
 

Africans text message to check if drugs are
real
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In this Friday, Oct. 30, 2009 picture a caretaker looks after a baby girl in the
Siaya hospital in Western Kenya. The girl was found abandoned in the street and
suffering with malaria. For Africans wondering whether the malaria drugs
they've bought are real, there may soon be a quick way of finding out: sending a
text message. Across the continent, more than 30 percent of malaria medicines
are estimated to be fake, and many look identical to the real thing. A new project
called mPedigree lets consumers send in a code via text message that lets them
check if their drugs are genuine. (AP Photo/Karel Prinsloo)

(AP) -- For Africans wondering whether the malaria drugs they've
bought are real, there may soon be a quick way of finding out: sending a
text message.

Across the continent, more than 30 percent of malaria medicines are
estimated to be fake, and many look identical to the real thing.
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A new project called mPedigree lets consumers send in a code via text
message that lets them check if their drugs are genuine. It was recently
adopted in Nigeria, with plans for wider use elsewhere in Africa. Last
month, the Nigerian government decided to introduce the technology for
all medicines in the future, not just anti-malarials.

Ghanaian entrepreneur Bright Simons developed the mPedigree system;
its technology and security infrastructure is now being provided by
Hewlett Packard. The system assigns a unique code to genuine malaria
medicines, printed on the back of medicine blister packs under a sheet
that is scratched off like a lottery ticket.

Customers send a text message to a central hot line with the code and
instantly get an "OK" response telling them if the drug is registered and
thus real. It also sends them additional information like the drug's
manufacturer and expiration date.

If the drug isn't registered and potentially fake, people receive a text
message that says "No. Please recheck code." The system is free for
consumers and is paid for by pharmaceutical companies and
governments.

Health officials say the innovative system could help Africa curb the tide
of fake drugs and potentially save hundreds of thousands of lives.
Experts think about 700,000 people die from malaria or tuberculosis
every year after taking counterfeit drugs, with some containing little
more than sawdust, baby powder and water.

In addition, fake medicines speed up drug resistance. If a drug contains
some but not enough of the active ingredient, it won't kill the disease's
virus or bacteria, but gives it a chance to mutate into a deadlier form
instead.
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Knowing the drugs are real may also persuade more Africans to take
them in the first place, saving even more lives.

"With (this system), people can be far more confident about the
medicines they're taking," said Julian Harris, a research fellow at
International Policy Network, a London-based think tank. "Right now,
the option for many people is taking medicine from a broken blister
packet," said Harris, who is not connected to the project.

Rich countries have long employed expensive methods, like tracking
systems or sophisticated equipment, to verify whether drugs are
authentic. In Europe, the United States and elsewhere, authorities often
use mobile labs and hand-held spectrometers to test if drugs have the
right active ingredients in the right amounts.

Without such sophisticated devices, Simons' text messaging system gives
ordinary Africans a way to check what they're buying. Previous studies
from agencies including the World Health Organization have shown
about 30 to 60 percent of medicines in Africa are counterfeit or
substandard.

Fake drugs can infiltrate shipments even when it's the United Nations or
the Global Fund to fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria that is the
sender. Last year, malaria medicines dispatched to Ghana by the Global
Fund mysteriously went missing. Once the drugs arrived in the country,
they were replaced by counterfeits, leading Ghanaian authorities to
investigate allegations a cartel was replacing real drugs with fake ones.

Last month, the Nigerian government decided the text messaging system
should be used on all medicines as soon as possible. "Consumers can
now take the war (against counterfeit drugs) into their own hands," said
Dr. Paul B. Orhii, director-general of Nigeria's National Agency for
Food and Drug Administration and Control.
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Orhii said the government is negotiating with telecoms companies to
lower the price of sending text messages to encourage more companies
to adopt the system.

Beyond Nigeria, other countries including Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania,
have all expressed interest in signing up for the technology. So far, small
trials of the text messaging system have been conducted in Ghana,
Kenya, Rwanda and Nigeria. The Nigerian government recently ran its
own test of the system on diabetes medicines used by more than 20,000
people.

Harris said the widespread use of mobile phones in Africa - where many
people commonly use cell phones to do banking - should spur the
acceptance of the text messaging system.

But he wasn't entirely convinced Nigeria's adoption of the technology
could be used for every medicine and said it would be impossible to
police. "Any system that is controlled by the government can stifle new
technologies," Harris said. Counterfeits are so rife in Africa he said it
would take much more than one initiative to fix the problem.

Still, Harris predicted the system would help consumers in countries
where corruption often compromises the medical supply. "This will help
people whether they're buying their medicines at a hospital pharmacy or
a roadside market," he said.

  More information: http://www.mpedigree.net

©2010 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.

Citation: Africans text message to check if drugs are real (2010, August 20) retrieved 27 April

4/5

http://www.mpedigree.net


 

2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2010-08-africans-text-message-drugs-real.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2010-08-africans-text-message-drugs-real.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

