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Involving the consumers 
Catherine Hodgkin & Oscar Lanza 

Consumers have an important role to play in shaping policies for the rational use of drugs 

"When we were involved in 
educational work in the poor 
areas of Chimbote we found it 
hard to convince people and 
sometimes doubted the 
effectiveness of our work. 
When the cholera epidemic hit 
the region people remembered 
our work and remembered the 
health messages; only then 
did we realize that we were 
having an impact. " Roberto 
Lopez-public health worker 
in Peru 

A t the very heart of the 
principles of primary health 
care is the idea of involving 

people in health care. Consumers 
should be involved when such issues 
as the delivery of appropriate 
medicines at the right price to the right 
places at the right time are under 
discussion. At the close of the Nairobi 
conference on the Rational Use of 
Drugs in 1985, WHO's then Director
General, Dr Halfdan Mahler, clearly 
defined the responsibility of 
consumers within the revised drug 
strategy. 

He said: "The public, patients and 
consumer groups have the following 
responsibilities: improving the 
relevance and quality of information 
for the public; sharing responsibility 
with governments and 
nongovernmental organizations for 
the education of consumers on drug 
matters; maintaining vigilance and 
demanding compliance with 

established criteria for drug 
advertising, and drawing the attention 
of the health authorities to suspected 
infringements; and supporting 
essential drugs programmes." 

Consumer organizations have 
responded internationally to this call 
and there has been widespread 
recognition of the important role 
which consumers have to play, both in 
shaping policy on health and 
medicines, and in health education and 
education on the principles of rational 
drug use. Latin America provides one 
illustration of this global response. 

In Latin America a regional 
network of consumer organizations 
and health groups has been developed 
under the name Acci6n International 
por la Salud (AIS). The network is 
part of Health Action International and 
works closely with the International 
Organization of Consumers Unions. 
The groups cooperating in AIS have 
become powerful advocates of 
essential drugs policies; they are 
involved in a wide range of activities, 
often in partnership with the JTledical 
profession, the Pan American Health 
Organization, and ministries of health. 

Interest in this regional network 
has grown rapidly since its founding 
meeting five years ago, and 14 
countries attended the AIS regional 
meeting and training workshop which 
was organized in 1991. At that 
meeting, a publication detailing the 
results of a twelve-country study into 
the abuse of antidiarrhoeals was 
launched. 

The Latin American response to 
the challenge to consumers can 
perhaps best be illustrated by looking 
at one month - January 1991 - in the 
calendar of a busy national AIS group. 

e Fifty rural doctors attended an AIS 
seminar on primary health care 
and essential drugs programmes. 
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Besides lectures and discussions 
on essential drugs, they also saw a 
presentation of a video made by 
AIS Bolivia and received materials 
to use in their workplaces. 

• Thirty recently graduated nurses 
appointed to work in rural areas 
attended an AIS training seminar 
on rational drug use. At the end, 
they were provided with posters 
promoting rational drug use. 

e The 24th issue of the AIS bulletin 
was published. This issue focused 
on ways of promoting breast
feeding, and also identified 
pharmaceuticals which were 
withdrawn in some countries but 
were still available in Bolivia. 

e A conference promoting primary 
health care and the essential drugs 
concept was arranged at Tupiza, a 
small town 12 hours' train journey 
from La Paz, for doctors, nurses 
and auxiliary health personnel. 

e A fully illustrated manual for 
health workers called The rational 
use of drugs was officially 
launched. Both drawings and text 
are simple and make the manual 
an easy reference guide. 

e A popular radio programme 
invited AIS participants to present 
the basic principles of rational 
drug use. This was followed by a 
phone-in to enable listeners to ask 
their own questions. 

e El Diario, one of Bolivia' s most 
popular daily newspapers, devoted 
a two-page medical supplement to 
the work of AIS and to the 
importance of rational drug use. 

e The chief medical officer of 
WHO's tuberculosis control 
programme visited the AIS 
coordinator to discuss the situation 
of this disease in Bolivia and 
examine possible areas of 
cooperation. 

e The core group was busy 
fmalizing plans for the launch of a 
full-colour cartoon magazine for 
children. This comic was 
distributed throughout schools in 
Bolivia, promoting basic health 
messages on nutrition, sanitation 
and the rational use of drugs. With 
it were detailed guidelines for 
teachers on how to use the material 
and how to follow up on the 
lessons. 
These are just some examples of 

ways in which consumers are getting 
together, not only in Latin America 
but also in other continents, to 
promote the rational use of drugs. At 
the heart of this work is the conviction 
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that the success of essential drugs 
programmes is dependent, to an 
important extent, on whether people 
understand them and believe that their 
interests are served by them. 
Consumers are talking not only about 
the provision and the prices of safe 
drugs, but also the importance of 
using them safely-and the safety of 
the people using them. • 
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An increasing number of Latin American governments are making essential drugs readily 
accessible to everyone. 


