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Abstract: Malaysians are facing the biggest challenge in 2021 - the rise in COVID-19 cases
and its variant of concern (VOC) strains. The scale and impact of this coronavirus disease
are unimaginable, scary, and full of sorrows. Many lost their loved ones, relatives, friends,
and children are becoming orphaned overnight. Now our only hope is on the available
vaccines to control this deadly virus infection. When this Review article was in press, over
170 million confirmed cases with 3.5 million deaths were reported worldwide. Malaysia is
dealing with spikes in the number and severity of new cases. A record toll of new cases and
fatalities for consecutive weeks has pushed Malaysia's total cases to a soaring 500,000
confirmed cases with 2300 deaths — the third highest in Southeast Asia behind Indonesia and
the Philippines. The healthcare system in Malaysia is currently under heavy pressure to
control the disease as the number of confirmed cases is rising exponentially. A National
COVID-19 Immunization Program was launched in February 2021 in the hope of providing
immunity to 80% of the population in Malaysia and achieve herd immunity. This review
discusses the alarming COVID-19 situation in Malaysia, the management strategies, and the
vaccinations program.
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1. Introduction

It has been over a year since the World Health Organization (WHO) declared
COVID-19 as a global pandemic caused by the novel severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)!'5]. This virus has vastly spread worldwide, with new variants
becoming a source of concern as the variants are associated with higher infectivity linked to
high fatality rates!®”). The total number of confirmed cases has surpassed 170 million, and
3.5 million deaths reported globally!®!. In 2020, vaccines were developed pharmaceuticals at
warp speed to overcome the burden of COVID-19°). In November 2020, Pfizer officially
announced that their vaccine has a 95% efficacy against this virus and subsequently rolled
out the vaccine for use in December. Since then, various other vaccines with considerable
efficiency against COVID-19 were produced by pharmaceutical companies; for example,
Moderna, AstraZeneca, Sinovac, etc. have also been distributed worldwide to fight against
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the pandemic®!'?!. Cumulatively, more than 1.4 billion vaccine doses have been administered
internationally!®].

Malaysia's fight against COVID-19 started in early 2020. Soon after the COVID-19
outbreak in China, the first cases of COVID-19 were detected in Malaysia on 25" January
2020, The cases involved three Chinese nationals who were close contacts of an elderly
COVID-19 patient receiving treatment in Singapore. The Chinese nationals were part of a
group of eight placed under quarantine in Johor Bahru after traveling into Malaysia via
Singapore on the 24™ of January 202021, The three Chinese nationals were then moved to
the Sungai Buloh Hospital in Selangor for treatment!!*). The Ministry of Health Malaysia
(MOH) quickly released a statement notifying the public about the confirmed COVID-19
cases. It urged the public to practice good personal hygiene i.e., hand washing, wearing face
masks, social distancing, and avoid large social gatherings or crowded areas to prevent the
spread of the virus. Individuals who displayed symptoms of difficulty in breathing and fevers
should also seek treatment immediately. On the 4™ of February 2020, a 41-year-old man
became the first Malaysian to be tested positive for the coronavirus. He had just returned to
Malaysia from Singapore and had developed symptoms of fever and cough. He was referred
to Sungai Buloh Hospital and admitted to an isolation ward!'¥l. Just two days later, his
younger sister was tested positive for the virus, and this became the first case of local
transmission of the SARS-CoV-2 virus in Malaysial'!.

The Malaysian government took various precaution measures and imposed
restrictions throughout the country to control the spread of this virus. Malaysians started to
live and adapt to the "New Normal" life, which caused a significant impact on the economic,
social, and livelihoods!'®. A National COVID-19 Immunization Program was launched in
February 2021, in the hope of providing immunity to 80% of the population in Malaysia and
achieve herd immunity. As of 22 May 2021, around 3% of the nation's population is fully
vaccinated. This review aims to provide insights into the alarming COVID-19 situation,
management strategies, and vaccination status in Malaysia.

