their requirement. There is huge demand for 
psychiatrists/psychologists in a country like the USA. Japan 
needs nurses from us, and two colleges have been identified in 
the northeast where Japanese language instructors are teaching 
nurses the language so that they don’t face language barrier 
there,” added the official.

India to promote healthcare travel 
with standardisation efforts
Similar medical fees should be charged and a simple complaint 
system implemented 

Thai government to boost 
Phuket’s credentials as health 
destination
The plan aims to revive a sector that has been heavily hit 
by the pandemic
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The history of using the stool (shit or faeces in a more polite 
manner) of healthy individual to treat human diseases can be 
date back to the fourth century in China during 東晉 (Dong 

Jin) Dynasty (AD 300–400 years. 葛洪 (Ge Hong)  who composed 
the emergency medicine book 肘后备急方(Zhou Hou Bei Ji 
Fang), described the details of using fecal suspension for serious 
disorders, including food poisoning, “Wen Bing” (febrile disease) 
and “Shang Han” (typhoid fever).

This concept has recently gained a lot of attention and has 
been termed as Faecal Microbiota Transplantation (FMT). FMT 
is a breakthrough not in technological or theoretical research 
but in medical recognition and more importantly, acceptance 
by patients as a treatment option. FMT has been shown to be 
effective in treating patients with refractory clostridium difficile 
infection (CDI) of the bowel. FMT is highly effective compared to 
vancomycin in resolving recurrent and refractory CDI. Clinical 
resolution across all studies was 92% (95%CI 89%-94%). 

Today, we treated first patient with FMT in our hospital. FMT 

involved transplantation of microbiota (a group of good bacteria) 
into human gut. The concept is that we hope to repopulate the 
good bacteria in the gut and chase away the nasty one that has 
been causing problems to the human host.  The stool that contains 
good bacteria is transplanted via colonoscopy into the terminal 
ileum (the end of the small bowel). We hope that this treatment will 
help more patients in the future. 

Faecal Microbiota Transplantation  
(Stool Transplantation)

SPONSORED FEATURE

Hospital Contact Details:
Pantai Hospital Kuala Lumpur
8, Jalan Bukit Pantai
59100 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Tel: +603 2296 0888 (General Line)
Tel: +603 2296 0706 (International Patient Centre)
Website: www.pantai.com.my/kuala-lumpur
Email: my.phkl.ipc@pantai.com.my
 my.phkl@pantai.com.my 

“The concept 
is that we hope 
to repopulate 
the good 
bacteria in the 
gut and chase 
away the nasty 
one that has 
been causing 
problems to the 
human host.” 

Dr Alex Leow  
Hwong Ruey 
Consultant 
Gastroenterologist 
and Hepatologist
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Malaysia transitioning to  
endemic stage of the pandemic
The country is set to return to normality thanks to strong government leadership and  
a common sense approach, but masks will still be needed 
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Malaysia will enter the ‘Transition to Endemic’ 
phase of the COVID-19 pandemic and will 
reopen its borders from April 1, Datuk Seri 

Ismail Sabri Yaakob, the country’s Prime Minister, 
announced in March. 

“The ‘Transition to Endemic’ phase is an exit 
strategy to enable all of us to return to almost normal 
life after two years of struggling with COVID-19,” he 
told a press conference, according to Bernama.

In addition to accepting vaccinated overseas 
travellers without quarantine, the new stage will see 
the end of limits to business operating hours, worker 
capacity based on vaccination status, and mass 
gatherings. But wearing masks in public places will 
still be compulsory. 

He added that the new phase would be temporary 
as the nation prepared to enter the endemic phase, 
the timing of which is subject to an official decision by 
the World Health Organization (WHO).

The country is confident it can move into a 
transitional stage thanks to high vaccination rates, 
the arrival of new COVID-19 antiviral medicines, and a 
sturdy national testing policy, Tan Sri Dr Noor Hisham 
Abdullah, Malaysia’s Director General of Health, told 
Global Health Asia-Pacific. He added it was hard to 
say when COVID-19 could be declared endemic as it 
was continuously evolving, thus warranting a cautious 
approach. 

Endemicity is a state where an infectious disease 
is regularly occurring but doesn’t require emergency 
measures to keep it at bay as it doesn’t usually lead 
to steep surges in cases. That doesn’t mean endemic 
COVID-19 will stop making people sick and causing 
death, but the hope is that it will be easier to deal with 
to the point where countries can lift all the restrictions 
while still containing its spread.

Malaysia’s latest move to end the pandemic is a 
logical next step considering how the Southeast Asian 
nation withstood the recent wave of COVID-19.

While it saw thousands of new COVID-19 cases 
in February and March, the number of deaths and 
intensive care cases rose less sharply compared 
to the more lethal wave that hit the country in the 
summer of 2021. 

Data from the Malaysian Ministry of Health 
show that daily cases from mid-February to the 
end of March fluctuated between roughly 15,000 
and 30,000, with the average seven-day mortality 
rate moving from about 30 to almost 90, while the 
number of patients entering intensive care units (ICU) 
fluctuated between about 170 and 400. But despite 
the lower daily cases in August 2021, which oscillated 

between 15,000 and 20,000, the country saw much 
higher death and intensive care usage rates, with the 
average seven-day mortality rate climbing to between 
250 and up to more than 300, while the average 
number of ICU patients with COVID-19 hovered 
between 1,400 and 1,600.

Despite the ongoing high number of daily cases, 
Malaysia is recording fewer patients requiring ICU 
or dying from COVID-19 due to the success of its 
vaccination programme and various public health 
measures like masking, maintaining physical distance, 
and other restrictions to contain the spread of 
COVID-19, according to Dr Noor Hisham.

He stressed that, despite the improved conditions, 
vaccination and public health measures would still 
have a role to play given that COVID-19 cases could 
surge again due to new variants and the relaxation of 
public health measures, something that is beginning 
to happen in Europe and which Malaysia needs to take 
into account as well.

Since the outbreak of the pandemic in 2020, the 
Director General of Health has earned the trust of 
many Malaysians due to his common sense approach 
and regular public briefings that have made him the 
most recognisable public face in the nation’s fight 
against the pandemic.

Hailed as one of the country’s most competent 
healthcare leaders, Dr Noor Hisham likes to caution 
the public against lowering its guard in the face of 
COVID-19, and new waves of the disease have proven 
him right.

“We’re still fighting a war,” he told the New Straits 
Times back in August 2020, when the country was still 
recording daily COVID-19 cases in single digits. “Now 
our problem is when the numbers go down, people 
let down their guard. You see, when we succeed, it 
breeds complacency and that in turn can breed failure. 
It’s a vicious circle. We want to do prevention; now the 
onus is on the public to comply.”

