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Distinguished Participants, Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
It is my pleasure to be with you. I greatly appreciate the presence of all of you in this 

meeting: those of you who have undertaken medicine price surveys in your countries; those of 

you who have supported these surveys technically, those of you who have come as experts to 

guide the proceedings of this meeting and those of you who have come to learn about this 

important work for replicating it in your countries and for advocating the results for favourable 

policy changes. As you can see, this is a diverse gathering of very able and committed people 

from the Region and beyond.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
According to the Constitution of WHO, the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard 

of health in one of the fundamental rights of every human being, and the objective of the 

Organization shall be the attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of health. The 
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right to health includes reliable and sustainable access to essential medicines and vaccines. 

Essential medicines are one of the eight basic elements of primary health care according to the 

Alma-Ata Declaration, and more recently this was reaffirmed unequivocally in the General 

Comment No 14 by the UN Committee which monitors implementation of the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The Committee wrote in its report,  – quote – 

Right to health facilities, goods and services includes appropriate treatment of prevalent diseases, 

preferably at community level; and the provision of essential drugs as defined by the WHO 

Action Programme on Essential Drugs.  – unquote – 

 
My objective in citing this background is to establish clearly that when we, as WHO, 

work on access to medicines and its determinants, we are performing our constitutional duties. 

This is the reason that the current WHO medicines strategy, among other and varied objectives, 

has stated as its aim to get access to essential medicines recognized as a human right at all levels. 

 
The determinants of access to essential medicines are many and are well captured in an 

“access framework” developed by the medicines department in WHO. According to this 

framework, access to medicines depends upon appropriate selection of medicines, sustainable 

financing and reliable supply systems. But the most important element of this framework is 

affordable prices of medicines. Affordability, whether by individuals, families or governments, 

make a critical difference in terms of a sick person’s ability to have or not to have a treatment. In 

other words, it means to live or to continue to suffer or even die. Hence for us, the price of 

medicines is, first and foremost, a public health issue.   

 
But the price of medicines is also a commercial, and hence highly political, issue. The 

continued controversies about the price of anti-retroviral medicines is a vivid case in point. 

However, a recent report by the Commission on Intellectual Property Rights, Innovation and 

Public Health has clearly said that – quote – Access to drugs cannot depend on the decisions of 

private companies but is also a government responsibility. – unquote – And it has a clear 

recommendation that – quote –  Governments of low and middle income countries where there 

are both rich and poor patients should formulate their funding and price regulation with a view to 

providing access to poor people. – unquote – 
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While the poor, and governments, continue to suffer because of low budgets and the high 

price of medicines, and while there has been a lot of discussion on this issue, it is also true that 

we have very little reliable evidence on the very subject which we are never tired of discussing. 

Among the questions for which we do not have clear evidence-based answers are these: how is it 

that prices differ between brands and their generic equivalents? between public and private 

sectors? between regions and countries? What does affordability actually mean? In other words 

how many days must a poor father work to earn enough money to buy a course of treatment for 

his child who is suffering from pneumonia, for example. What is the final retail price of a 

medicine made up of? In other words what percentage of the final price of a medicine which is 

paid by the poor people is comprised of taxes, duties and markups? How much are governments 

taxing the poor and sick through taxes and other duties on essential medicines? Your work will 

attempt to answer these critical points in a valid and reliable way. This is why this work is so 

groundbreaking and critical and this is why I encourage it so much. 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, reliable answers to all these and other relevant questions can 

change a lot – they can change thinking, they can change arguments and they can change  

policies. But most important they can change lives – the lives of those who today cannot afford 

essential treatment for themselves and for their loved ones.  

 
Some years ago when the Director-General of WHO set up a round-table process between 

WHO and nongovernmental organizations, not surprisingly one of the first areas of need it 

identified was to work out a standardized methodology to survey the prices of a standard list of 

essential medicines and to calculate affordability. Few people would have predicted that this 

collaborative project between WHO and Health Action International (HAI) would evolve so fast 

that today it is working in around 50 countries of the world. On the one hand, it provides a great 

example of WHO working with a nongovernmental organization, and on the other hand it proves 

the urgent need to develop methods and tools in the area of medicine prices. Only last week we 

proudly hosted a meeting of the international advisory group of this WHO /HAI project at our 

office. Although this work is far from over, a very solid beginning has been made.  

 
Why do I say this? Because we are at present only at a stage where we are investigating 

the problems. Once identified, then a tougher process will start: to solve the problems through 
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changing medicine pricing policies. I am pleased to note that work is also starting on this track–– 

looking into medicine pricing policies and, in the light of the available data, recommending 

policy changes. Interesting data are becoming available as a result of your work. We now know 

that an unskilled government worker has to work for 2 days in the Syrian Arab Republic and 

Egypt to buy one month’s supply of an antihypertensive, Captopril (25 mg), but that the same 

person in Kuwait has to work for almost a whole week to get the same amount of the same 

medicine. Likewise, you have found that in the United Arab Emirates the price of Captopril in the 

form of the lowest priced generic is still 9 times higher than the international reference price, 

whereas in Egypt the same medicine is only almost twice this price. Morocco still charges 7% 

value added tax (VAT) on many medicines including some essential medicines… All this is very 

important information. 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
I can assure you that I look forward keenly to the outcomes of this workshop, both in terms 

of identification of the problems and of the remedial actions that governments can take to make 

essential medicines more accessible to their poor populations. Where convinced, I will personally 

make it a point to raise these problems and propose recommended policy changes to the 

Ministers of Health.  

 
Dear Colleagues, 

 
I can assure you that WHO will continue to support this work and make the necessary 

efforts for improvements in access to medicines. 

 
I once again thank the organizers of the meeting and wish you a fruitful, successful and 

enjoyable stay in the beautiful and historical city of Cairo. 


