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Distinguished Participants, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is always a great pleasure for me to have an opportunity to speak with pharmacists, 

especially with the Arab Union of Pharmacists. So, I am thankful, once again, to the leadership of 

the Union for inviting me to this session and providing me with this opportunity. I have always 

held pharmacists as close and dear colleagues and very important members of the health care 

team. Pharmacists are popularly known as the “custodians of medicines” but I also think that 

medicines, in any case, are too important to be left to physicians alone! Pharmacists know about 

medicines in a way that nobody else does, and hence their importance. The role you play in 

health care is now well established, beyond doubt or discussion. Perhaps more important, the role 

of the pharmacist is now moving well beyond dispensing – into the areas of public health, health 

policy and health promotion. Pharmaco-epidemiology, pharmacoeconomics, medicines supply 

management and medicine regulations, to name just a few, are now well established academic 

disciplines, managed and led primarily by pharmacists in academic centres of the industrialized 

world but also increasingly in the developing countries. So today’s pharmacist has a broader 

professional horizon and much wider vision than was the case 50 years ago. In clinical settings 

the emphasis is now on pharmaceutical care of the patient rather than just counting pills. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Somebody said that “every medicine is dangerous, but some of them can also be useful”. 

This highlights the complexity and importance of your field. Pharmacists’ primary role, in my 

view, remains ensuring maximization of the therapeutic effects of medicines while minimizing 

their harmful effects. An added dimension of this responsibility is ensuring cost-effectiveness and 

affordability of medicines. Lack of access to essential medicines remains a major challenge. In 

the WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region, according to WHO estimates, more than half the 

population still do not have reliable access to the medicines they need. A large part of this lack of 

access has to do with the high and unaffordable prices of medicines, prices which, to a large 

extent, can be checked and controlled. Pharmacists have a major part to play in this area because 

of their role in selection and procurement of medicines. This challenge is becoming more 

complex because of the new regimes of strong and long intellectual property protection in the 

form of the TRIPS Agreement and free trade agreements. Because of these factors, new and 

patent-protected essential medicines will be out of reach of the poor for a very long time, 20 

years at least. This situation cannot be ignored and it is impossible to overcome it. Pharmacists 

need to be involved in the relevant discussions. I am please to inform you that the Regional 

Office has done considerable work in both these areas. We have conducted national medicine 

price surveys in 13 countries in the Region, as well as analysing national intellectual property 

regimes with reference to access to medicines. Those of you who are interested may contact us 

for more details.  

Before turning to the issue of counterfeit medicines, let me draw your attention to 

substandard medicines in general. In many of the countries of the Region good manufacturing 

practices are not really followed, and the quality controls of manufacturers as well as the 

implementation of national regulations remain lax. In my view, the issue of legitimate but sub-

standard medicines is a much larger issue than that of counterfeit medicines.   

Now let us talk about counterfeit medicines. Let me first clarify that there are lot of 

incorrect figures in circulation about the prevalence of the counterfeit medicines. Some have 

claimed that 30%–40% of medicines in some countries, including countries in our region, are 

counterfeit. And, to make matters worse, WHO is quoted as a source of this information. Let me 

refute this and say in unequivocal terms that this is not correct. WHO is misquoted concerning 
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these statistics. The percentage of counterfeit medicines in a country is almost impossible to 

calculate for methodological reasons. Such misinformation, on the one hand, scares people and, 

on the other hand, very negatively affects the image of the national pharmaceutical companies, 

especially in the exporting countries. 

Having said this, it is also true that counterfeit medicines are on the rise. According to our 

information, the number of incidents of counterfeit medicines detected worldwide in 2007 has 

increased to over 1500. This is a huge number of seizures. To understand this figure clearly, this 

means that more than 4 cases of counterfeit medicine consignments are caught every day in a 

year. Each of these cases may mean thousands and sometimes hundreds of thousand of 

counterfeit medicines. This number of cases is 20% more than 2006 and represents a 10 fold 

increase when compared to the figures available for 2000.  Since 1982, WHO has devised a 

counterfeit medicines reporting system; the problem is that few countries report through this 

system. We have found that, because of the threat to their reputation, countries, despite catching 

large consignments of counterfeit medicines, still do not report to WHO. This is a major barrier 

in terms of detecting the international mafias involved in this illicit trade––people who should be 

called “merchants of death”.  

Ladies and Gentleman, 

Because of the lack of international cooperation in regard to this growing menace, WHO 

took a major step to curb this trend. It convened an international conference on counterfeit 

medicines in Rome, Italy, in 2006 which was widely participated in by all the international 

agencies, including Interpol. The conference resulted in the Rome Declaration, creating 

IMPACT, which stands for International Medicinal Products Anti-Counterfeiting Task Force. 

This very important initiative is hosted by WHO with the participation of all the important 

stakeholders in this area. The final aim of IMPACT is an international convention on counterfeit 

medicines.  

IMPACT has established five international groups comprising the world’s best experts in 

five areas: 1) legislative and regulatory infrastructure; 2) regulatory implementation; 3) 

enforcement; 4) technology; and 5) risk communication. The fourth group, on technology, is the 

one that you might be interested in. This group is working on cutting-edge, innovative and 

affordable technologies through which counterfeit medicines can be easily detected.   
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Finally, let me turn to another issue which is very close to my heart. The issue is that of 

pharmacy curriculum reform at undergraduate level. It is my desire that pharmacist unions also 

play an important role in this reform process. We need to train our young pharmacists in the real 

issues, such as the essential medicines concept; national medicines policy; access to medicines; 

medicines regulation etc. We need to prepare our pharmacists appropriately to face the challenges 

of a changing world. We can no longer continue with outdated curriculums. I hope and wish that 

this can be done across the Region. We need leadership from within academia on behalf of this 

cause, but we also need organizations like yours to take a lead in this direction. I assure you that 

the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean will support and cooperate in any such 

endeavours. We also need to reactivate the EMROPHARM FORUM in the Region. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Once again, I reiterate my commitment to the support and development of the profession of 

pharmacy in the Region, and repeat my thanks to the organizers of this meeting. 

I wish all of you a successful meeting and enjoyable stay in Amman.  

 