For his contribution to containing the spread of 
COVID-19 in Malaysia, Dr Noor Hisham received 
the Lifetime Achievement Award from Global Health 
Asia-Pacific last December. At the awards ceremony, 
he highlighted that the key lesson to learn from 
the pandemic was that both the public and private 
healthcare sectors should work in synergy to tackle 
health crises. This meant recognising the assistance 
offered by private providers to care for non-urgent 
cases, such as elective surgeries, and implementing 
the national COVID-19 vaccination programme.

“We need to come together as one to make the 
impossible possible,” he said. n
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Malaysia healthcare travel plans  
to return to former glory
It’ll take time for the industry to rebound, but prospects look bright
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The government agency promoting healthcare 
travel to Malaysia expects a rebound in 
the number of international patients as the 

Southeast Asian nation will open up its borders in 
April, with travellers vaccinated against COVID-19 
being exempt from quarantine and all visitors having to 
get tested for the disease two days before departure 
and in the 24 hours after their arrival in the country. 

The optimism is backed by a comprehensive 
strategy to attract back the millions of overseas 
patients who visited Malaysia before the pandemic 
shut down cross-border travel. In 2019, about 1.2 
million patients had sought care in the country.

“To ensure sustainability of the healthcare travel 
industry, market diversification, targeted niche 
offering, and market-specific strategies are required 
to localise the medical offerings required from each 
targeted market,” Mohd Daud Mohd Arif, CEO of 
the Malaysia Healthcare Travel Council (MHTC), told 
Global Health Asia-Pacific.

The new plan will continue the country’s campaigns 
from previous years, such as promoting Malaysia as 
the Fertility and Cardiology Hubs of Asia and as a 
Cancer Care Centre of Excellence, but the MHTC will 
also begin positioning the country as the Hepatitis 
C Treatment Hub of Asia and a top destination for 
retirement.

“Malaysia has a significant edge as it is the first 
country in the world to have received conditional 
approval for the use of ravidasvir in combination 
with sofosbuvir to treat hepatitis C. This has poised 
Malaysia to be the Hepatitis C Treatment Hub of Asia, 
offering hepatitis C patients a treatment with a cure 
rate of 97 percent and cost reduction of 95 percent,” 
Mohd Daud said.

The clinical trial that tested the combination 
treatment was run by the Geneva-based non-profit 
Drugs for Neglected Diseases initiative (DNDi) and 
sponsored by the Malaysian Ministry of Health, with 
the condition that a 12-week treatment would cost 
patients only US$300, a fraction of the original price 
tag for sofosbuvir alone, which stands at about 
US$80,000. 

In Malaysia’s public hospitals, sofosbuvir 
treatments have been available for US$300 since 
2017 when the country used a generic version of the 
drug without the consent of Gilead, the patent holder, 
and through compulsory licensing, a way to ensure 
the essential therapy was affordable for those who 

needed it and an option allowed by the World Trade 
Organization for public health emergencies. But the 
country later struck an agreement with Gilead to also 
use the drug in private hospitals where international 
patients are usually treated and can receive the new 
combination therapy.

“The offering is also in line with WHO’s mission to 
reduce new viral hepatitis infections by 90 percent and 
reduce death by viral hepatitis by 65 percent by 2030,” 
he said. 

The WHO estimates that globally about 354 million 
people live with hepatitis B or C, while 4.5 million 
premature deaths could be prevented by 2030 with 
appropriate strategies. Malaysia is at the forefront 
of the initiative and is on track to eliminate hepatitis 
C by 2030, said Tan Sri Dr Noor Hisham Abdullah, 
the country’s Director General of Health, according 
to Bernama. Key measures include stepping up 
screening for hepatitis C and offering affordable 
treatments.

“This combination of increasing access to testing 
and to cure is fundamental to our efforts to reach 

Malaysia

Malaysia aims to be the Hepatitis C Treatment Hub of Asia
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WHO goals, (which are to) reduce infections, decrease 
deaths, finding the missing millions and diagnose 
patients, and treat almost all eligible patients, putting 
us on the path to eliminate HCV by 2030,” he said.

Malaysia is also well positioned to attract more 
overseas retirees looking for a comfortable country 
to spend their post-work years, Mohd Daud believes, 
due mostly to the fact that “Malaysia has gained 
popularity as a safe and trusted healthcare destination 
due to our world-class quality, ease of accessibility, 
and comparative affordability.” 

That trust comes from the fact that many of 
Malaysia’s private hospitals have been accredited by 
reputable organisations like the Joint Commission 
International and Malaysia Society for Quality in 
Health, while quality and safety standards are closely 
monitored and regulated by the Ministry of Health. 
Similarly, rate ceilings on healthcare treatments set by 
the Ministry of Health ensure treatments are affordable 
and international patients are charged the same as 
locals.

In addition, many Malaysian doctors have been 
trained overseas or have practised outside the 
country, bringing with them a rich experience in 
dealing with non-local patients. That they can often 

speak several languages, including English, Bahasa 
Malaysia, Hindi, and Chinese, is an added bonus. 

The country is also a global halal hub, with all 
hospitals serving only halal menus and providing 
prayer facilities. Muslim patients can also find porcine-
free medical products, such as sutures and vaccines. 

All of this has led the Southeast Asian nation to 
be recognised as the “Best Country in the World for 
Healthcare” by International Living’s Global Retirement 
Index for four of the five years between 2015 and 2019. 
Malaysia was also named “Top Asian Country for 
Retirement and Healthcare” from 2018 to 2021.

“Our attractiveness among retirees is also 
accentuated by other factors. These include 
Malaysia’s position as an ever-growing wellness 
sanctuary, our strategic position as a Muslim-friendly 
nation, its many travel sights, and a multilingual 
healthcare system that caters to the language 
preferences of patients across Asia and the world,” he 
added.

The country’s marketing strategy was outlined 
in the Malaysia Healthcare Travel Industry Blueprint 
2021-2025, a long-term plan that was released last 
November to revive the sector. “Our overall aspiration 
is to provide the best Malaysia Healthcare travel 

Mohd Daud Mohd Arif, CEO of Malaysia Healthcare Travel Council (MHTC)
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experience by 2025,” stressed Mohd Daud. The focus 
will be on five areas: high quality, safety, affordability, 
hospitality, and a seamless journey.

One key goal in the blueprint is to digitise the 
patient journey with a digital framework that enhances 
the patient experience. With travel restrictions 
hampering face-to-face consultations, telemedicine 
has played a crucial role in enabling many international 
patients to receive follow-up care from their doctors 
in Malaysia. And many Malaysian private hospitals 
have beefed up online services like teleconsultation 
to provide continuity of care and electronic medical 
records systems to make it easier for patients to 

access them.
“Telehealth has emerged to play an important role 

in supporting the healthcare travel industry, especially 
with COVID-19 accelerating this process, and we 
believe it is here to stay,” he said, adding that the 
MHTC will continue to facilitate the development of 
telehealth services.

In addition to digitisation and telemedicine, 
another key lesson learned from the pandemic is the 
importance of public-private healthcare cooperation. 
In Malaysia’s case, it was able to lighten the burden 
that COVID-19 cases placed on Malaysian public 
hospitals by having private facilities treat all non-
urgent elective surgeries, allowing the public system to 
focus on COVID patients. The private sector was also 
instrumental in implementing the national vaccination 
programme against COVID-19. 

