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Since the outbreak of 
Covid-19, the world has 
been awash with stories of 

people battling and succumb-
ing to the pandemic.   

In its series dubbed; ‘Beat-
ing Covid-19’, Daily Monitor 
has been publishing stories of 
Covid-19 survivors, where peo-
ple shared stories of how they 
battled the disease, challenges 
faced, including inadequate 
access to medic+al oxygen. 

Dr Sam Lyomoki, the for-
mer workers representative 
who is currently the sec-

retary-general of the Central 
Organisation of Free Trade 
Unions in Uganda was diag-
nosed with Covid-19 on May 22. 

His tale of the pandemic 
revealed how the disease 
weakened his body to a 
point where he could hardly 
move out of bed even after 
receiving some medication.

“To date, I cannot tell how 
I contracted the virus. It was 
a shock. I was observing all 
the Standard Operating Pro-
cedures (SOPs),” he said. 

Although symptoms pre-
sented in form of a headache, 
severe body pain, nausea, 
and loss of appetite did not 
reduce, the situation wors-
ened with each passing day. 

He recalls: “After about four 
days, I developed a severe 
cough along with chest pain. 
At this point, the possibility of 
it being Covid-19 crept through 
my mind but it was mistaken 
for malaria by my wife.”

However, a day later, he col-
lapsed in the night prompting 

his family to frantically rush 
him to a private hospital 
where a test was done and 

results were positive. The 
doctors also carried out a CT 

scan, which indicated that 
his lungs were damaged. 

At that time, he was 
experiencing difficulty 
breathing. This com-

pelled the family to 
take him to Mulago Hos-

pital such that he can be 
put on oxygen in the High 
Dependency Unit (HDU).  

“The first day in HDU 
was frightening and tough 

because it was the first time 
I had been isolated from my 
family and had never expe-
rienced anything of the sort 
in my life. We were about 16 
people in HDU, and I could see 
that patients were on different 
levels of oxygen,” he noted.

Besides being put on oxy-
gen, the doctors prescribed 
some painkillers, antibiot-
ics, anti-quadrants, vitamin c 
and zinc supplements, and 
steroids. Within two days, he 
had gained some strength 
and was feeling better. 

After 14 days, he was dis-
charged, having tested 
negative for Covid-19. 

Dr Lyomoki is one of the 
few lucky Ugandans who man-
aged to access medical oxy-
gen during the second wave 
of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Medical oxygen shortage 
The shortage of medical 

oxygen is one of the factors 
attributed to the number of 
Covid-19 deaths registered in 
different parts of the country.

Medical oxygen is the single 
most important medicine for 
treating patients with Covid-19. 

However, this effective and 
lifesaving treatment for critically 
ill patients has been scarce in 
many health facilities in Uganda. 

In low and middle-income 
settings, the lack of medical ox-
ygen and supply shortages dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic has 
caused patients to face delays 
in receiving critical assistance.

On Thursday, June 17, 2021, 
Daily Monitor published a 
story titled: ‘Oxygen failure 

kills 30 Covid patients at Mu-
lago’, indicating that at least 
30 Covid-19 patients were 
reported to have died at Mu-
lago National Referral Hospi-
tal after the facility’s medical 
oxygen supply malfunctioned.

One version is that medical 
oxygen supply to the Intensive 
Care Unit and HDU failed at 
night while the other explana-
tion from the officials was that 
medical oxygen supply pres-
sure dropped dramatically 
due to high intake by patients.

Ms Esther Nasikye, policy and 
advocacy manager at PATH, an 
international nonprofit organi-
sation that works to transform 
global health through innova-
tion, said Covid-19 pandemic, 
particularly the second wave has 
exposed the pre-existing health 
inequities, thereby hampering     

meaningful enjoyment and re-
alisation of the right to health.

“Even before the Covid-19 
pandemic, the value of oxy-
gen in normal healthcare was 
paramount for patients in criti-
cal condition as a result of all 
diseases that required oxygen 
therapy, including pneumo-
nia, birth asphyxia, obstetric 
emergencies, malaria, sep-
sis, meningitis, and neonatal 
conditions,” Ms Nasikye said.

However, with the rising 
number of Covid-19 cases 
by then, with more critically 
ill cases needing oxygen, its 
demand shot up, leading to 
oxygen shortage in Uganda. 

She said in a country where 
the availability and access 
to Covid-19 vaccines is still 
a challenge, ensuring ac-
cess to critical care, including 

medical oxygen, is paramount.

Scaling-up of medical oxygen 
In 2019, before the world had 

even heard of Covid-19, the Min-
istry of Health recognised the 
importance of increasing ac-
cess to oxygen, launching to-
gether with partners the National 
Scale-up of Medical Oxygen 
implementation plan (2018-2022). 

At the launch, the MoH perma-
nent secretary Dr Diana Atwine, 
called it a critical first step to in-
creasing access to oxygen through-
out Uganda and articulates a holis-
tic approach to improving demand 
and supply of medical oxygen.

In July this year, Health minis-
ter Dr Jane Ruth Aceng said they 
were aware of the need to scale up 
access to medical oxygen across 
the country and actions were 
underway to address the issue.

At the time, according to an as-
sessment done by Daily Monitor 
in June, Uganda could generate 
about 37 million litres of medi-
cal oxygen per day against the 
estimated demand of 62 million.

