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Action for equity 
Fernando S. Antezana 

P rimary health care can only be 
truly effective if even the most 
remote health centres can rely 

on receiving regular supplies of 
affordable drugs of good quality, and 
if health workers are trained in their 
use. If medicines are not available at 
the health centre, people lose 
confidence in the whole system and 
will seek other remedies, usually from 
sources unqualified to diagnose or 
prescribe. 

In the past, medicines were 
marketed with little concern for the 
varying health needs and priorities of 
individual countries, yet commercial 
promotion created demand by both 
prescribers and consumers-as 
Professor 0. Ransome-Kuti indicates 
on page 4 in this issue. While city 
pharmacies might stock a large variety 
of the latest antibiotics, tranquillizers 
and tonics, a great many people living 
in the countryside had no access to 
drugs of any kind. 

If there was to be equitable access 
to medicines that would meet real 
needs, absolute priority had to be 
given to the selection, procurement, 
distribution and proper use of truly 
essential drugs. It was to aid countries 
in this work that WHO established its 
Action Programme on Essential Drugs 
in 1981. 

The Action Programme performs 
two critical functions . The first is to 
provide conceptual leadership and 
advocacy in mobilizing and 
coordinating a global collaborative 
effort to improve the world drug 
situation. The second is to cooperate 
with countries, and with international, 
bilateral and nongovemmental 
organizations, in drawing up and 
putting into effect national drug 
policies and essential drugs 
programmes. 

The aim is always to strengthen 
national drug policies by developing a 
national system for selecting, 

By helping countries to assess 
their health priorities, WHO's 
Action Programme on 
Essential Drugs contributes to 
improving health and saving 
lives. 

procuring, storing and distributing 
essential drugs, and through training 
and monitoring to see that drugs are 
used properly. 

The Action Programme's 
assistance to countries takes three 
forms. Firstly, there is direct country 
support, assisting Member States with 
their national drug policies and 
programmes. Secondly, the 
Programme undertakes development 
work aimed at producing guiding 
principles, methodologies and training 
materials, and in actually training 
personnel. Thirdly, the Programme 
conducts both global and country
specific operational research to throw 
light on the problem areas of drug
supply and use-and on possible 

solutions. 
In the long run, the goal is to 

develop each country 's self
sufficiency in terms of meeting its 
drug needs, but this is a difficult task. 
A tension between two possible 
objectives is continually apparent. On 
the ooe hand there is immediate 
demand to be met, since millions are 
sick or dying because they lack access 
to preventive care; on the other hand, 
action must be taken within a coherent 
long-term strategy. Treating the 
problem of today's generation to the 
neglect of future generations is neither 
wise nor practicable. 

The Programme has devised a 
strategy which allows it to 
accommodate both of these interests. 
Policy development must start first. 
Without government understanding 
and support for improvements in drug 
supply, quality and use, the success of 
interventions will always be very 
limited. Second, and a close third, are 
interventions in supply and quality 
assurance. The fourth priority is to 
improve the rational use of drugs 
since this is, of course, dependent on a 
reliable supply. 

Affordable drugs of good quality and trained health workers ensure that even the most remote 
health centres are effective. 
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In assisting countries to assess 
their health priorities with respect to 
drugs, the Action Programme is 
undoubtedly contributing to better 
health and saving lives. It helps 
governments to focus resources where 
they are needed most. Estimates vary, 
but sound essential drugs programmes 
can save governments as much as 40-
50% of their budgets. Rationalizing 
the use of resources allows 
governments to save money in order 
to extend their health system 
coverage, in both quantity and quality. 

drugs programmes provide a unique 
forum to address issues that affect 
many, if not all, disease control or 
prevention activities. By working 
jointly with other health sectors, 
essential drug initiatives can 
contribute to strengthening the 
national health care infrastructure-a 
step towards overall country 
development. 

Improving health and promoting 
overall country development are 
completely consistent goals. One, of 
course, helps the other. But the field of 
essential drugs, as embodied in 

WHO's Action Programme, benefits 
development directly through the 
building of national capacities in ways 
that few other areas of primary health 
care do. The activities of essential 
drugs programmes are designed to 
address the issues of today, but they 
develop skills and systems that will 
make countries better equipped to 
respond to the challenges of 
tomorrow. • 

Or F. Antezana is Director of the Action 
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Organization, 1 2 1 1 Geneva 27, Switzerland. In addition, national essential 

In assisting countries to assess their drug needs, the Action Programme contributes to better health and saves lives. 

Effective - but are they safe? 
Taking medicines is not always without risk. Already os 

for back os 1937, several hundreds of children in the USA 
died when a manufacturer employed the wrong - toxic
solvent in preparing on anti-infective medicine. Many of us will 
remember the catastrophic use, in the early 1960s, by 
pregnant, women of a sleeping pill containing thalidomide, 
which resulted in the birth of thousands of malformed babies. 

In the wake of these disasters many countries hove 
established notional drug control mechanisms. Permission is 
only given to sell drugs that comply with requirements of 
pharmaceutical quality, therapeutic efficacy and safety -
requirements that ore scientifically based and usually strict. 
The fact that, during the lost 20 years, no major cotostrophies 
due to drug use have occurred is on indication of the 
effectiveness of such regulatory systems. 

However, the risk that a drug is toxic con never be 
completely excluded during its early development phose. 
Such effects may only turn up when a medicine is used by 
thousands, or even millions, of patients in normal medical 
practice. This is w hy WHO is working with countries to 

exchange information about the side-Bffects of medicines, 
and is assisting its Member States to combine their forces in 
on internationa l programme. Notional Centres for Adverse 
Drug Reactions Monitoring hove been set up wh ich meet 
annually, and a WHO Collaborating Centre collects reports 
of adverse drug effects that ore received notionally in a 
database which currently contains over 900 000 entries. 

Information on safety aspects must be shored. WHO 
has a network of information officers within ministries of health 
in more than 130 countries who ore informed through a 
monthly newsletter. In cases of urgency on alert is sent out os 
a special mailing, to enable regulatory authorities to take 
immediate notional action if required. 

Properly used , drugs today ore generally safe, and pose 
less risk than doily rood traffic . Still , there is always a remote 
possibility that they might provoke severe adverse effects. lt is 
for this reason that WHO has to remain vigilant. 

Contributed by Or Martiin ten Ham, Senior Scientist with the 
Pharmaceuticals Unit, WHO, 1 2 1 1 Geneva 27, Switzerland 