This cooperation also enabled the country to keep 
its medical tourism industry alive. Thanks to a safety 
framework set up by the Ministry of Health and the 
National Security Council, some international patients 
were able to be treated in private hospitals even during 
travel restrictions. 

“Malaysia Healthcare was agile and swift in 
establishing one of the world’s first medical travel 
bubbles to ensure continuous provision of care, 
without skimping on patients’ safety and that of the 
nation,” said Mohd Daud. 

The arrangement allowed all healthcare travellers 
and their companions to enter Malaysia provided that 
they isolated based on the latest travel entry guideline 

Malaysia

Malaysia was also named “Top Asian Country for Retirement and Healthcare” from 2018 to 2021.
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at an MHTC Member Hospital and its internal isolation 
protocol. 

The MHTC is also collaborating with the Health 
Informatics Centre of the Ministry of Health and 
the National Cancer Registry to streamline cancer 
data collection by encouraging hospitals to provide 
their cancer incidence information to registries. This 
information is crucial for strengthening evidence-
based medical practice that benefits patients, 
explained Mohd Daud. 

These successful collaborations demonstrate the 
MHTC’s commitment to building more public-private 
partnerships (PPP) to improve quality of care for both 
local and international patients. “We need to continue 
forging industry resilience via stronger PPPs with 
stakeholders and key industry players to rebuild and 
recover the industry in a sustainable manner,” he said.

Another element in the MHTC’s post-pandemic 
strategy was the launch of the Flagship Medical 
Tourism Hospital Programme whose goal is to cement 
Malaysia’s popularity among international patients. 
The aim is to “elevate Malaysia’s private healthcare 
services,” stressed Mohd Daud, by recognising 
selected private hospitals that are on par with world-
renowned medical institutions and boosting their and 
the country’s profile in the healthcare travel landscape. 
The selection of the facilities is still ongoing, and the 
MHTC will announce updates in the near future.

Along with its traditional target markets, including 
Indonesia, China, and Singapore, the MHTC plans to 

step up marketing by working closely with member 
hospitals to determine other areas or markets to focus 
on” to promote the sector as one of the key economic 
drivers in the post-pandemic recovery, Mohd Daud 
said.

He acknowledges that the road back to pre-
pandemic levels is still bumpy, as consumer 
behaviours may have shifted and uncertainties around 
the pandemic remain, but he is confident that it’s just 
a matter of time before the industry starts thriving 
again.

This sentiment is echoed by the leader of Malaysia-
based medical giant IHH Healthcare, one of the 
world’s largest private hospital groups. “When we 
completely reopen, and all these [restrictions] go 
back to normal, I’m quite sure that it will come back 
and will continue its upward growth,” Kelvin Loh, the 
company’s CEO, said in an interview with Nikkei Asia 
in December, adding that overseas patient numbers 
returned to normal in Turkey, one of its home markets, 
about two months after the country re-opened its 
borders.

The group owns some of the most well-known 
hospitals in Southeast Asia, including Mount Elizabeth 
in Singapore and Gleneagles in Malaysia, where many 
international patients seek treatment. 

According to Loh, the biggest driver of healthcare 
consumption in Asia will be the region’s growing 
ageing population, a group of people 65 and older 
more likely to require medical care. n

IHH Healthcare owns some of the most well-known hospitals in Southeast Asia, including Mount Elizabeth in Singapore and Gleneagles in Malaysia
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Singapore

While many countries are still logging high 
numbers of new COVID-19 cases more than 
two years after the disease first appeared, 

the public health situation in most regions of the world 
is much improved thanks to vaccination and infection-
induced immunity. 

Singapore offers a good example of this new 
phase. The city-state is relying on an array of tools to 
live with COVID-19 without imposing strict lockdowns, 
allowing people to go about their daily routines 
provided they follow a few safety measures, including 
wearing masks, limiting social gatherings to five 
persons, safe distancing in mask-off settings, and 
showing proof of vaccination for social activities like 

eating in restaurants or going to the movies. 
We sat down with Dr Leong Hoe Nam, a leading 

infectious disease specialist in the city-state, for some 
insight and advice on dealing with this stage of the 
pandemic and how to navigate it.

Q. Over the last weeks, thousands of daily 
COVID-19 cases have been recorded in Singapore, 
though the death toll hasn’t trended upwards. 
Can you provide an update of the current COVID 
trends and explain whether Singaporeans should 
be worried?

A. The numbers look terrifying, but it’s a given for any 

Pandemic reality check: 

A view from Singapore
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country going through the Omicron wave. Like any 
other country that’s been exposed to the Omicron 
variant, in Singapore we can see a sharp rise in 
numbers and thereafter a rapid fall again. We will see 
again a rise, a peak, and a fall thereafter. But all this 
should be over in about three months.

The exception is China which has a zero 
tolerance policy. But authorities in Hong Kong have 
failed to contain the virus and are seeing large 
spiking numbers. One difference between Hong 
Kong and Singapore, or Australia and New Zealand, 
is that Hong Kong has a much higher death rate, 
and this is attributed to the low vaccination rate 
and even lower booster shots rate. The number of 
vaccinated individuals helps, as does the number 
of boosted individuals. The simple comparison 
between Hong Kong and Singapore, in actual severe 
patients (those requiring oxygen), will show this 
startling result.

At this point in time, we’ve gone past the peak in 
Singapore. All we need to do is to maintain current 
measures, and the wave will taper down, although we 
may see a minor rise again when safe management 
measures are relaxed in the coming weeks.

Q. Experts in many countries argue that COVID-19 
is in the process of becoming an endemic disease 
that doesn’t require restrictions any longer. Do 
you agree and, if so, how do you think the process 
will play out in Singapore and globally?

A. I do agree that COVID-19 is becoming endemic. 
Every country will have a spike in cases during the 
Omicron wave. Thereafter, it will fall to a low base rate 
that will persist for many many months to years. There 
will be some fluctuations and differences because of 
the seasons, with higher numbers during winter or the 
cold months.

In Singapore, we can expect immigration policies to 
relax more, allowing inbound and outbound travellers 
back as we return to the old policies we had in place in 
2019. I’m hopeful that, by the second half of the year, 
PCR testing prior to travel or after entering a country 
may no longer be needed.

Q. Is this improvement also caused by the 
Omicron variant being less harmful than previous 
variants like Delta?

A. This improvement is helped by the Omicron variant 
being less severe. In part, it affects the upper airways 
rather than the lower airways, and sufferers appreciate 
that there is a lot of chest pain and sorethroat. But this 
makes the disease milder, as compared to the lung 
infection.

Overall, we do see patients requiring less oxygen 
compared to the same types of patients with similar 
risk factors having Delta. 