2. COVID-19 Cases in Malaysia

Initially, the number of confirmed cases in Malaysia was growing slowly, but in
March 2020, there was a sudden exponential increase in the cases. The cases were traced
back to a religious event held in Sri Petaling, Kuala Lumpur, which amassed 16,000 local
participants and 1,500 foreign participants!!”). The abrupt spike in cases pushed the
government to close its borders to the world as a preventative measure. Prompted by the
rapidly increasing number of cases in Malaysia, the Prime Minister of Malaysia also
announced the first Movement Control Order (MCO) on 16" March 2020!'8]. During this
period, all mass movements and gatherings were prohibited, and only essential services could
operate across the country. The government completely prohibited all interstate, inter-district,
or international traveling during this time. The MCO, which was scheduled to end on the 31%
of March, got extended until 4" May 2020 to further prevent the spread of the virus. A
Conditional Movement Control Order (CMCO) was then implemented from 4" May to 9*
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June 2020, whereby the lockdown restrictions were slightly loosened, and certain business
sectors were allowed to resume operations!'’). The Prime Minister of Malaysia then
announced that the CMCO would end and be replaced by the Recovery Movement Control
Order (RMCO) on 9™ June as the COVID-19 cases were well under control. Interstate travel
was now allowed, and almost all businesses, educational, religious, and social activities could
resume under strict standard of procedures during the RMCO. Malaysians were still reminded
to wear face masks when in public areas, practice social distancing, avoid crowded areas, and
practice good hygiene to prevent a new wave of virus spread. However, amidst the RMCO,
positive cases hit an all-time high in October, reaching over 800 cases due to many
individuals traveling interstate in September to vote in the state election in Sabah!?”). This
contributed to the third wave of infections in Malaysia as the number of confirmed positive
cases in Malaysia continued to soar, hitting record high numbers and grew in an upwards
trend up until 29" January 2021 where cases peaked at 5,725 cases!?!l. There was a steady
decrease in the daily cases until early April 2021; then, cases began to increase rapidly once
more going into May 2021. The cases were increasing at an alarming rate in less than two
months, and 9,020 cases were reported on 29" May 2021, surpassing the previous record
(Figure 1). The daily number of deaths due to COVID-19 has also been rising, reaching 98
deaths a day on 29™ May 2021. The spike in cases further overwhelmed the public healthcare
system in Malaysia, which was already under heavy pressure from handling COVID-19 cases
since 2020.
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Figure 1. Illustration of daily confirmed COVID-19 cases, cumulative COVID-19 cases, cumulative deaths due to COVID-

19, and a brief timeline of the events in Malaysia since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.
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3. Vaccination in Malaysia

Despite the rising number of cases, the government has drawn up various strategies
and continues to control coronavirus spread in Malaysia. The earliest efforts were to enforce
health screenings at all points of entry to detect fever among individuals. The number of
hospitals that could treat COVID-19 was also increased to accommodate the rising numbers
of confirmed cases of infection. Strict rules and regulations devised during the MCOs aimed
to prevent the further spread of the virus into local communities!??l. Standard operating
procedures (SOP) were implemented in workplaces to reduce staff capacity, social distancing,
prohibition of mass gatherings, face mask-wearing, etc., to prevent disseminating the virus
into local communities!?*.

Furthermore, at-risk individuals within identified clusters were tracked down via
contact tracing to undergo COVID-19 screening and would serve as a mandatory home
surveillance order?!. The Ministry of Health (MOH) also raised awareness for COVID-19
via mass media infographics to continuously remind the public of the preventative measures
that can be taken to prevent COVID-19 infections. In addition, the MOH would update the
people on the number of confirmed cases, total deaths, and total recoveries daily on their
websitel?*]. The press briefings, conference recordings, and relevant news on COVID-19 are
also frequently updated by the Malaysian government and the MOH.

