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I ··. 

1. The WHO Action Programme on Essential Drugs and the development of Primary Health 
Programmes at the country level provide a unique opportunity and the necessary institutional 
framework for UNICEF and WHO to start a joint programme to support the governments in the 
provision of essential drugs for primary health care. 

2. The purpose of this joint programme is to collaborate with developing countries in 
supporting the extension of their health care coverage through provision of essential drugs for 
primary health care by maximum utilization of both organizations' expertise, infrastructure, 
and world network of ongoing activities. 

3. The long term objectives of this joint programme are: 

3.1 To ensure the regular supply of the most effective and safe essential drugs of established 
quality at a reasonable cost to all people in order to reach the overall objective of health for 
all by the year 2000 through the primary health care approach. To strengthen the national 
capabilities and through development of appropriate infrastructure for the drug supply system, 
as part of the national social economic development. 

3.2 Immediate objectives: 

(i) To assist in the development of lists of essential drugs for the different levels of 
health care, particularly a list of essential drugs for primary health care, and to 
identify the real drug needs (qualitative and quantitative); 

(ii) To assist the less developed countries in the prov~s~on of some essential drugs for 
primary health care under favourable conditions or free of charge, through collaboration 
with other donor agencies, e.g., UNDP, World Bank, the Regional Development Bank, bilateral 
aid agencies and other institutions; 

(iii) To help to establish mechanisms for Group Bulk Purchasing Schemes for some of the 
essential drugs; 

(iv) To help to develop and organize programmes in the field of drug management, local 
formulation, distribution, quality assurance, etc. 

PROGRAMME OF WORK 

4. The strategy for its implementation should concentrate on the following: 

4.1 Visits to countries by UNICEF and WHO staff to assist governments in evaluating the drug 
supply and management situations, especially to assess the country drug needs for the primary 
health care level (qualitative and quantitative) as well as to make projections (3-5 years) 
taking into consideration the availability of the distribution and logistic support, local 
formulation facilities, quality assurance systems and manpower capabilities. 

Following the respective country visits, specific country constraints, priorities and 
resources can be identified and evaluated, and appropriate solutions and recommendations for 
the improvement of the drug supply situation and the rational use of the locally available 
resources can be suggested. 
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4.2 Following visits to countries, WHO and UNICEF should cooperate with governments to ensure 
successful implementation of their programmes taking account of the joint WHO/UNICEF 
recommendations. 

4.3 Since a number of countries particularly in the African region, have expressed an interest 
in a "Group Bulk Purchasing" scheme, to assist in the establishment of an appropriate mechanism 
for these countries for the procurement of essential drugs. 

The possibility of making use of special financial arrangements to finance partially the 
purchase of essential drugs, and offers made by the pharmaceutical industry, may also be taken 
into account. 

4.4 To mobilize funds and the widest possible support from other United Nations agencies and 
donor institutions for the implementation of this project. 

4.5 To develop manpower capabilities for the implementation of the above-mentioned projects, 
especially technical and managerial skills, through training/fellowships and organizing 
workshops. 

4.6 To investigate the possibility of setting up formulation plants for essential drugs in the 
respective countries/subregions/regions, in order to reduce the total cost, strengthen 
developing countries' capabilities in the pharmaceutical supply and contribute to the 
flexibility of the project. 

Note: Annex I provides further information on the outline of the joint programme. 
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ANNEX 

PROVISION OF ESSENTIAL DRUGS FOR PRIMARY HEALTH CARE IN 

DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

The Alma-Ata Conference on Primary Health Care formally adopted a recommendation on the 
roleofWHO and UNICEF in supporting primary health care, and also stressed the critical 
importance of their full cooperation in this effort. 

The following is the text of recommendation number 14 of the Alma-Ata Conference: "The 
Conference, recognizing that primary health care requires a continuous supply of essential 
drugs; that the provision of drugs accounts for a significant proportion of expenditure in 
the health sector; and that the progressive extension of primary health care to ensure 
eventual national coverage entails a large increase in the provision of essential drugs, 
Recommends that governments formulate national policies and regulations with respect to the 
import, local production, sale and distribution of drugs and biologicals so as to ensure that 
essential drugs are available at the various levels of primary health care at the lowest 
possible cost, that specific measures be taken to prevent the over-utilization of medicines, 
that proved traditional remedies be incorporated, and that effective administrative and supply 
systems be established." 

