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Centre to distribute only 50
drugs free under NLEM plan

Govt Had Earlier Decided To Provide 348 Meds Under Scheme

Rema.Nagarajan
@timesgroup.qom )

r—fhe union health minis-

l try’s target of distri-

buting 50 drugsfreeun-

der the free essential drug

scheme is so much lower than

the hundreds of drugs being

provided by states withafunec-

‘tioning free drugs scheme

that it has left health officials
inthesestates puzzled.

After starting off -by talk-
ing of distributing 348 drugs
in the National List of Essen-
tial Medicines (NLEM) dur-
ing the tenure of Dr Harsh
Vardhan as health minister, it
hasbeen whittled down to just
50 drugs in keeping with the
lowerthan budgeted spending
thehealth sectorisfacing.

Under the programme, 348

drugs in the NLEM were to be "

provided free from 1.6 lakh
sub-centres, 23,000 primary
health centres, 5,000 commu-
nity health centres and 640 dis-
. tricthospitals. Even this target
was quite modest in compari-
son to Tamil Nadu supplying
over 650 drugs, Rajasthan over
600 drugs, Kerala over 771 es-
sential drugs and Karnataka

about 370 drugs. Some of these

=

Q/f.

State .

STATES' MEDICINES FOR MASSES

Rajasthan Medical Services C g
Corporation (RMSC) 6,07
Tamil Nadu Medical Services 651 '
Corporation (TNMSC) 5 o
| Kerala Medical Services T
Cotporation Limited (KMSCL) " (essential)
Karnataka State Drugs ’ 378(and
Logistics and Warehousing -'some surgical
Society (KSDLWS) ., items)

statesarealso procuringsurgi-
cal items and sutures for pub-
lichealth facilities.

Health officials in many of
these states are puzzled by this
“fixation on 50 drugs”. “What
will they cover with just 50
drugs? Which are these 50
drugs? We have not.got any list

- so far. But we keep hearing that

the Centre will provide funds
for giving 50 drugsfree. Itisari-
diculously low number of
drugs. Wearealready providing
much more with our own funds
and so we cannot be expected to
take the Centre seriously on
this,” said a state health official
who did not want td be named.

The proposal to supply ge-
neric medicines free of cost by
the government was put for-
ward by the high level expert
group constituted by the Plan-
ning Commission in 2010 in its
reportsubmitted in November
2011. The Planning Commis-
sion’s working group on drugs
and food regulation calculated
that with the Centre contribut-
ing 85% of the recurring costs
and 100% of the capital cost,
the ‘free medicines for all in
public  health facilities’
scheme would cost the Centre
less than Rs 26,000 crore over
the current five-year plan peri-

od (2012-17) or a little over Rs

5,000 croreannually. .

“In all probability this list of
50 will include only drugs that
are used at the primary level —
which means, generally, very
low cost medicines. The propos-
al is a refreat from commit-
ments that the union govern-
ment was.on the verge of
makingfive yearsback. It is also
aretreat from what some states

+ - are already providing, with av-
- erage costs of Rs 300 crore per

year. This is particularly disap-
pointingaspublicfacilities were
always meant to provide free
drugs and it is only after the re-
forms in the 1990s that some
states started introducing user
feesondrugs,” said Dr AmitSen-
gupta of Jan Swasthya Abhiyan
a network of organizations
working on publichealth issues.
After the UPA government
promised distribution of free
medicines - through public
health facilities, in Septembeér
2012, the then health minister
announced that Rs 1,300 crore .
would be disbursed to states:
for purchase of medicinesand
setting up of a central pro-
curement agency for bulk pro-
curement of drugs. However,
themoneywasneverallocated
and thescheme never took off,