Private manufacturers of medi-
cal oxygen in Uganda can only 
make up to 27.7 million litres of 
oxygen per day, and public health 
facilities, which have oxygen plants, 
can produce about 9.3 million 
litres of life-saving gas per day.

Ms Nasikye said the govern-
ment is committed to solving the 
challenges related to availabil-
ity, access, and quality of oxygen 
therapy in the country through 
the enactment of the National 
Scale-up of Medical Oxygen 
Implementation Plan 2018-2022. 

Previously, uneven electricity 
distribution, lack of functioning 
oxygen cylinders, limited access 
to pulse oximetry, inadequate 
staffing, and lack of continued 
professional training have been 
cited as the biggest impediments 
to access to medical oxygen.

The plan aims to increase the 
availability and utilisation of oxy-
gen in higher-level facilities along 
with four main objectives such 
as providing a national strategic 
framework to guide scale-up of 
oxygen supply and utilisation, 
and securing, maintenance, and 
replacement of oxygen ther-
apy and diagnostic equipment 
through the regional workshops 
and the National Medical Store.

The Plan was projected to cost an 
estimated investment of $4.3m in the 
initial year of 2018 and annual costs 
of $1.5million per year thereafter. 

Now with Covid-19 bringing 
the importance of oxygen to light 
again, PATH and several other 
Ugandan-based Civil Society Or-
ganisations (CSO) continue to urge 
the government to fast track the 
implementation of the National 
Scale-up of Medical Oxygen Im-
plementation Plan 2018-2022 by 
increasing the production capac-
ity of the existing oxygen plants 
at the 14 regional referral hospi-
tals to address the oxygen crisis.

“With support coming in to boost 
oxygen production in the country, 
such as the Shs25b from the Global 

Fund aimed at installing seven ox-
ygen plants, we are hopeful that 
the capacity of the regional refer-
ral hospitals will be bolstered to 
properly operate and manage the 
oxygen plants,” Ms Nasikye said. 

Oxygen shortage
Dr Joseph Mwoga, Chairperson 

of National Oxygen Taskforce, said 
the efforts of increasing the sup-
ply of oxygen and services started 
around March and April 2021. 

“Around June-July 2021, the 
oxygen demand overshot the 
supply because it was not read-
ily available due to the high cases 
of Covid-19.  This was partly be-
cause the current oxygen plants 
are old and have been serving 
for a long time,” Dr Mwoga said.

He, however, said currently 
the demand for medical oxy-
gen is low due to a reduction in 
the number of Covid-19 cases. 

Regarding the scale-up plan 
for medical oxygen, Dr Mwoga 

said it was implemented, still ac-
tive and discussions are under-
way to have it more effective. 
However, he said self-medication 
of medical oxygen is one of the 
areas that need government 
strengthening and intervention. 

During a KFM Hot Seat Show 
held on 12 August 2021, Eng Do-
reen Kakyo, from the Ministry of 
Health, said medical oxygen is one 
of the essential drugs that World 
Health Organisation (WHO) added 
to the list prompting the ministry to 
start investing in medical oxygen.

 “Daily, we produce about 1,100 
cylinders but the need is about 
1700 cylinders. You can imagine 
this gap. Given the trajectory of 
Covid-19 cases, this means that the 
capacity to handle the multitude of 
cases coming up [is limited].,” she 
added, noting that the Ministry of 
Finance has appreciated the gap 
and what Covid-19 has done and 
has given us [Ministry of Health] 
the funding to buy the plants.
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An oxygen cylinder in use at Budadiri health centre 
IV, Sironko District. 

This content is supported by PATH Uganda

A health 
worker 
(anesthetic 
officer) at 
Mbarara City 
Council health 
centre IV 
demonstrates 
how the 
anesthesia 
machine 
operates.

Supply. In low and middle-income settings, 
the lack of medical oxygen and supply 
shortages during the Covid-19 pandemic has 
caused patients to face delays in receiving 
critical assistance.

An oxygen  
production 
plant at 
Mbarara 
regional 
referral 
hospital. MEDICAL OXYGEN SHORTAGE

The shortage of medical oxygen is one of the factors 
attributed to the number of Covid-19 deaths registered in 
different parts of the country. Medical oxygen is the single 
most important medicine for treating patients with Covid-19. 

However, this effective and lifesaving treatment for critically 
ill patients has been scarce in many health facilities in 
Uganda. In low and middle-income settings, the lack of 
medical oxygen and supply shortages during the Covid-19 
pandemic has caused patients to face delays in receiving 
critical assistance.

Now with Covid-19 bringing the importance of oxygen 
to light again, PATH and several other Ugandan-based 
Civil Society Organisations (CSO) continue to urge the 
government to fast track the implementation of the National 
Scale-up of Medical Oxygen Implementation Plan 2018-2022 
by increasing the production capacity of the existing oxygen 
plants at the 14 regional referral hospitals to address the 
oxygen crisis.
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A set of oxygen cylinders at an oxygen production plant at Mbarara regional referral hospital. There was high demand of medical oxygen due 
to Covid-19. 

The in-charge 
for Mbarara 
City Council 
health centre 
IV, Dr Alfred 
Mugalula, 
orients 
journalists on 
how an oxygen 
concentrator 
works.
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