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Medicine and the Multinationals
Time for a Fresh Look?

Mike Muller

Jost overa decade ago, Mike Mullerwreare a book, ™ The Healtl o) Nations ™, e
prevestivatttont of inftinationad phaniacentical corporations in the Thivd Werld.
Hlo sed sl the task af assessinge their mpact and “whlictlver theie positive
contethitions cee onhweiehed by, aind merdestal to, the damease they deand the
badd Gealth cave they pronnete”

He veterved o thie example of a peesent in Mozamiigoe swoho was gemring
feetedicdies and took a popadar over-the-coumter painkiller. Cibalgin, She
devede I et e throet! aig e I_e“rr'l‘. Hevcomnditien _L’rr!jl.l'nu!'{'a'-;"l':'f'\' wesen. Shie
siffored frome cold soves. degenerating ewms, o swellen foce and peiifind
prfectienes gr her veies, She then developed aliscesses i her fanes, her fips
n"r caivaed, J'.'l el .l'?f'r'u'h'.l.lc :"r URAYS erlJr.’j |".‘-l A .."ﬁ'i-. |"14'n'hr' TN AT ("l].'fl\r"n'l.

fr Dad alveady becn daenvnr for 38 years that the active ingredient of
Citwilein, Nundopyrme, canses agramdoevionis, o developed counteies, Hie
vy vas cithevord v avadlalle ong preeseription o binmed altoeetlier. ronicall v,
the diog was frecelv available ar a developing conmtery whicl has a lack of
fove thities o alicgione ding indiwced tlness, The Cibwelgon package mevely noted
thei the diee con caese drovesinmess. Hhe onfv vaening of the doneers associated
with the dreog was pluased o reclical langowage, in the sawall prin of the
Pretcherge sert.

He then sdienved thar tias is e ain iseldared case and that the use of unsafe
aited wnietiectent doawes i te Thived World i« a wedespeead pliciwtetion. This
piistive By aetivedy prontated by the madtiarionals, whe tvpically spend or feas
200 oof thevr sedes vevenuwe om promaotion, They provide minimal iformation on
poencen deigers aond iake exaeeerated clains om the usetidiess of teir drmes.
Vidler precidded o mmnher of exaanples, including the geeressive nigrheting of
chlovconphienicol. wiiel can canse aplastic anaenvia, and e deceitfid marker-
tie oo fennotil, wlieele siops dicirelioea by sleawving dovea the got, it does sren
cennteract delovdiarion, The deie can be fife thveatening 1o voung elileren in
veforivelv fone doves.

Hiv evidence provides ample sapport for the Divecior General of the
Wordd Health Ouveanisation ¢ WHO). Halfdan Mallder, who said, " Drues not
cirthiorssed for sede i the comntry af ovivin, or withdvawn frone the market for
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R TAYRII R f{}'.!ffr'ntx of sedfeiy o fereh if lj”-flf'h’l"u'. G Nelire ey --"f,lh'.u\'f'nll iind
nrrketed in developing cowateies: other dings arve preniated cord addvertived
these cowntiees for idicetions that aee not appoved be the vecidatory aecicios
of the connteies of avigin. Products wot meeting the qreedite vegriirements of te
expariing comiiey, including peoducts bevond their expire dete, nay e ex-
povted s develogpdng conntrtes Bl aee sen i positiond fer carry i gl
control measires, Whele tlese jJI'u:‘Fh'('.\ may cenlfenn o foe ol Vgt ire i s,
they are smethical and derimental 1o frealth.”

Muller crgued that meltinetionads engage o researcb aned develegruenr
of new produces with the aime of eetting the best possildle fincnciol rewen, He
highlichred the bias tenverds developing non-essentiod dvtees aod varianiy of
existing products vwlieln can De neketed profitebdy i the developed vworlid,
reether than drves teecontead serions diveases (o the Thivd World, I cdedivion,
new deigs arve developed vnd actively prennoted 1o displace aoldder deees.
prrespective of whether they aee betier, merely becagse they can be sold ar tar
figher prices.

