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IT is not always ignorance that draws the sick to soothsayers. Many a times access to scientific healthcare is an issue of affordability for the country’s over fifty million poor. Letting medicine price hike by lifting the price control, as demanded by the pharmaceutical industry, could translate into a health catastrophe. 

While the private sector is pushing for deregulation of drug pricing, the government is unwilling to forego its control over highly lucrative sector. It has, however, conceded to review prices in hardship cases. 

Over 450 pharmaceutical companies sell Rs100 billion worth of drugs a year. The industry is targeting export of one billion dollars by 2013, if “right policy environment” is provided by the government. The industry’s revenue grows by an average 12 per cent a year. The annual average growth rate of local companies is higher at 19 per cent as compared to 11 per cent in case of multinationals. Every year, at this rate, local companies are gaining from multinationals about two per cent of the domestic drug market. 

Experts monitoring developments closely feel that it would be fairer if the profile of not only the products but the drug firms is reviewed by the price control committee to arrive at an informed and prudent decision. 

“Why dissect only hardship cases and not the full range of medicines? If some products are not earning enough, others must be making huge profit to more than make up for the loss in some others. Drug firms themselves claim to be best performing segment of manufacturing in the country”. 

According to insiders, there are multiple tablets and capsules selling at over 1,000 per cent margins. People who can afford, complain persistently about high cost and low quality of drugs. 

The health component of family budgets has increased exponentially over the past 22 years despite price controls. For example, people over 70 years, with old age ailments may be spending as high as Rs10000 per month on medication that normally include tablets for hypertension, tranquilisers and diabetes. 

A course of antibiotic a child is given, for one reason or the other every two months till he enters teenage, costs at least Rs300. It is not hard to imagine what drug spending would be like for an average family particularly when doctors are generally inclined to go for over-drugging often allegedly influenced by drug companies. 

Pakistan will miss Millennium Development Goals unless drastic measures are taken to improve healthcare access for its citizens. The ministry of health has confirmed to have received about two dozen hardship cases where the industry is seeking a price increase. 

“The deregulation of drug pricing is not on the table. Yes, we have received some hardship cases that would be considered individually on merit by the drug pricing committee having representation of all relevant stakeholders. After due deliberations, a decision will be taken on case-to-case basis on each product separately”, Khushnood Lashari, federal secretary, health told Dawn from Islamabad. 

“We are willing to address their concerns but they cannot be allowed to fix drug prices at their whim. They need to appreciate that despite challenges, they have been offered opportunity to make it big, the kind of business that they have achieved”, he argued. 

“Managing the health matrix for public healthcare is the key responsibility of the government. No, we are not willing to forego our role of a watchdog of public interest”, Lashari stressed. 

The robust drug sector, however, is actively pursuing deregulation agenda which it insists is a major obstacle in achieving higher growth and exports. They argue their case for price increase citing inflation, rupee depreciation and higher overhead costs. Imported chemicals used as raw material for drug manufacturing becomes dearer with the strengthening of dollar. 

A representative of Pharma Bureau, a platform of multinational drug companies pleaded in favour of deregulation. He did not approve of the idea of marketing medicines with generic names. “If the situation is allowed to persist many multinational drug companies will pack up and go”, he said. 

“In Pakistan, 95 per cent of drug patents have expired. About 1500 basic molecules are used for some 60000 registered medicines described as generic branded drugs. There is no ban on generics but if at all produced they do not have mentionable market share”, Dr Farid of Pharma Bureau told Dawn. He said the quality would be compromised if the government decides to promote generics to bring down price. 

Zahid Saeed of Pakistan Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association held that high performance of the sector is primarily result of the quality of entrepreneurship. “The companies are doing well despite hostile environment because of corporate leadership. The lifting of price control will give a major boost to the industry that has all the ingredients of innovative competitive sector in a phase of growth”, he said over telephone. 

Dr Sher Shah Syed, former president of Pakistan Medical Association sounded sympathetic to drug manufacturers. “You cannot risk disappearance of essential drugs. They are in the business to make profit. If they will not find it attractive they will move out. We cannot afford that. The government should keep the issue of availability of basic drugs when it decides for or against cases forwarded by the private sector”. 

“I fail to understand why the private sector is expected to compensate for the government failures. We have not stopped the government from investing in public healthcare. Invest they must to ameliorate the sufferings of ailing poor. It would, however, be unfair to sacrifice drug business to that end”, debated Khalid, a local drug maker. 

“Over the past decade, prices of all items and services have increased manifolds. Keeping drug prices at the 1995 level is unfair. It eats into our investible surpluses leaving us little space to manoeuvre and achieve what we could in the global market”, Khalid Mahmood, a leading exporter who claims to have invested billions, argued recently for lifting of price control from the platform of Pakistan Pharmaceutical Manufacturing Association in Karachi. 

A close market monitoring is necessitated because the private sector is allowed to produce even life-saving generic medicines under brand names. The policy of production of generics without branding has been used by several developing nations including India and Bangladesh to keep essential drugs within the reach of the underprivileged. 

In Pakistan 1500 basic medicines that cover over 95 per cent of all drugs in the market have been formulated to produce 60,000 products by about 520 local and multinational companies. It means except of about five per cent patented drugs essentially same chemicals are produced by various companies in different shapes and colours and packaged differently with printed material that majority of users cannot read or comprehend.. 

“Arch rivals in the market — local and multinationals — stand united on the issue of pricing of drugs. “Fiercely divided they might be on a number of issues including lingering subject of data exclusivity in Pakistan they are brothers in arms when it comes down to pricing”, commented a senior bureaucrat in the ministry of health. 