As the roll-out of vaccines developed by Pfizer, AstraZeneca, and Sinovac began
worldwide, the Malaysian government has been placing orders for these vaccines since
November 20202¢281 Additional orders for the vaccines were placed in 2021 to speed up the
vaccination process in Malaysia to achieve the target of providing immunity to 80% of its 32
million population by February 2022. The first batch of 312,390 doses of the Pfizer vaccine
arrived on the 21% February 2021, while 268,000 doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine were
received on 23" April 202112931, As for the vaccine doses from Sinovac, 200 litres of bulk
vaccine arrived from China on 27" February and were filled and finished at the Pharmaniaga
LifeScience Sdn Bhd (PLS) plant. As of 10" May, PLS has prepared 1.2 million doses of
Sinovac vaccines, and 290,480 doses have been approved by the National Pharmaceutical
Regulatory Agency (NPRA) for distribution!®!. More vaccine shipments have since arrived
in Malaysia in the months following the first batches. These vaccines would be distributed
freely upon registration to Malaysians and foreigners residing in Malaysia, with Malaysians
receiving priority. The vaccines would also be distributed through the COVID-19
Immunization Programme in three phases, with the first phase completed in April 2021.
While the target for Phase 1 was to administer 500,000 doses of vaccines, 552,682 doses
were distributed with an average of 23,410 daily doses. The first phase prioritized front liners,
whereas phase two prioritizes individuals in high-risk groups such as senior citizens and those
with chronic disease. Phase two is scheduled to complete in August 2021, while phase three
would prioritize the adult population over 18 years old™2!,
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The COVID-19 Vaccination Programme in Malaysia has been distributing vaccines
from Pfizer (Comirnaty), AstraZeneca (Vaxzevria), and Sinovac (CoronaVac) to the public
since February 2021331 A study was done in 2020 that studied the intent of Malaysian
nationals to receive the COVID-19 vaccine revealed a high overall acceptance of a vaccine,
with almost half of the participants expressing a definite intention to take the vaccine and 45%
of participants expressing a possible and probable intention. The study also showed that
participants were more likely to have a definite intention of receiving the vaccine if they had
a high perception of benefits and low perception barriers in receiving the vaccine, along with
high perceived susceptibility of getting a COVID-19 infection**!. Thus, the government and
MOH have been continuously promoting the benefits of receiving the vaccination while
reducing the barriers of receiving the vaccines, such as distributing the vaccines free of
charge and setting up many vaccination centers countrywide to expand the outreach of the
vaccines.

Since the global distribution of the COVID-19 vaccines, many have been concerned
about the adverse events that may occur upon receiving vaccines of specific brands. The
vaccines used in Malaysia have shown little to no side effects detrimental to the individual's
health. The most common side effects are local pain at the injection site, sore muscles, fever,
and fatigue post-vaccination. These side effects are generally well tolerated and subside in 1-
2 days®>37l. To note, only Pfizer vaccine is recommended for pregnant or breastfeeding
mothers as there is insufficient data to show the safety of the AstraZeneca and Sinovac
vaccines in these demographics. Although severe adverse events may occur, these instances
are extremely rare. The MOH has set up the vaccination system so that upon receiving the
vaccine, recipients are to be observed for a period to enable swift detection of serious adverse
events on the off chance that they occur. These measures ensure that the adverse events
following immunization can be treated and monitored at an earlier stage!**). However, the
AstraZeneca vaccines raised concerns from the public in Malaysia. This was due to incidents
that occurred abroad whereby individuals developed thrombosis with thrombocytopenia
syndrome (TTS) post vaccination with the AstraZeneca vaccinel*®3%),

Further analyses done by researchers have shown that the occurrence of blood clotting
combined with low platelet counts caused by the vaccine is relatively low. The risks of TTS
have been shown to occur approximately 4 cases per 1 million, further indicating that the
benefits of taking the vaccine greatly outweigh the risks!*"l. Considering the public's concerns,
the Malaysian government opened bookings to the public for the AstraZeneca COVID-19
vaccines in May voluntarily. In addition, the vaccine would not be included in the mainstream
national vaccination program and will be distributed only to those who want it!*!]. The first
round of registration for voluntary vaccination with the United Kingdom developed vaccine
opened on 2™ May and are to be distributed within Klang Valley. All 268,000 doses were
booked within the first three hours, and the doses were administered in May. To date, no
severe side effects from the AstraZeneca vaccine have been reported in Malaysial*?l. The
second round of registration for 1.1 million doses of the vaccine opened from 23" May to
26™ May. High-risk groups and individuals over 60 years of age were prioritized during this
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round of voluntary opt-ins. The supply of vaccines will be extended to Penang, Sarawak, and
Johor, currently in the COVID-19 red zones!*!. According to data released by The Special
Committee On COVID-19 Vaccine Supply (JKJAV), now, over 2 million individuals have
received the COVID-19 vaccine, and over 12.2 million have registered to receive the vaccine.
To date, approximately 6.2% of the population has received at least one dose of the vaccine
(Figure 2)44431,
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Figure 2. An illustration of Malaysian who shared their experience receiving at least one dose of COVID- 19 vaccine on

