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8 
Essential Drugs 

All Member Countries of SEAR have developed National 
Essential Drugs Programmes. WHO collaboration is aimed 
mainly to further develop, strengthen, implement, evaluate and 
revise the national drug policies, where necessary, so as to 
promote equity in the availability of and accessibility to essential 
drugs, especially at the primary health care level. India, 
Indonesia, Maldives and Nepal received WHO technical support 
for monitoring their national drug policies. 

The WHO Manual of Indicators for Monitoring National 
Drug Policies (1994) is a useful tool to strengthen the evaluation 
process in countries in accordance with the changing needs of 
the pharmaceutical sector. 

The intercountry projects in the area of essential drugs are 
the ASEAN pharmaceutical programme, the Bi-regional 
Technical Cooperation in Essential Drugs and the WHO/SEARO 
Working Group on Drug Financing. The Second Meeting of the 
Working Group on Bi-regional Technical Cooperation in 
Essential Drugs and the 17th ASEAN Working Group Meeting 
were held in Bangkok in March 1999. These two meetings 
facilitated further technical cooperation between the ASEAN 
countries as well as promoted intercountry cooperation among 
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the countries of the South-East Asia and the Western Pacific 
Regions. 

The ASEAN pharmaceutical programme is a success story in 
technical cooperation among the ASEAN countries in the SEA 
and WPR Regions of WHO. The first phase of the Programme 
was started in 1982 with technical and financial support from 
WHO and financial assistance from UNDP. As the programme 
evolved and matured, the issue of self-sustainability assumed 
greater importance with most of the ASEAN countries becoming 
more successful in their economic development. 

In early 1997, a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was 
signed between ASEAN and the World Health Organization 
represented by the South-East Asia and the Western Pacific 
Regions. The MoU prioritized nine areas of collaboration under 
the ASEAN Sub-committee on Health and Nutrition, including 
drug quality assurance. 

Because of the success of the ASEAN pharmaceutical 
programme, the South-East Asia and the Western Pacific Regions 
initiated bi-regional technical cooperation in the area of 
essential drugs in 1995. Using the mechanism of the ASEAN 
technical cooperation, countries of the two regions other than 
ASEAN are able to receive technical training and assistance 
through the centres of excellence developed by the ASEAN 
countries. Complementary to this activity was on-site training in 
Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP) by an expert from 
Indonesia from March to June 1997 in Bangladesh, Myanmar, 
Nepal and Sri Lanka. 

As drug financing has become an emerging option for the 
accessibility of essential drugs in some countries in the Region, 
the Regional Office, in collaboration with WHO headquarters, is 
assisting in this process. It is recognized that Member Countries 
should strengthen national and local drug financing schemes to 
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ensure equity and access (availability and affordability) to 
essential drugs. 

The Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS) is one of the agreements of the World 
Trade Organization. The Agreement links intellectual property 
with trade issues and provides minimum global standards for the 
protection and enforcement of intellectual property rights. WTO 
Members in the Region have to comply with the standards by 
modifying their national regulations. In doing so, public health 
issues, including those in the area of essential drugs, need to be 
protected. 

Most countries of the Region have improved the availability 
of essential drugs for primary health care. However, this 
availability needs to be translated into accessibility also in some 
situations where essential drugs cannot be provided at the PHC 
facilities. 

The Regional Office Medical Supply Unit procured drugs, 
biologicals and contraceptives in support of WHO collaborative 
programmes from Regular budget and extrabudgetary funds. 
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