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OVERVIEW

Background
The Philippines is one of the world’s high-burden countries for tuberculosis (TB) and multidrugresistant tuberculosis (MDR-TB). Key findings from the 2016 Philippines national TB
prevalence survey showed that about 1% of the population is afflicted with TB, with a
smear+/culture+ prevalence rate of 286/100,000. Despite the high TB prevalence, only one-third
of detected cases were notified in the program. The National Tuberculosis Program (NTP) is
strengthening its programming through the Philippines Strategic TB Elimination Plan Phase One
2017–2022 (PhilSTEP-1). PhilSTEP-1 aims to reduce the TB burden by 2022 through the
reduction of TB deaths by 50%, and reduction of TB incidence by 5%.
The NTP’s strategic direction for the laboratory services as articulated in PhilSTEP-1 is to
improve access to laboratory services so that all high-risk TB patients are tested using World
Health Organization (WHO)-endorsed rapid diagnostic tests (RDTs) as the initial diagnostic
procedure, particularly the Xpert MTB/RIF assay (Xpert). This entails the strengthening of the
laboratory network (LNW) and its support systems to achieve a wider deployment and
implementation of RDTs while ensuring the sustained delivery and quality of all currently
employed TB diagnostic technologies, including smear microscopy, culture and drug
susceptibility testing (DST), and line probe assay (LPA).
To facilitate the laboratory network strengthening processes, the Systems for Improved Access to
Pharmaceuticals and Services (SIAPS) Program, funded by the US Agency for International
Development (USAID) focused its technical assistance in strengthening the leadership,
management, and governance (LMG) capacity of NTP, particularly the National Tuberculosis
Reference Laboratory (NTRL), since the latter is mandated to provide technical leadership and
oversight to the management of the laboratory network.

Pharmaceutical Systems Strengthening Approach to Improve Laboratory
Services
SIAPS used the pharmaceutical systems strengthening (PSS) approach (figure 1) to improve the
LNW leadership, management, and governance and achieve health impact. The framework
shows the dynamic relationships of the five health systems building blocks (governance, human
resources, information, financing, and service delivery) with a medical products building block
overlay to provide focus, and to identify the areas of concern and the related corrective
interventions. This approach helps achieve country-specific results that are aligned with the
country’s strategic plans and US Government/USAID health-related goals. SIAPS used four
practices to strengthen the health system: capacity building, innovation, evidence generation, and
advocacy.
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Figure 1. SIAPS systems strengthening framework
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TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE ACTIVITIES

National Level
•

To strengthen national LNW leadership capacity, SIAPS conducted the following activities:
In 2011, we worked with NTRL to reactivate the TB subnational Laboratory Working Group,
consisting of representatives of NTP, NTRL, WHO, SIAPS, and various technical partners to
improve coordination and collaboration among national-level stakeholders. SIAPS worked
with NTRL and the Laboratory Working Group to develop the NTP Laboratory Network
Strategic Plan (LNSP: 2013–2016) in 2012.1 The LNSP provided the strategic direction to
improve access, quality, effectiveness, and sustainability of NTP laboratory services. The
LNSP was approved in 2013.

•

Starting in 2014, SIAPS provided technical assistance to NTRL’s efforts to improve its
capacity by focusing initially on organizational strengthening. Based on the
recommendations from a previous assessment of NTRL’s internal capacity, we helped NTRL
revise and streamline its organizational structure (figures 2 and 3), define the individual
units’ functions to avoid duplication of tasks, improve overall efficiency, and contribute to a
better work climate. We developed NTRL’s internal standard operating procedures (SOPs)
for information management2 to improve internal coordination and collaboration. The
information management SOP was approved and adopted by NTRL and the Research
Institute for Tropical Medicine (RITM).

Figure 2. Prior NTRL organizational chart
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Figure 3. Revised NTRL organizational chart, 2014

To enhance NTRL’s capacity for information management, we trained selected NTRL staff in
the management and use of laboratory data, encompassing all phases of information
management, from data collection, organizing (using tables, charts, and graphs), analysis and
interpretation, report writing and report dissemination.3
•

SIAPS assisted the NTP in generating evidence and information regarding program
achievements and in informing strategic directions through technical leadership in the
laboratory component of the NTP Joint Program Reviews (JPR) in 2013 and 2016. The
JPR analyzed the performance of the NTP, validated and documented its achievements,
and identified program gaps and challenges.

