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Current major event

COVID-19 strategies to
overcome oxygen shortage in the
Eastern Mediterranean Region

Medical oxygen is an essential treatment for a
wide range of diseases, but it is often overlooked
in health system planning because of complex
infrastructure requirements, perceptions about
cost and poor understanding of it’s health
impact. Almost half of all hospitals in low- and
middle-income countries have either an entire
lack, or an inconsistent supply of medical
oxygen. COVID-19 has made this pre-existing
challenge even harder to overcome.

Editorial note

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the role
of medical oxygen as a lifesaving therapy for
patients with severe and critical disease. The
estimated daily oxygen requirement of severe and
critical COVID-19 patients in some large countries
during surge may reach higher than 1 million cubic
meters of oxygen per day. Countries of all sizes may
be unequipped to meet that level of demand. WHO
recognizes the urgent need for a global effort to scale
up the availability, accessibility and affordability of
quality medical oxygen, and is working with

Member States to accelerate oxygen scale-up
activities.
There are three main configurations for the

production of medical oxygen, with each option
needing to be examined while considering access
and distribution constraints:

®  Bedside concentrator are portable, electrically
-powered medical devices designed to
concentrate oxygen from ambient air, using
pressure swing absorption (PSA) technology.

(] PSA plants generate oxygen using PSA
technology (similar to concentrators) that can
be located on-site at medical facilities.

° Liquid oxygen plants are large facilities that
produce liquid oxygen in bulk and store the
oxygen in tanks.

The medical oxygen requirements of a country,
region or facility can be forecasted using tools such
as the WHO COVID-19 Essential Supplies
Forecasting Tool (ESFT). The ESFT can be used to
forecast the necessary volumes of medical supplies,
biomedical equipment and medical oxygen for
supportive care and treatment of patients with
COVID-19.

The WHO Regional Office has been assisting
countries to develop sustainable oxygen supplies.
One prominent example is Somalia, where some of
its public hospitals lacked adequate medical oxygen
supply before the pandemic began. This situation
was exacerbated by COVID-19, with increased
needs particularly in remote and rural facilities. To
help overcome this challenge, WHO worked hand
in hand with the Ministry of Health and other
partners to procure medical oxygen in multiple
configurations. There was investment in the
procurement of PSA plants that were placed at
health care facilities. This included the provision of
innovative solar-powered oxygen concentrators
across the country along with biomedical technical
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support. Oxygen cylinders and other oxygen
accessories were also procured. In settings such as
Somalia, a reliable and uninterrupted medical
oxygen supply will be lifesaving for many people.

WHO recommends that Member States prioritize
and invest in the availability, accessibility and
affordability of quality medical oxygen at health
care facilities to save lives.
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