Q. When do you think Singapore can get back 
to normal, meaning lifting all restrictions and 
travelling freely?

A. In the second half of the year or in last quarter. The 
lifting of most measures should start in the second 
half of the year. But the lifting of the mask measures, 
as the government indicated, will be the last. 

The nation must be prepared for individuals to 
have repeated infections. The prediction is that 
each infection gets milder and milder, for the overall 
majority of individuals. The concern is for those who 
are immunocompromised, where the blunted immunity 
may place them at risk. This is a known existing 
problem with influenza. It is not new. And we just have 
to live with it. 

Q. Many believe that we can’t put an end to 
the pandemic until most people in the world, 
especially in low- and middle-income countries, 
get vaccinated because of potential new variants 
of the virus. Do you agree? 

A. I agree. When a virus replicates without restraint, 
you can have new variants developing. The world is 
safe only when everyone is safe. 

We need a better proportioning of vaccines to 

Dr Leong Hoe Nam
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Singapore

these countries. And the donation of these vaccines 
should not be done at the last possible minute.

Q. Will a fourth and then a fifth dose of the COVID 
vaccines be necessary or will it just be needed for 
at-risk people?

A. Most people will not require the fourth or fifth dose 
of the current COVID vaccines. Unless there is a 
change in the composition of the vaccines, providing 
additional doses for the average man on the street 
offers no significant advantage. The T-cell immunity 
from the third dose will be adequate, and the B-cell 

specificity will not improve further with additional 
doses. Our current vaccines target the original 
ancestral strain, whereas Omicron is at least 50 
mutations beyond that. 

There is a role for a new vaccine composition 
targeting the new variants or future variants. However, 
this would be challenging to manufacture. As we 
all learnt in the past year, new variants may appear 
unexpectedly, right under our noses. This new variant 
may upend any attempts at changing the next vaccine 
composition.

There are now several new and promising 
therapies for treating COVID-19, including 
Paxlovid and Molnupilavir. Which ones do you 
think will turn out to be the most useful to keep 
the disease at bay?

A. Paxlovid will be the preferred drug for most people 
because of the excellent results achieved — 89 
percent reduction in hospitalisation is an incredible 
achievement. Molnupiravir, on the other hand, suffers 
from a lower overall result of 30 percent reduction, 
and the company has yet to explain adequately the 
marked differences between its interim results and 
final results. 

This drug will be used in the outpatient setting and 
offered at no cost to at-risk individuals, reducing the 
need for hospitalisation. 

The challenge is identifying the right individuals. 
When the drug trial was conducted in unvaccinated 
individuals with the more severe disease-causing 
Delta variant, only six percent of the individuals 
required hospitalisation. This would be the baseline 
benefit. In other words, 94 percent of the individuals 

Singapore has a high vaccination rate

Singapore is relying on an array of tools to live with COVID-19 without lockdowns
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did not require the drug. This demonstrates significant 
wastage of the drug.

Q. On a global level, what should we do to be 
better prepared for future pandemics?

A. We have to accept the fact that pandemics will 
come and go. To the old dictum that three things are 
certain in life — birth, death, and taxes — we can add 
pandemics as the fourth. 

With that in mind, strategies must now be prepared 
for a COVID-19 scenario occurring again anytime 
anywhere and where we least expect it. 

Countries need to monitor their healthcare systems 
to spot diseases that could spark a pandemic, build 
up infectious diseases and epidemiology capabilities, 
and strengthen their ability to ramp up and build 
temporary hospitals, while also ensuring their ability 
to manufacture protective equipment, which is now a 
national resource. 

They also need to make better use of IT for disease 
identification, notification, and tracking, as well as 
invest in vaccine manufacturing and development.

Q. What are the key threats we should look out 
for?

A. Going forward, the next threat will be antimicrobial 
resistance. As borders reopen, medical tourism 
will rise again, with patients bringing multi-resistant 
bacteria to other countries.

We will also see another rise in respiratory 
infections, for example influenza and pertussis 
(whooping cough). Influenza cases that were 
practically absent over the past two years will see a 
resurgence because of travel.

We have seen coronavirus epidemics. I expect 
to see another one in my lifetime. I just hope that 

it will not be the so-called disease X, which is the 
yet-unknown highly transmissible, highly virulent 
respiratory infection postulated by the World Health 
Organization.

There’s also the outside chance that COVID-19 
could mutate into something totally different. There’s 
an extremely small risk that the existing strain of 
Omicron mixes with another coronavirus, resulting in a 
totally new virus altogether. 

We could also have a resurgence of measles, 
another highly contagious air-borne virus, because of 
the anti-vaxxers movement and free movement across 
countries. n

The use of IT is needed for disease identification, notification, and 
tracking

Countries should invest in vaccine manufacturing and development
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Choosing the right doctor and hospital can often be a 
tough call for patients as they struggle with questions of 
safety, cost, and expertise.

One simple thing to look for is the type of healthcare 
accreditation your doctor or hospital has. This is a key 
parameter that can reassure people they’re going in the 
right direction.

Luckily in Asia, we have a number of quality 
improvement consultation and accreditation services 
that set the standards for specialist clinics in the region, 
providing a rigorous framework that guides the delivery 
of safe, high-quality, and innovative healthcare.

Driven by high rates of economic and population 
growth, healthcare demand in Asia has been soaring, 
with many new providers springing up throughout 
the region to cater to the surging number of patients. 
As a result of this growth, increased oversight of 
clinical practices will become a top priority, especially 
at a juncture when digitised medicine and new 
technologies are transforming the patient experience 
and informed patients are now having more say in their 

It’s best to seek care in accredited  
clinics and medical centres
It’s a strong sign the highest standards of care are being followed, such as through the new GlobalHealth Quality  
and Innovation Accreditation

treatment options. 
When choosing a healthcare provider, patients are no 

doubt looking for the best and most trusted. But how do 
they know if a hospital or specialist clinic deserves their 
confidence? 

The best way is to look for a quality hallmark that 
assures them their choice healthcare provider has 
instituted processes, procedures, and standards that 
meet the following criteria and are constantly monitored 
for improvement: 
•	 Meet	quality	and	safety	standards: The provider’s 

service conforms to global standards, best practices, 
and local regulatory requirements. 

•	 Responsible	staff: The provider’s staff are 
accountable for the patient’s safety and care. 

•	 Appropriate	care: The provider will respond to the 
patient’s needs with appropriate care to ensure the 
best possible outcome. 

•	 Patient	collaboration: The provider will keep the 
patient informed and involved in their healthcare 
planning. 

SPONSORED FEATURE
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•	 Data	security	and	privacy: The patient’s healthcare 
data is secure, and patient privacy is maintained. 

•	 Patient	safety: The provider places utmost priority on 
minimising errors and overall patient safety. 

•	 Safe	and	effective	medication: Prescribed 
medication is within guidelines. There is no over- or 
under-treatment.