•

To assist in the scale-up of Xpert in the Philippines in 2013, SIAPS helped identify the
appropriate selection of Xpert sites and allocation of machines.4 We developed for NTP
and NTRL an algorithm to guide the use of Xpert use for smear-negative TB patients and
selected high-risk patient groups.5 SIAPS also helped NTP update its Manual of
Procedures from 2012; the updated manual was released in 2014.6 Toward the end of
2013, SIAPS helped create the national policy and guidelines for the scale-up and
expanded use of Xpert in the TB program. The policy was approved for implementation
by July 2014.7

•

Also in 2014, SIAPS supported NTRL’s internal capacity building efforts by
strengthening its management processes and practices by introducing innovations in
planning, monitoring, evaluation, and information management processes. We enhanced
NTRL staff’s planning skills so that planners are able to identify and analyze the
problems in the LNW, and create plans that focus on addressing the priority problems.
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Technical Assistance Activities

We provided technical leadership in the development of NTRL’s annual unit plans from
2014 to 2016 and monitored their implementation.
•

From 2014 to 2015, we assisted NTRL’s Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Unit in
building NTRL capacity to perform M&E functions for the lab network through technical
assistance to develop the LNW’s M&E plan. We also helped organize the NTRL M&E
working group to enable better coordination of functions related to M&E, and provide a
venue to discuss program problems.8 SIAPS trained selected NTRL staff on techniques of
carrying out monitoring for the laboratory services remotely and during field visits.9 We
also developed a laboratory network monitoring guide for the use of the national,
regional, and local government unit (LGU) coordinators.10

Regional Level
•

In October 2015, we developed the NTP laboratory training decentralization strategy as part
of our efforts to improve regional capacity in LNW management. In 2016, SIAPS organized
an ad hoc working group composed of NTRL staff, selected regional coordinators, and a
private sector trainer to develop activities for the decentralization strategy. The
decentralization activities were adopted by NTRL and were included in NTRL’s Training
and Development Unit (TDU) annual work plan.11

•

As part of the decentralization activities, we worked with NTRL to develop the enhanced
training of trainers (TOT) course for TB microscopy and for Xpert trainings. SIAPS
supported the conduct of these two courses, which were held in July 2016 and November
2017, respectively. We worked with NTRL’s TDU to develop the training materials,
including Work Instructions, which will guide the trainees when they return after training to
their workplaces.12,13 In November 2017, we worked with NTRL and the Department of
Health (DOH) Regional Office Central Visayas to conduct the first TOT for Xpert training in
the Philippines. This is part of the regional capacity building activities for training
decentralization.

•

SIAPS also collaborated with NTRL to conduct a series of planning workshops that aimed to
improve the regional offices’ planning of their LNW strengthening activities. SIAPS
conducted an assessment of the NTP lab network’s performance in 2016–2017 to inform
future strategic directions in laboratory strengthening, including the expansion of RDTs.14
Using the LNW assessment findings, we helped the regional NTP teams formulate strategies
that focus on specific problems and needs of their regions.15

Grassroots Level
SIAPS recognized that, to achieve sustainable improvements in pharmaceutical and laboratory
management at the community level, interventions had to be embedded with an initiative that
strengthened health program leadership, management, and governance, and should be a
collaborative effort by the government, health partners, and the community. Unlike the
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interventions at the national, regional, and provincial/city levels, community-level approaches
involve close collaboration with the political, health, and social leaders in the community, as
well as the people who are the key stakeholders and beneficiaries of the health programs.
Moreover, the interventions should be able to address the concerns of these various stakeholders
in the community.
•

SIAPS and the Quezon City Health Department implemented the Barangay Health
Management Council (BHMC) initiative to strengthen the community health system to
support improvements in TB and other public health services.16 BHMC works in teams to
enhance health leadership, management, and governance to strengthen the health system
effectively, efficiently, and sustainably using community resources. The approach is
based on the premise that with increased capacities, the LGUs and community health
leaders would be better able to address pharmaceutical and other health system
weaknesses in financing, health workforce, and information to improve the delivery of
TB and other services.

•

At the grassroots level, we helped selected urban poor barangays strengthen their
laboratory services through our BHMC initiative in Quezon City. We helped the
community health managers identify and understand the gaps in access to, and use of,
diagnostic services. This was by done by helping them analyze the TB situation in their
communities using their own data. The community health managers were then able to
design interventions that focused on specific problems, based on their situational
analysis. These improved the diagnostic services and led to better case finding results and
increased TB case notifications.17

•

We also helped the Quezon City government develop a city ordinance that prescribes the
guidelines for the scale-up of BHMCs in all barangays in the city in 2014. The city
ordinance was approved in 2014 and amended in 2015.16
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