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Introduction to the
Philippine Reprint Edition

HE FIRST EDITION of Problem Drugs was published in 1986. Health Action
Information Network (HAIN) did a local reprint fo make it more accessible to
Filipinos.

This 2nd edition of Problem Drugs shows that after seven years, we still face
serious problems in the Philippines and in many parts of the world.

In the Philippines, we have been relatively fortunate with a number of unsafe
and ineffective drugs withdrawn over the last few years. Chloramphenicol-strep-
tomycin combinations (Chlorostrep, Dostol) which were popular antidiarrheals,
were withdrawn in 1987. A number of unsafe antidiarrheals (Diatalbs, Polymagma,
Guanamycin) have been reformulated. Phenylbutazone, a pain-killer found in
preparations like Alaxan, is no longer in the market (although Alaxan remains as a
brand name, reformulated with other ingredients). A number of *appetite stfi-
mulants' have also been withdrawn — gone are drugs like Periactin (cyprohep-
tadine) and Heraclene (dibencozide). Except for Hoechst, all the local manufac-
turers of the pain-killer dipyrone have reformulated or withdrawn their products.

The withdrawal of these drugs offen resulted from local and international
lobbying from health and consumer groups, but the lobbying has not been easy.
Drug companies often ended up simply reformulating their products — allowed to
retain the brand names and substituting unsafe ingredients with ineffective ones.
The proliferation of products with attapulgite — an "antidiarrheal” whose efficacy
has been questioned by the World Health Organization — is just one example of
continuing irrational production of pharmaceuticals.

Efforts to clean up the market have also been hampered by the drug com-
panies’ use of lawsuits, on grounds of *due process.” Hoechst, for example, has
been able to use legal action to keep its dipyrone products (Baralgin, Melubrin)
on the market.

Generally, the problems we face now are less directly related to the drugs per
se, but fo drugs made unsafe or ineffective because of inappropriate formulation,
orescribing, or use. Cough and cold remedies are notorious in this regard: of the



248 preparations listed in the June 1993 issue of the industry-produced Philippine
Index of Medical Specialties (PIMS — known to expert pharmacologists as the
Philippine Index of Medical Superfluities), only six are considered essential by
standards of the National Drug Committee. Cough and cold remedies reflect the
problems we face for such preparafions: individually, the ingredients are not
necessarily problematic, but found as fixed-dose combination drugs — sometimes
with as many as 12 ingredients in one product — these medicines become unsafe
and/or ineffective.

A similar situation exists for other top-selling categories of medicines particularly
vitamins and minerals, and antidiarrheals. Some physicians will argue that it is all
right for people to use these inessentials, af least for the placebo effect, i.e. the
drugs may be pharmacologically useless but can still help the patient to get well,
because of the psychological effect of taking medicine. But in many cases, trivial
use of medicines can produce serious problems. The use of so-called antidiarrheals
distracts people from the real problem in diarrhea: the threat of dehydration.
Inappropriate use of antibiotics — either for the wrong indication, or through
under-dosing — has resulted in widespread resistant microorganisms. We cannot
continue to take these risks with the rise of new health problems such as HIV/AIDS
and emerging cholera strains, even as we continue to battle “old” diseases such
as tuberculosis.

Filipinos — including prescribers — still have no access to independent and
objective information on medicines. Problem Drugs provides us with a starting point
for discussions. The book shows we are dedling with more than just a matter of
technical information. The section on contraceptives, for example, shows that the
problem is of accessibility o safe and effective contraceptives, as well as of gender
power relations — why, for example, are the responsibilities (and risks) shouldered
almost completely by women?

The solutions to problem drugs are often political in nature. The Philippines has
been trying to implement a National Drug Policy since 1987, but progress has been
slow in achieving Policy objectives of providing Filipinos with access to safe,
effective, and affordable medicines. The Generics Act passed five years ago, even
if it had been properly implemented (which has not ha ppened), is not the National
Drug Policy. Public information and education for all sectors — prescribers, dis-
pensers, consumers — will have to be sustained. We hope that Problem Drugs
contributes to meeting this need.
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