With these criteria as a guide, accreditation then can 
cement trust in medical institutions by facilitating the 
following goals: 

Improve patient outcomes 
• Strive for error-free healthcare operations with 

accreditation. It’s not just about following processes 
and meeting standards. It’s also about self-
examination and continuous improvement. 

• Gain access to expert consultation and independent 
assessments in setting up better structures, 
implementing standard operating procedures, and 
streamlining processes, allowing the clinic to minimise 
variability, mitigate risk, and reduce overall costs. 

• These efficiencies translate to greater patient 
engagement, better treatment, and improved 
outcomes, strengthening the community’s trust in 
healthcare providers. 

 Innovate for the future 
• In today’s intelligence age, falling behind in technology 

adoption can be unforgiving. Accreditation helps 
members keep up with the transformation of 
healthcare delivery. Through clear advice and 
guidance, accreditation inspires and supports efforts 
to innovate. 

Having a competent team and confident 
leadership 
• Empowers to improve care delivery. With every 

employee aligned with the standards, it can boost 
teamwork, communication, and productivity. 

• Staff will take pride in knowing that the organisation is 
working according to international best practices.
 

Access to resources and expert network 
• Steers the practice in the right direction by examining 

itself against established global standards within an 
identified clinical specialty. Helps a clinic identify areas 
of improvement and monitor its progress. 

• Benefit from discussions with advanced industry 
experts and tap into a broader expert network, sharing 
best practices and forging collaborations with fellow 
providers. 

Strengthen recognition and reputation 
• Healthcare accreditation helps the clinic communicate 

information focused on patient safety, quality of care, 
and commitment to continuous innovations. 

• Strengthen the community’s trust in providers.

A new accreditation player for healthcare 
providers in Asia
Global Health Asia-Pacific has recently launched a 
parent company that will help medical institutions 
improve their standards of care by providing quality 
improvement consultation and accreditation services.

Named GlobalHealth Quality and Innovation 
Accreditation (GHQIA), the new company is a licensed 
partner of Australia Council on Healthcare Standards 
(ACHS) International and aims to set the standards for 
healthcare institutions in Asia by providing a rigorous 
framework to guide the delivery of safe, high-quality, and 
innovative healthcare in the region. 

The company offers hospitals access to the well-
established standards of ACHS International and 
assigns a local partner to offer localised feedback and 
guidance as well as the option to conduct regular mock 
assessments of procedures to gear up for the actual 
audit. 

Specialist clinics can benefit from the accreditation 
programme by tapping into the vast GHQIA member 
network, a platform that facilitates knowledge and 
best practices sharing among providers in the region, 
potentially paving the way for win-win collaborations.

The company also provides accreditation services for 
centres of excellence, giving providers the chance to get 
recognised for care quality in niche areas of medicine. 
GHQIA will apply the ACHS International standards in a 
focused manner, conducting a deep-dive assessment of 
the organisation on those selected fronts.

GlobalHealth 
Quality and 
Innovation 

Accreditation 
(GHQIA) 

ACHS International 
accreditation
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Asia. Care. Innovation.
Asia’s first quality improvement body to provide accreditation services for 
hospitals, specialist clinics, and centres of excellence, setting impeccable 

standards of care in the region with a strong digital and innovative practices.

 GHQIA
Quality Improvement Programs

Hospital Accreditation
GHQIA provides hospitals 
access to the well- established 
standards of ACHS 
International, with notable 
added advantages to the 
accreditation process: 

• Assignment of a local partner 
who can offer accurate, 
localised feedback and 
continuous guidance.

• Option to conduct regular 
mock assessments and 
readiness diagnostics of 
processes, procedures, and 
outcomes to gear up for the 
actual audit.

• Overall cost-effectiveness 
through a localised 
engagement structure.

CoE Accreditation
The Centre of Excellence 
(CoE) Accreditation is a first-
to-market initiative allowing 
GHQIA members to undertake 
accreditation in niche areas of 
clinical expertise.

GHQIA will apply the ACHS 
International standards in a 
focused manner, conducting a 
deep-dive assessment of the 
organisation on those selected 
fronts.

As part of the excellence 
requirements and to ensure 
stand-out achievements 
in the identified specialty, 
the organisation is required 
to participate in the ACHS 
International Clinical Indicator 
Program (CIP) to benchmark 
themselves against best- in-
class providers and strive for 
continuous improvements during 
the time they are accredited.

Clinic Accreditation
With specialist clinics taking 
on an increasingly critical role 
in the patient journey, the 
accreditation serves as a tool to 
help clinics communicate their 
commitment to care excellence 
and differentiate themselves in 
a saturated market.

Through the accreditation 
program, members can tap 
on the expertise of industry 
experts for advice and guidance 
on all aspects of clinical 
operations, including digital 
health adoption and other 
innovative healthcare practices.

The GHQIA member network 
also offers a platform to 
facilitate knowledge and best 
practice sharing amongst 
fellow providers, opening 
doors to potential creative 
collaborations.

Why ACHS International?
With our strong focus on partnership, ACHS International is unique in our approach  

to quality improvement and offer the following benefits to our member organisations:

Continuous quality improvement 
offers methodology 
Evaluating your service and 
constantly improving your 
performance.

Value for Money
Pricing includes all membership 
benefits and support services to 
be paid in instalments over the 
membership period.

Clinical Indicator Program
Complimentary access to the world’s 
largest clinical indicator program 
(CIP) and data benchmarking.

Leading Customer Service
Complimentary access to a Coach, 
Quality Improvement Partner, 
Member Link organisation, and a 
comprehensive Member Portal.

Sustainable Improvements
Standards focus on safety culture 
and change management to make 
long lasting improvements within 
your organisation.

More Descriptive, Less 
Prescriptive
Standards include descriptive 
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When thinking of a healthy, balanced diet, one 
might wonder: is there such a thing as ‘good’ or 

‘bad’ food? The answer is no, shares Chloe Ong, Senior 
Dietitian at Parkway Cancer Centre.

According to her, a balanced diet includes adequate 
carbohydrates, proteins, fats, fiber, and also the 
different types of vitamins, minerals and trace elements.

“We need to have a healthy, balanced diet in order 
for our body to perform its necessary functions,” 
Chloe explained. “Only when we get the basics right, 
can we reap the ‘additional’ benefits of certain foods, 
such as vitamins and minerals, pre- and probiotics, 
and phytonutrients. In other words, it is important for 
individuals to include a variety of food in our diet.”

How nutrients support our immune system
Nutrients are essential in supporting our body’s 
necessary functions, which in turn help maintain 
a functional immune system. According to Chloe, 
different nutrients have different roles in our body 
though some may share similar roles:

•	 Carbohydrates - these are the main source of 
energy for our body to perform daily activities

•	 Protein - plays important roles in hormone and 
enzyme production for many of our body’s functions

•	 Fat – provides energy and ‘protects’ our vital organs. 
Some fat soluble vitamins also need fat to be 
absorbed for our body’s use

•	 Fiber – keeps our gut healthy, so that nutrients can 
be better digested and absorbed

“A healthy balanced nutrition is the most basic tool 
to boost our immune system, as different nutrients play 
different roles in our body,” Chloe emphasised.

