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DRUG POLICIES AND MANAGEMENT 

The Board discussed at its fifty-seventh and fifty-ninth sessions the 

reorientation of activities in the field of pharmaceuticals towards 

meeting the real health needs of the countries, particularly developing 

countries. Over the past two years, activities on drug policies and 

management were developed by reallocating existing resources, mainly from 

the international monitoring of adverse reactions to drugs. Progress 

achieved and a suggested action programme on essential drugs are outlined. 

1. Progress in Drug Policies and Management^
-

1.1 From 1976, the responsible staff moved out from headquarters and gathered facts and 

first-hand information in order to grasp firmly the problems to be tackled in the 

pharmaceutical sector. Four regional offices organized visits to twenty-five countries at 

different stages of development during 1976 and 1977. The staff learned about the real 

problems from officials, health workers in remote areas, doctors and pharmacists at different 

levels of health services, and by visiting factories producing pharmaceuticals； the use of 

medicinal plants in health care was also discussed. In some countries, the visits stimulated 

nationals to undertake surveys of the pharmaceutical sector and to formulate projects with WHO 

collaboration. 

1.2 The facts and data gathered during the visits were analysed and discussed in order to 

identify the main obstacles preventing large segments of the population from having access to 

the drugs most needed for health care. When the obstacles had been identified - taking into 

consideration not only health, but also the industrial, trade and financial sectors - new 

activities were planned. During this planning process
?
 a consultation on drug policies was 

convened in 1976, and it was decided to establish a joint intersecretariat task force with 

UNIDO and UNCTAD in order to develop multisectoral approaches. 

1.3 The development of technical cooperation projects to establish integrated policies 

regarding health, trade and production so as to ensure an adequate supply of the most needed 

drugs at reasonable prices required first the identification of essential drugs of proven 

efficacy and acceptable safety that could best meet the basic health needs of the vast 

majority of the population. An Expert Committee on the Selection of Essential Drugs was 

convened in October 1977 to provide guidance in this respect. The use of medicinal plants 

and other drugs of natural origin in health care is also under consideration in order to 

optimize the utilization of local resources. 

See Official Records, No. 236, 1976, pp. 251-253. 
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1.4 At the regional level "Drug policies and management" was the subject of the Technical 

Presentation at the twenty-eighth session of the Regional Committee for the Western Pacific, 

which was followed by a seminar on the use of medicinal plants in health care； in both cases 

headquarters staff provided technical inputs. A TCDC project on drug policies and management 

is being implemented by the South-East Asia Regional Office and a similar project is being 

planned by the Western Pacific Regional Office with headquarters collaboration. 

1.5 As part of the reorientation, the operational activities of the programme on 

international drug monitoring will be transferred to a WHO Collaborating Centre in Uppsala 

under an agreement with the Government of Sweden which will meet the expenses. Under 

article 2 of the agreement "The activities shall be carried out within policies determined by 

WHO which will retain full responsibility for coordination of the programme, participation of 

national and other centres and dissemination of information, including publications." 

2• Suggested action programme on essential drugs 

2.1 There is, particularly in the least developed among developing countries, an urgent need 

for the supply of those drugs that are indispensable for the health care of the population and 

for disease control. In these countries, finished products have to be imported until such 

time as local pharmaceutical production is established or improved - and even then raw 

materials are required for the formulation of essential drugs. 

2.2 To meet these needs, it has been suggested that WHO should initiate an action programme 

on essential drugs with the short-term objective of facilitating access to these indispensable 

drugs by developing countries whose needs far exceed their resources, starting with the least 

developed among developing countries. This suggestion was put forward at a consultation on 
drug policies in 1976, again during the general discussion at the Thirtieth World Health 

A s s e m b l y , and by the Expert Coiranittee at its meeting in October 1977. 

2.3 From preliminary explorations, it appears that the time is right to consider such an 

international action programme on essential drugs, which would require: 

(a) A clear identification of the drugs and vaccines that are indispensable for basic 

health care and disease control. The report of the Expert Committee provides the 

scientific basis for such identification. 

(b) An identification of national programmes for the extension of basic health care and 

disease control in the public sector of those developing countries where the lack of 

essential drugs is the main constraint. 

(c) A recognition by the national and international development aid agencies that WHO 

is the most suitable organization to coordinate such an action programme on essential 

drugs with reference both to bilateral and multilateral approaches. 

(d) A willingness of certain pharmaceutical companies, either private or state-owned, 

to provide, in connexion with the action programme, adequate amounts of essential drugs 

under special conditions (e.g. very low prices and special packaging and labelling) for 

use exclusively in the public sector of health services of the less developed countries. 

From preliminary contacts, it appears that at least some companies, conscious of their 
social responsibility in the health field, are ready to enter into discussions with W H O . 

(e) A system to assure the quality of the essential drugs provided under the action 

programme. WHO has long experience in this field, particularly for drugs supplied for 

emergencies. The WHO Certification Scheme for the quality control of pharmaceutical 

products moving in international commerce could be the basis for this assurance. 
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2.4 In addition to the short-term objective outlined above, the programme could include 

medium-term objectives aimed at strengthening the national capabilities of developing 

countries in the pharmaceutical field, such as the training of technical personnel in drug 

production and quality control, and collaboration with the countries in the formulation and 

implementation of projects for the establishment or improvement of facilities for the local 

production of essential drugs. 

2.5 The Director-General believes that it is worth exploring further the feasibility of an 

action programme of technical cooperation as outlined above, including its financial 

implications. Before proceeding further, however, he would need a mandate from the Board, 

particularly with regard to a possible appeal to governments and to the pharmaceutical 

industry to cooperate in the programme. 
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