As stated in the WHO background document for the 31st World Health Assembly (A31/Tech 
Disc/1, 6 March 1978), "In developing countries, drugs and vaccines against infections and 
parasitic diseases, medicines for maternal and child health care and preparations to treat 
common illnesses are vital elements in health care. Pharmaceuticals, however, are expensive 
items in these countries and their use must, therefore, be planned carefully to optimize the 
benefits of expenditure in terms of health benefits. Unnecessary pharmaceuticals could 
otherwise become a wasteful drain on a developing country's scarce resources for health 
care." 

The World Health Assembly, supreme policy organ of the World Health Organization, 
adopted resolutions WHA31.32 and WHA32.41 establishing an Action Programme on Essential 
Drugs which is a comprehensive approach to a national drug supply system, especially for 
primary health care. These resolutions conform to the above recommendation of the Alma-Ata 
Conference. 

The time has come to further strengthen WHO and UNICEF cooperation in a joint action at 
global, regional, and especially country levels to ensure the provision of essential drugs to 
the less developed countries. 

The WHO Action Programme on Essential Drugs and the development of primary health care 
programmes at the country level provide a unique opportunity and the necessary institutional 
framework for WHO and UNICEF to start a joint programme to support governments in the 
provision of essential drugs for primary health care. The purpose of this proposal is to
ensure maximum utilization of both organizations' expertise, infrastructure, and world network 
of ongoing activities by cooperating in the effort of developing countries to expand their 
health care coverage through the provision of essential drugs for primary health care. 



JC23/UNICEF-WH0/81.4 
page 4 

Annex 

Drug supply probl~ms 

The present situation in developing countries, particularly in the African region, in 
the field of drug policies and management, could be characterized as follows: 

(i) Most developing countries have not yet established their own national drug 
-policies linked with the health needs of the majority of the population and country 
health programmes. 

(ii) Many countries are heavily dependent on imported drugs, and spend 40-60 per cent 
of their health budget on drugs, thereby limiting the remaining funds available for the 
provision of adequate health care to the whole population. 

(iii) Most of the countries are lacking an appropriate infrastructure for effective 
procurement, quality control, production, distribution, price control, information and 
legislation systems - as well as the manpower required for their management and 
implementation. 

(iv) The demand for effective essential drugs is increasing steadily in all developing 
countries, especially due to the implementation of the primary health care approach. 

Therefore, the joint UNICEF/WHO programme on provision of essential drugs for primary 
health care in developing countries is an international programme of economic and technical 
cooperation between UN agencies and developing countries, with the cooperation of other 
financial institutions, etc., to achieve the following objectives: 

Objectives 

1. Development objective 

To ensure the regular supply of the most effective and safe essential drugs of established 
quality at a reasonable cost to all people in order to reach the overall objective of health 
for all by the year 2000 through the primary health care approach as well as by strengthening 
the national capabilities and through development of appropriate infrastructure for the drug 
supply system, as part of the national social economic development. 

2. Medium-term objectives 

(i) To develop and strengthen the availability of adequate infrastructure for drug 
distribution, storage facilities, local formulation, quality control laboratories, etc.; 

(ii) To develop, whenever feasible, procurement and production centres in the regions. 

3. Immediate objectives 

(i) To develop the establishment of national drug lists of essential drugs for the 
different levels of health care, particularly a list of essential drugs for primary 
health care, and to identify the real drug needs (qualitative and quantitative); 

(ii) To assist the less developed countries (LDCs) in the provision of some essential 
drugs for primary health care under favourable conditions or free of charge, through 
collaboration with other donor agencies, e.g., UNDP, World Bank, the Regional Development 
Bank, Bilateral, and other institutions; 

(iii) To establish mechanisms for Group Bulk Purchasing schemes for the WHO African 
Region for some essential drugs; 

(iv) To develop and organize programmes in the field of drug management, local 
formulation, distribution, quality assurance, etc. 
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The UNICEF/WHO strategy in the implementation of the joint programme on the provision 
of essential drugs for primary health care to the less developed countries should be 
concentrated and focused on the following activities, considering the maximum utilization of 
both organizations' expertise, infrastructure, and world network of ongoing activities, as 
well as using a pragmatic and progressive step-by-step approach: 

1. Country visits by UNICEF and WHO experts should evaluate the drug supply and management 
situations, especially to assess the country drug needs for the primary health care level 
(qualitative and quantitative) as well as to make projections (3-5 years) taking into 
consideration the availability of the distribution and logistic support, local formulation 
facilities, quality assurance systems and manpower capabilities. 