How to lead a healthy lifestyle 
Like diet, there are a multitude of different aspects that 
need to be considered in order for individuals to lead 
a healthy lifestyle, and thus achieve a healthy immune 
system.

“Other than having a healthy, balanced diet, physical 
activities are equally important as well,” advised Chloe. 
“Try to get 30-60 minutes of exercise 5 times a week. 
Otherwise, find opportunities to increase everyday 
physical activities, such as taking the staircase instead 
of the lift.

“Stress management is also important for improving 
our immunity levels.”

It is not always reasonable to expect to keep up a 
healthy lifestyle routine everyday, particularly when we 
do not feel energetic, or feel under the weather. For 
days like that, Chloe recommends light or soupy food 
that contains some protein (e.g., chicken noodle soup, 
fish porridge, or egg mayo or tuna sandwich). She also 
advised to avoid deep fried and spicy food and to stay 
hydrated.

“Plain water is always the best for hydration,” 
explained Chloe. “If one wants to include other drinks 
like honey lemon or barley, that would be fine as well, as 
long as you keep tabs on the total sugar intake in a day.

“Last but not least, getting adequate rest and sleep 
on a daily basis can go a long way in helping you 
manage your overall health.”

This article was provided by the Parkway Cancer Centre 
in Singapore.

Dietary strategies to  
strengthen immunity 
In this article, Senior Dietitian Chloe Ong explains how adopting appropriate dietary strategies can 
go a long way in strengthening our immunity.

“Stress 
management 
is also 
important for 
improving 
our immunity 
levels.”
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Neglected tropical diseases is an umbrella term 
used to describe a group of 20 infectious diseases. 

These diseases affect over 1.7 billion people. They 
can disable, debilitate and even kill. The world’s most 
vulnerable and poorest are most affected. In the past, 
the diseases in this group have been overlooked 
internationally and poorly funded domestically: hence 
the “neglected” in the name. Some common neglected 
tropical diseases are Buruli Ulcer, Dengue Fever and 
Hansen’s disease (also known as leprosy).

There are already tools to prevent and treat these 
diseases. They include drugs, vector control, veterinary 
public health interventions and provision of safe water 
and toilets.

In the past 10 years there have been significant 
global efforts to control neglected tropical diseases. 
In 2012, pharmaceutical companies, donors, endemic 
countries and non government organisations came 
together to sign the London Declaration on Neglected 
Tropical Diseases. Together, they committed to 
control, eliminate or eradicate ten of these diseases 
by 2020 and improve the lives of over a billion people. 
Support from the signatories ranged from donation 
of the essential medicines to financing the delivery 
and distribution of the drugs, research, and funding 
for sanitation and safe water. These concerted global 
efforts have yielded successes and are grounds for 
optimism.

To date, 600 million people no longer require 
treatment for neglected tropical diseases. Cases of 
some of these diseases, such as leprosy, sleeping 
sickness and Guinea worm disease, are at an all-time 
low. Forty-four countries have eliminated at least one 
neglected tropical disease as a public health concern. 
Most recently the Gambia and Saudi Arabia eliminated 
trachoma, a bacterial infection which causes blindness.

However, this progress is now at real risk of 
reversal as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Drug 
programmes have been interrupted, health budgets re-
prioritised and aid cut.

As I have previously highlighted, interrupting control 
programmes could lead to rebound infections and 
disease. These could be worse than the original levels. 
This is now an imminent reality for neglected tropical 
diseases if control programmes do not resume quickly 
enough.

Interrupted disease control
One of the most important tools to use against 
neglected tropical diseases is national mass drug 
administration. This involves treating every member of a 
population, regardless of their infection status, because 
treatment is cheaper than diagnosis and the drugs are 
safe. Typically the national treatment programmes are 
annual events conducted in schools or health centres. 
It takes time, effort and money to plan and implement 
these programmes. And it’s critical to maintain 
momentum. Every dollar spent on these programmes 
yields a significant return on investment. This is why 
neglected tropical disease control has been termed a 
“best buy” in development.

The pandemic has affected neglected tropical 
disease control in three ways.

First, mass drug administration was stopped or 
interrupted by the lockdown and social distancing 
policies. And disruptions in global trade and 
transportation affected supply chains. A recent World 
Health Organisation survey indicated that, as of early 
2021, disruptions in neglected tropical disease control 
programmes occurred in 44% of countries.

Second, national governments in neglected tropical 
disease endemic countries have low health budgets. 

How COVID has affected the control  
of neglected tropical diseases 
Author: Francisca Mutapi, Professor in Global Health Infection and Immunity and co-Director of the 
Global Health Academy, University of Edinburgh.

Nutrition

This article was published in The Conversation on March 2022: https://theconversation.com/how-covid-has-
affected-the-control-of-neglected-tropical-diseases-178324. Global Health Asia-Pacific is republishing it under 
Creative Commons licence.
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Changing priorities during and after COVID-19 has 
meant that the resources allocated to neglected 
tropical diseases may be shifted to other diseases and 
health services.

Third, a significant amount of funding for neglected 
tropical disease control programmes comes from 
international development partners and foreign 
governments. Post-COVID-19 economic contraction 
in their economies and shifts in funding priorities are 
threatening the gains made in controlling neglected 
tropical diseases. For example, the UK recently 
withdrew over £150 million of funding to neglected 
tropical disease programmes as part of cuts to the 
country’s aid budget. This wiped out a third of donor 
funding for tackling neglected tropical diseases, with 
an impact on treatments to 250 million people and as 
many as 180,000 surgeries to prevent disabilities.

Long term consequences
Continued neglect of these diseases has dire 
consequences. Those affected continue to suffer the 
devastating diseases, associated health inequities and 
cycles of poverty. The effects of these diseases are 
pervasive and wide-ranging.

As long as neglected tropical diseases are a huge 
burden on health systems in endemic countries, these 
countries will continue to haemorrhage resources, 
finances and lives to these diseases. This will further 
weaken their health systems, compromising their ability 
for timely surveillance, detection and containment of 
the next epidemic. From the Global Health Security 
Agenda, we know that weakened health systems 
anywhere in the world compromise health security 
globally. Local health security is the foundation 
for global health security, as COVID-19 has amply 
demonstrated.

The opportunity to put global attention back 
on neglected tropical diseases will come later this 
year when the London Declaration is superseded 
by the Kigali Declaration. This high-level political 
declaration, led by Rwanda and Nigeria, aims to 
mobilise political will and secure commitments to 
achieve Sustainable Development Goals targets for 
these diseases.

It is important to remember that controlling 
neglected tropical diseases is in the best interest of all 
countries – those where the diseases are endemic and 
those where they are not. n
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Health is a comprehensive concept that takes into 
account different aspects of one’s wholeness. 
When taking care of yourself, you look after 

your mental health and the physical part as well, which 
often involves observing a healthy lifestyle. While you 
can achieve this with exercise and proper eating, it’s 
undoubtedly a long and often painful journey for many. 
However, with new medical advancements, all of this is 
now more achievable with aesthetic treatments targeted 
towards helping people get their dream body and, most 
importantly, be comfortable in their own skin. 