social media.

4. The Emergence of VOC Strains

When this review writing went into press, the number of COVID-19 positive cases
and deaths in Malaysia rose to historic heights. Both the public and private healthcare sectors
are greatly overwhelmed by the number of confirmed cases. Intensive care units in many
hospitals are fully occupied with COVID-19 patients in severe conditions, and quarantine
centers are filled with COVID-19 patients. At the beginning of the outbreak of COVID-19 in
Malaysia, researchers analyzed 58 SARS-CoV-2 genome sequences from COVID-19
patients in Malaysia. They determined that the major contributor of the disease transmission
in Malaysia was the SARS-CoV-2 lineage B.6!*°l. As the outbreak progressed and more
confirmed cases were reported, different variants of the coronavirus were isolated in
Malaysia. For instance, in Pahang, SARS-CoV-2 with D614G mutation was found in an
asymptomatic patient and this mutation resulted in higher infectivity of the coronavirus*”),
Other variants of concern (VOC ) strains include the SARS-CoV-2 lineage B.1.351 (South
African), B.117 (United Kingdom), and B.1.617.1 (Indian). To note, these three variants have
raised the concern of the MOH as individuals infected with this variant typically appear
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asymptomatic and would present negative test results during COVID-19 screenings. Those
infected would not experience any typical COVID-19 symptoms such as fevers or loss of
smell or taste, but signs of pneumonia would be shown through X-ray scans/®*!. These
variants were also linked to high fatality rates. The emergence of these variants raises
concerns of many regarding the efficacy of the vaccines currently available to the public.
Data from Qatar suggested that the Pfizer vaccine was effective against infection and disease
within Qatar's population, where the B.1.1.7 and B.1.351 variants were the major causes of
infection in the country!®’l. Meanwhile, in a study conducted in South Africa, it was found
that the AstraZeneca vaccine was not effective in protecting against the South African
variant®’l. A study by Public Health England produced data revealing two doses of the Pfizer
vaccine was 88% while two doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine were 60% effective against
symptomatic diseases from the Indian variant of the coronavirus®!l. As for the vaccine from
Sinovac, there is insufficient data to confirm whether the vaccine is effective against the
variants.

As the situation in Malaysia progresses with the rise of more COVID-19 variants,
there is a dire need for a rapid vaccine rollout in Malaysia to protect the population’s health.
The rate of vaccine distribution is influenced by the supply of vaccines from the
manufacturers. As aforementioned, Malaysia will be receiving more shipments of vaccines
in the coming months. Henceforth, individuals are highly encouraged to register for the
vaccine to achieve immunity against COVID-19 within the nation as soon as possible. While
waiting for more vaccines to arrive, the public should play their responsibility in flattening
the curve by practicing good hygiene, wearing face masks in public areas, avoiding social
gatherings, and obeying all the SOP implemented by the government. Recently, the Health
Director General (MOH) shared effective ways of double masking; by using a surgical mask
on the inside and a cloth mask on the outside. According to America’s Center for Disease
Control (CDC), this method provides up to 85.4% protection compared to 56.1% when
wearing a single 3-ply surgical mask. If the cases continue to rise, the Malaysian healthcare
system may collapse, and the disease's burden can no longer be controlled, ultimately
crippling the lives of millions in the physical, mental, and economic aspects. It is crucial to
note that the betterment of the COVID-19 situation in Malaysia ultimately depends on the
combined efforts of the Malaysian government, the Malaysian healthcare system, and the
nation.
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