Following the respective country visits, specific country constraints, priorities and 
resources can be identified and evaluated, and appropriate solutions and recommendations for 
the improvement of the drug supply situation and the rational use of the locally available 
resources can be suggested. Follow-up activities on specific projects are considered very 
important. 

2. To establish an appropriate mechanism for a "Group Bulk Purchasing" scheme for the WHO 
African Region for the procurement of some essential drugs. The possibility of making use 
of the Revolving Funds to partially finance the purchase of essential drugs and the offers made 
by the pharmaceutical industries should also be taken into account. 

3. To mobilize funds and the widest possible support from other UN agencies and donor 
institutions for the implementation of this project. 

4. To develop manpower capabilities for the implementation of the above-mentioned projects, 
especially technical and managerial skills, through training/fellowships and organizing 
workshops. 

5. To develop and improve the necessary infrastructure for an effective drug supply system. 

6. To investigate the possibility of setting up formulation plants for essential drugs in 
the respective countries/subregions/regions, in order to reduce the total cost, strengthen 
developing countries' capabilities in the pharmaceutical supply, and contribute to the 
flexibility of the project. 

7. To identify potential suppliers from developed, centrally planned economic, and developing 
countries, and further negotiate terms for the supply of essential drugs under this project. 

WHO and UNICEF experience should be used to ensure the quality standards of the products 
included in the project. 

Activities 

For the implementation of this project, the following activities are recommended. 

1. To undertake joint country visits 

Objective 

To evaluate the drug supply and management situation including establishment of the list 
of essential drugs for primary health care, logistics and distribution systems, quality 
assurance, local formulation and availability of manpower, and to make suggestions for 
improvement through the joint project. 
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Plan of action 

1. UNICEF and WHO should undertake country visits according to the objective stated 
above. 

2. UNICEF and WHO will prepare a complete country profile for each of the countries 
to be visited. 

3. UNICEF and WHO will agree on the composition, schedule and required expertise of the 
visiting team, as well as organizing the necessary briefing. 

4. Each organization should finance the expenses of their staff and divide equally the 
expenses for the joint consultants participating in the mission. 

5. The mission should identify and propose suitable recommendations in each case, in 
the following aspects of drug supply: 

(i) National list of essential drugs; 

(ii) Quantification of the drug needs, especially the drugs for primary health care 
(with 2-3 years projection), including cost estimates and financial arrangements; 

(iii) Available quality assurance system; 

(iv) Existing logistic facilities and distribution system in the country; 

(v) Existing local formulation facilities; 

(vi) Availability of qualified manpower. 

6. The report should be completed under the direct responsibility of UNICEF and WHO 
focal points. 

7. Necessary follow-up activities should be discussed and agreed upon accordingly 
between UNICEF, WHO, and the respective country for: 

(a) the exploration of funds from external resources for the provision of essential 
drugs for primary health care; 

(b) the development of appropriate mechanisms of implementation; 

(c) the development of necessary infrastructure as recommended. 

2. To develop a Group Bulk Purchasing scheme 

In order to improve the drug supply situation in developing countries it is advisable to 
develop a Group Bulk Purchasing scheme. There is a concrete request to WHO's Office for the 
African Region from 33 African countries for the development of this kind of scheme, and they 
have agreed on the establishment of a list of 40 essential drugs. This Group Bulk Purchasing 
scheme could improve the drug supply situation as follows: 

(i) Increase bargaining power towards the suppliers; 

(ii) Reduce the price through large quantities purchased; 

(iii) Diminish multiplication of efforts, resources, overheads, etc.; 

(iv) Standardization of treatment pattern, pack size, dosage forms, quality, etc.; 
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(v) Rationalization of procurement procedures, order processing, shipping, planning, 
storing, production, administration, distribution, etc •. 

This scheme can be extended to other developing countries wishing to join the programme. 
Suitable mechanisms have to be established and the above joint project between UNICEF and WHO 
could provide the opportunity to find not only the suitable mechanisms, but also the 
possibility to assist the countries in extending their drug coverage within their health 
programme. 