Body contouring or body sculpting in aesthetic 
medicine is concerned with healthy people who are 
unsatisfied with some physical deficiency when it 
comes to fat reduction and, as such, represents a 
complementary measure for getting an individual’s ideal 
body. In other words, body contouring is not intended 
to be a primary approach in a weight loss programme. 
Rather, it’s designed to amplify the effort and bring 
the patient closer to a desired result. Such treatments 
are often non-invasive, making it a safe alternative to 
surgery, while still promoting healthiness and a positive 
attitude towards one’s body. 

If you’re setting your sights on losing weight or 
contouring your body, there are various treatments and 
devices at your disposal. Some of the most popular are 
Emsculpt, CLATUU Alpha, Vanquish ME, Emtone, and 
Exilis Ultra 360. 

Achieve a dream body: 
How body contouring can help

With Emsculpt, supramaximal muscular 
contraction is induced via HIFEM (High-Intensity 
Focused Electromagnetic) technology, which is not 
possible voluntarily. This treatment will result in muscle 
development and fat burning at the same time. You will 
experience a workout with heightened intensity since 
your muscles are going through a powerful series of 
contractions. 

During a CLATUU Alpha treatment, fat cells are 
eliminated through a process of cryolipolysis (fat 
freezing), making it a safe and effective non-surgical 
alternative to liposuction. Thanks to the technology’s 
360° Surround Cooling, this one-of-a-kind body 
sculpting treatment can freeze off considerable amounts 
of fat from head to toe by applying temperatures within 
the range of 5°C to -5°C to the skin. 

Vanquish ME targets areas on the body that are 
commonly resistant to diet and exercise by heating 
fat cells with radiofrequency radiation until they are 
eliminated. A safe and contactless treatment that 
employs a harness around the midsection’s width, it 
ensures your comfort as the heat from the radiation will 
not harm your skin or tissue. 

EMTONE is a treatment to help reduce the 
appearance of cellulite and improve the overall skin 
texture. It works by incorporating pressure wave therapy 
and monopolar radiofrequency. The radiofrequency 
heats the tissue to around 44°C while acoustic waves are 
released during the treatment. The many elements that 
lead to cellulite can be treated with this combination. 

When losing weight, the skin tends to become loose 
and saggy. Exilis Ultra 360 can remedy this with skin 
tightening, firming, and smoothing. The treatment uses 
a combination of radiofrequency waves and ultrasound 
radiation to not only burn fat cells by reducing fat layer 
thickness in the treated area but also tighten the elastin 
fibres while also promoting collagen growth beneath the 
skin. 

With all these sophisticated treatments available, 
getting a dream body is becoming more practical. 
With that in mind, body contouring or sculpting should 
therefore be at the top of anyone’s list given its relative 
safety and greater affordability compared to surgery. To 
decide which treatment is for you, it’s best to consult an 
aesthetic practitioner and discuss your situation in detail. 

Datuk Dr Inder is an 
aesthetic physician 
at Klinik Dr Inder in 
Malaysia. 

While you can 
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and proper 
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There’s a lot we can now do to prevent and cure 
colorectal cancer, beginning with healthy lifestyles 
and regular screening. And for those with the 

disease, an array of therapies developed over the years 
continues to provide patients with better chances of 
survival.

That’s the takeaway message from a recent webinar 
organised by the Parkway Cancer Centre (PCC) in 
Singapore, where a range of experts offered up the 
latest treatment advances for one of the world’s most 
widespread and deadly malignancies.

Colorectal cancer, often referred to as bowel or 
colon cancer, is the most common cancer among 
Singaporean men, said Dr Foo Kian Fong, Senior 
Consultant in Medical Oncology at PCC. But Singapore 
is not alone. The International Agency for Research on 
Cancer estimates that in 2020 there were roughly two 
million new cases and almost one million deaths from the 
disease worldwide. 

Though the condition has long been a top killer in 
Singapore, many deaths could be avoided and survival 
rates much higher given the preventative tools at our 
disposal, stressed Dr Chew Min Hoe, General and 
Colorectal Surgeon at The Surgeons. Just about 60 

Colorectal cancer can be beaten
Early screening can save many patients with the common malignancy, while advanced treatments are readily available

percent of Singaporean patients survive for five years 
after diagnosis, a good indicator the disease has 
been cured in those patients. The main culprit for not 
achieving higher rates is late diagnosis as many people 
present with advanced cancers.

Therefore, early screening is key to improving survival 
since colorectal cancers are often asymptomatic in the 
initial stages.

The main screening options include an annual faecal 
immunochemical test (FIT) and a colonoscopy every five 
to 10 years. People at average risk should start them 
when turning 50, while those at greater risk, like first-
degree relatives of colorectal cancer patients, should 
get screened much sooner and more regularly. Those 
experiencing recurring symptoms, like changes in bowel 
habits (including constipation and diarrhoea), bloating, 
stomach pain, especially at night, paleness, a lump in the 
tummy, unexplained fatigue, and weight loss, should also 
undergo early screening. 

FIT is an inexpensive and non-invasive approach to 
detecting hidden blood in the stool, a potential sign of 
colorectal cancer, and is done by collecting a sample to 
test with an at-home kit. Positive results, however, don’t 
necessarily indicate cancer since blood in the stool can 

SPONSORED FEATURE

Dr Foo Kian Fong
Senior Consultant 
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Dr Chew Min Hoe
General and 
Colorectal Surgeon 
at The Surgeons
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result from benign conditions like piles or diverticula. To 
confirm a final diagnosis, patients need to undergo a 
colonoscopy, an invasive procedure where a small tube 
with a camera is inserted through the anus to check the 
bowels for signs of disease.

Carrying out a colonoscopy is the gold standard for 
colorectal cancer screening because it can provide the 
most accurate diagnosis while allowing doctors to see 
and remove bowel polyps, small benign growths in the 
intestine that over time can become cancerous. “Regular 
screening and removal of polyps by colonoscopy 
reduces risk of colorectal cancer by up to 90 percent,” 
explained Dr Chew.  

Another tool to reduce the risk of colorectal cancer is 
adopting a healthy lifestyle. 

A diet rich in fruits, vegetables, and fish, while limiting 
alcohol and red or processed meat, can contribute to 
risk reduction. People should also avoid smoking, sleep 
at least seven hours at night, and do moderate exercise 
like brisk walking for about 150 minutes per week or 
more vigorous physical activities like weightlifting for 75 
minutes weekly.

How to deal with colorectal cancer
For those who get colorectal cancer, a formidable set of 
well-established treatments is available that can control 
and even cure the majority of cases. “Treatment strategy depends on cancer stage,” 

explained Dr Ng Chee Yung, Colorectal Surgeon at One 
Surgical Clinic & Surgery, who believes surgery has 
come a long way in the treatment of these malignances.