He then deekhed ar the ekt penver of the seadtinetionals. The inrern-
tiemedd pilcermacentival indvseey o domnated by oa jew dozen g comipanies.
Maoveover, these companies sprecialise in particsdar tvpes of desg s aie sotiopy
fise the market for theie deags, Compenies ke ont patenss for the drnes thev
discoverinerder teredrain a compdete imemopol v ed the ieeehes, T allonys thew
terelictare poices, Eaclt company carfes iy prices Jrom comntey o coititiry e ans
el eon HO0" ¢

Mudriaationals aaintain steict comtrol of vavw materials and techical
At =Ty gor obspenct Tdrd World commeies feome developing theiv ovan o
fuctiwing capacuv. Fhey alse transfer wealth from the develogwng o i
doeveloped world by senrias upy subsidiary comperriios i developung coeesiie
and elarging them exarbitanr peices for vavw matesiods, Pavenents are med
the parent cenigpranios st the developed wordd.,

Mullevaraped et the wiethod of opevations of the efiinasionred s el s
teratiena! c.I'J"HL: ave. Ve i1 rJJJ'H'.:'\» lewds 1o u'i'u;: Fesivalloe |'fii'ta"-c(-"flz° TIANE
disecses. Moveongr scavee sesemevc ey ave squendered. Hedook s ba Lo 600004

Merzenhuguee, with O0 dewctenrs gred 20 sadespersones, wliere the higly sinoemer

temprevatieres and fanotdioe covitribiere fecfeadaches, T coll, TR
Towad liealth contre and wens eoven a five flent preseelpiion). wcin, A,
e e, wrelendo ode, cmonicsfing cond prosme e dne, i iy oy
got boetter, sovbie went teraitotlice poaaciittener, wihier presersbe s s vl
dhictcepranss, cor tritenve ede, firreesenedy. potassiomeclforicle, anpipe e L g
B2 His headaclios oy et dosespreared wilicn the vainy seovemy L A
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the same thne, the entive provinee fued v ond of essential anti-tithercifosis
i,

I the folloncing aticle, Mudler aremes thai the seay inwhich maliination-
ey aperale iy less important than it ised to be,

he medicme multinationals became a particular target for anger in the
T sinties and seventies because they controlled access 1o e saving

drogs, They did this prmcipally through the patent system. This
allowed the company which discovered o drug o make Targe profits
sinee 1 had acomplete monopoly and could control all sales. A barge number ol
new medicines were deseloped over this period by big intemational companies.

but sick people were atfected by thewr high prices.
Why Do We Need to Take a Fresh Look?

Patent protection For new medicines does not Lasttorever. Ty pically. o patent is
civen for 13w 20 vears, This starts when the medicine is first discovered. which
may be Tive o ten sears betore it can be tested and sold.

Ny medicines, including commaon antibiotics, important  tranguil-
bisers and products tor hypertension and uleers, are now no longer protected by
patents. This means that any company can make and sell them. As soon as this
happens. the price Talls. often o as Litde as a quarter or a tenth ol what it used
o bes Because many good medicimes are now available without patents, not as
many sich people are dependent on patented medicine as their only chanee ol a
cure. This s one reason why we need 1o reconsider whether it s the big
multinationals which cetall our meerest or whether there are other arcas which
necd attention.

The other reason is that many el the medicimes we need o provide a basic
health service are now supphied by other companies which specialise in
eeneric” druges - drues made and produced to the same chemical formula but net
sold wath the brand name of the multmationals.

Do We Need to Worry About Medicines?