An operation is usually needed for cancers in stages 
one to three where the tumour is confined to the bowel 
or spread to nearby lymph nodes and aims to remove the 
cancerous mass while keeping the bowel connected and 
functional. Most procedures can be done in a minimally 
invasive way, where surgeons make small key size holes 
in the belly to insert surgical instruments and take the 
tumour out, allowing the patient to recover quickly.

Surgery can achieve a very high cure rate of 90 to 
95 percent in patients with stage one and two cancers, 
without the need for further treatment. 

Some patients with stage two cancers, however, may 
also need post-op chemotherapy, or drugs that stop 
cancer cells from dividing, to kill off any residual bits of 
cancer, explained Dr Zee Ying Kiat, Senior Consultant 
in Medical Oncology at PCC, adding that survival rates 
hover around 60 to 80 percent. 

Chemotherapeutic drugs are usually recommended 
post-surgically for stage three cancers to maximise the 
chances of cure because the malignancy has spread to 
lymph nodes and is more likely to recur. In this scenario, 
survival rates drop further to 30 to 60 percent.

The prospects are usually bleaker for patients with 
advanced cancers or in the fourth stage because the 
malignancy has spread to several faraway organs like 
the liver, with the five-year survival rate being less than 
five percent. But patients can still benefit from palliative 
chemotherapy, radiation, and advanced drugs like 
targeted therapy and immunotherapy.

 PARKWAYCANCERCENTRE.COM
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Dear Readers,

Warm greetings from Malaysia Healthcare.

I hope you have been keeping well and staying safe. As we embrace endemicity and live with COVID-19, 
continuity of care remains to be Malaysia Healthcare’s key priority. Through the past two years, we have actively 
ensured that healthcare travellers have been able to enter Malaysia for treatment via the swift establishment 
of one of the world’s first medical travel bubbles. With strict protocols in place, healthcare travellers were still 
able to receive treatments for critical conditions, without compromising the safety of our nation, and that of 
healthcare travellers. 

This year, we are finally seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. I’m delighted to share that Malaysia has 
reopened its borders to the world beginning 1 April 2022, and there will be no mandatory quarantine required 
for those who are fully vaccinated. We are ready to welcome all travellers alike with open arms, whether they 
intend to visit Malaysia for healthcare, business, or leisure, while prioritising their safety and peace of mind. 

We are fully geared up to charge towards recovering and rebuilding the healthcare travel industry. In line with 
our aspiration to provide the best Malaysia healthcare travel experience by 2025, we will continue to intensify 
efforts in showcasing Malaysia Healthcare’s capabilities and strengths by solidifying its position as the Fertility 
and Cardiology Hubs of Asia, Cancer Care Centre of Excellence and Hepatitis C Treatment Hub of Asia.

As patient-centricity remains to be our key focus, we will uphold our commitment to provide healthcare 
travellers a safe and trusted environment to seek quality healthcare. We will continue to offer comparatively 
affordable medical offerings and provide a holistic end-to-end journey where healthcare travellers are well 
taken care throughout their journey towards recovery.

Together with my MHTC comrades, member hospitals and partners, we are excited to welcome international 
travellers back to our shores again for healthcare and leisure activities, strengthened by our nation’s 
commitment to embracing endemicity. Kickstart your healthcare travel journey with us, visit our website at 
malaysiahealthcare.org, and come and Experience Malaysia Healthcare.

Thank you. 

SPONSORED FEATURE

Endometriosis

Understanding Endometriosis 
and Its E�ects on Fertility
“Endometriosis is one of the more common causes of 
infertility. Period pain is a significant symptom of this 
disease. But because many women experience painful 
menstruation, there is a widespread belief that 
menstrual pain is ‘normal’. This poses a barrier for the 
prompt diagnosis of this disease.”
 
         - Dr Navdeep Singh Pannu

In recent years, the infertility rate has been 
rising globally due to the prevalence of various 
health issues in women. According to WHO, 
Endometriosis a�ects roughly 10 percent (190 
million) of women in the reproductive age 
category.

What is Endometriosis?
Endometriosis occurs when the uterine tissue 
(endometrium) grows outside of the uterus, usually around 
the pelvic area. During menstruation, this tissue reacts to 
hormones; it grows and bleeds the same way the uterine 
tissue does. However, since the tissue is outside the uterus, 
it can’t shed and exit through the vagina. Instead, the 
tissue settles in other places and starts new growths and 
inflammation, which leads to the accumulation of scar 
tissue causing severe pain. 

Endometriosis and Fertility
About 30 – 50 percent of women with Endometriosis may 
face di�culties in conceiving. Some patients find out about 
their condition when they have trouble getting pregnant. 

Endometriosis a�ects fertility due to:

Treating Endometriosis
Painful periods, chronic pelvic pain, painful intercourse, 
and ovarian cysts – these are just some of the symptoms 
that women with Endometriosis live with. Endometriosis is 
a progressive disease and not 100 percent treatable. There 
is no magic pill that can be given to a patient to make 
Endometriosis disappear.

However, Endometriosis can be managed. Although it is a 
long-term condition that can have a significant impact on a 
person’s life, there are treatments that can help. 

In general, treatment for endometriosis includes:

1. Pain medication
     • NSAIDs (Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs) 

2. Hormone therapy
     •  Oral contraceptives.
     • Gonadotropin-releasing hormone agonist.
     • Progestin – Visanne (dienogest).
     • Androgen Receptor Agonist, Danazol.

3. Surgical techniques
     • Laparoscopy.
     • Laparotomy.
     • Hysterectomy.

Knowledge is Key, Be Empowered
Living with Endometriosis is tough, especially for a woman 
in her reproductive age. If you have been diagnosed with 
Endometriosis, my advice is to get as much information as 
you can before deciding on your next course of action. 
Knowledge is key and having the right information about 
the disease will empower you to take a step in the right 
direction. 

Image credit: bloominuterus.com

To make an appointment to consult 
with Dr Navdeep, please call:
 
+603-8069 9333 / +6018 2111 088 
(TMC Fertility & Women’s Specialist Centre, Puchong)
 
or email ask@drnavdeepfertility.com

• Tissue overgrowth around ovaries that prevents 
eggs from entering the fallopian tubes;

•  Endometriosis forming outside the fallopian 
tubes causing adhesions;

•  Endometriotic cysts (or chocolate cysts) 
producing chemicals and other substances that 
are strongly linked to a lower density of ovarian 
follicles from which mature eggs are released.

In addressing infertility, the sooner you have them 
answered, the better. Mohd Daud Mohd Arif

Chief Executive Officer
Malaysia Healthcare Travel Council

For more information on Malaysia Healthcare, visit

www.malaysiahealthcare.org  Malaysia Healthcare     Malaysia Healthcare Travel Council

Welcoming the World to Experience 
Malaysia Healthcare Once Again
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