[ mualtinatonals are no longer controlling aceess o medicines, why dowe need
o pay attention oo medicine pohicy™? There are three reasons, Fast, new
medicmes are stll being produced. Sinee these are patented. the companies with
the patent will promote therr use W make as much prodicas possible. We need
terensure that we do not waste public money on buying medicimes which are not
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Do we really need to focus on the monopolies? Photo; Ismail Vawda

much beter than existing products, Also. medicines used inprivate practice set
an example which often affects how medicines are used in the public sector,

Scecondly, many people believe that medicines are one ol the most
important parts ol health care. 1IF we are o help and encourage people
understand how o improve therr own health, we must iy 1o ensure thal
medicines are used Tor their correct purpose,

Lastlv, in privinte practice. a large proportion ol the cost ol health care s
accounted For by the cost ol medicimes. (The proportion is less in public health
care svstems), [ private health costs are to he controlled. an importam part ol
the process will be controlling the costs ol medicine. This may mean that more
peaple will be able o use the private sector and thas leave more money in the

public sector 1o help those who cannot pay Tor their care.
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Using Medicine Effectively and Efficiently

The tact that many highly elfective medicines are now more freely available is
iportant Tor any national health care syvstem. One result, howeser, s that the
medicine makers are less concerned with advertising and promoting their
products, Instead of complammg about the amount ol medicine promotion, we
may soon find that, i many arcas ol health care. there will not be enough
imtormation aalable about how best o use medicines,

The health services wall save money through cheaper medicing, but some
of thatwill have w be used o provide information to health workers to hetp them
choose the right medicme Tor their patients” needs. Managing the quality of
medicine use will become important, but it s difficult because health workers
are alien reluctant o change their ideas once they think they hnow best,

A well organised health service can introduce management systems 1o
eosure that medicines are well used. but only il all health workers are prepared
o ke the svstems work, The same systems should also ensure that money
spent on medical equipment and butldings is appropriately spent.

In the private sector. different rules are needed. I people want o spend
money on unnecessartly expensive medicine, they should be free o do so. Bt
they should not be encouraged or subsicdised. In this respect. the COSATU
policy ofexempting all medicmes from VAT may be misguided. Towill hase the
cllect of subsidising the rich 1o waste ther money on expensive medicines. A
mwre sensible policy would be to exempt from VAT ondy o listol recommended

venerie medicimes to encaurage their use whereser possible,

What about the South African Companies?

South Adrica is lortumate in that it has afesw companies wlhiach are able 1o make
awide range ol enerie medicines. Adceock Ingrams, SA Druggists and Twins
are qust some of the better known names. althougeh different names sometimes
conceal the tact that companies have the same owner.

Becatse the number of companies is relatively small. there is the risk tha
thes can use therr veetual monopoly 1o keep the price of medicmes higher than
1L oughit o be, One wan 1o prevent this waould be o encourage all medicines 1o
b pmported, Fhis miaght reduce prices in the short term but it woukd also puot
mans people out ol work and mean that South Adricaow il be dependent o other
countries for its hasie medicine supplics. Price control of medicme is dilenlt.
Because there are many reasons For prices to Huctuate, particularly when the raw

malertals to mahe them are mmporied.
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The problemis o ind aoway to ensure that the Tocal medicine companies
are encouraged oo carry on producing without being able o ke untair
advantage of their home market,

Need for Strong Health Authorities

To promote the policies advocated in this artiele, there is an urgent necd Liv
strong health authorities committed o making sure that the mdusiry 1s serving
the needs ol the nation. Their tashs will be to provide the mlormation, implement
nEmagement systems and impose controls where needed. A o time when
deregulation and privatisation are heing pushed hard in many circles. and with
overnment budgets always under pressure, ity be hard o achieve s,

Toconclude. the mishehaviourofthe multinationals is fess timportant than
itused o be. We still need wo pay atiention 1o medicine pohies . We also need (o
provide health workers with the right information about medicines. establish
management systems o control medicine use and ensuee that the South Alrican
monopolies don’t explon consomers. We will only achieve effective and
elhicient use of medicine if we have strong health authorties,

fvaeddivion ter =™ Fhe Health of Naviens ™, Mike Mudler s adser werinien ™ Hie Baby
Killer™ and " Lobaceo and the Thivd Wearld: Tomorvow s Epiedemic ™, abom the
role of mudtinational business tn prometinge botle feeding and cicarenies. Mike
Muller warks for the Development Bank Southern Africa.
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