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Dear Editor-in-Chief, 

Treating children for malaria 
fever in the face of counterfeit 

and fake medicines 

The World Health Organiza t ion ( W H O ) has def ined 
counterfeit drugs a s medic ines that a rc del iberate ly 
or fraudulently mislabeled wi th respect to identi ty 
composition, and /or source . Th i s defini t ion includes 
completely fake medic ines and those that have been 
tampered with, adul tera ted , di luted, repackaged , or 
relabeled so as to mis represen t the dosage , origin, or 
expiration date . S u b s t a n d a r d m e d i c i n e s tha t a r e 
cheaply produced in o rde r to m a k e u n l a w f u l p rof i t s 
also constitute counter fe i t mcdic ines [ 1 ]. 

Subs tandard mcdic ines a r e ava i l ab le in the 
market w o r l d w i d e [2\ b u t m o r e p r e v a l e n t in 
developing countries than industr ial ized countr ies [2, 
j ] . Substandard m e d i c i n e s h a v e been p r ev ious ly 
reported in Russia (4] and A m e r i c a [5] but s tr ingent 
controls by the g o v e r n m e n t w e r e a b l e to nip the 
situation in the bud. T h e qual i ty o f medicines available 
in the developing count r ies h a s a l w a y s been in doubt 
|6J. The r epo r t s o f t r e a t m e n t f a i l u r e a n d d r u g 
resistance are abundant in Afr ican and Asian countries 
[7, 8] which h a v e been a t t r i b u t e d to the u s e o f 
counterfeit and f ake med ic ines . 

In spite o f the e f fo r t s o f the Nat iona l A g e n c y 
for Food and D r u g A d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d C o n t r o l 
(NAFDAC) to f ight sa les o f coun te r f e i t and f ake 
mcdicines in Niger ia , the m a r k e t is still p ro l i fe ra t ing 
I9] A random qual i ty tes t ing o f d i f f e ren t types o f 
prescribed medic ines in N i g e r i a n m a r k e t s showed 
1 at 48% of the s a m p l e s did not mee t the Bri t ish 
Pharmacopoeia (BP) s t a n d a r d s [10]. A l m o s t 4 0 % 
0 these medic ines w e r e m a n u f a c t u r e d in Ind ia . 

"other s tudy o f e ight b r a n d s o f s u l p h a d o x i n e -
PKimcthamine tablets showed tha t only three b rands 
m c l all the BP qual i ty spec i f i ca t ion in sp i t e o f their 
P >sical and chcmical s imi lar i t ies f 11 ]. 

ch 1H ^ a ' a ™ a ' s t h e l e a d i n g c a u s e o f dea th in 
jn m r C n anc* a c c o u n t s for over 6 0 % of outpat ient visit 
, , ' r a n c* o t h e r s u b - S a h a r a n A f r i c a n count r ies 
30°/ 1 ' S r c s P ° n s ' b l c for 2 5 % infan t mor ta l i ty and 
p r c ° c hi ldho°d mor ta l i ty [13] . M a l a r i a usua l ly 

U s c
C n t s f ever and m a y exp la in the f r equen t 

child° * ) a r a c c t a m ° l a n ^ a n t i m a l a r i a l s fo r f eb r i l e 
2nd r ° n ^ C s c r n c ^ ' c ' n e s a r c f r equen t ly adu l te ra ted 

counterfeited in Nige r i a . In addi t ion , they m a y 
S u b s t a n d a r d w h e n t h e y b e c o m e c h e m i c a l l y 

In June 1990 47 childr ' ° r U " n g m a n u f a c t u r i n g . 
p — 

and November 2008, another 25 children d i e t a n d 
j ® were hosp . t a l i sed with severe kTdn ! 
^ ' ™ 8 C , a [ t C r l n S c s t l n g " M y Pikin Teething Mixture" 

g lycol ' [H] ' 0 0 1 1 e r r o n c o u s , y minted with diethylene 

n r . . Counterfei t ing has contributed to resistance 
o f c h l o r o q u i n c and sulphadoxine-pyrimcthamine to 
m a l a r i a p a r a s i t e s [15], Qu in ine or ar temesinin 

c m a t i v c s have been recommended by W H O for 
severe malar ia treatment (16). Counterfeit quinine .s 
abundant in Cameroon [17] and the fake artemesinin 
de r iva t ives that domina ted the Tha i -Cambod ian 
marke t [18) have gradual ly spread to some African 
countries [ 19|. The potential risk o f treating children 
for malar ia with counterfeit and fake artemesinin 
based antimalarials include clinical aggravation that 
m a y lead to progression of acute to severe malaria 
and even mortali ty f rom either the malaria itself or 
poss ible toxicity f rom the substandard components 
o f the medic ine , increased cos t o f t rea tment to 
a c h i e v e c u r e , and p r o m o t i o n o f ea r ly m a l a r i a 
p a r a s i t e s r e s i s t a n c e t o t h e m e d i c i n e s . T h e 
epidemiologic studies of antiamalarial efficacy is likely 
to be biased and discordant results between clinical 
e f f i c a c y and m o l e c u l a r m a r k e r s ob ta ined when 
ineffect ive or part ial ly effect ive counterfeit and fake 
ar temesinin based mcdicines were administered to 
pat ients by the unsuspect ing clinician. 

The Niger ian government may not alone be 
ab le to fight the w a r against counterfeit and fake 
mcdicincs; heal thcare profess ionals should blow the 
whis t le by rapidly alerting the relevant authorities as 
r ecommended by the W H O [20] when a counterfeit 
or f a k e medic ine is suspec ted . Therapeu t i c drug 
moni to r ing should be per formed when a patient is 
not responding to a par t icu lar medicine if rationally 
used . Hea l th c a r e p r o f e s s i o n a l s and the general 
popula t ion should be cducatcd by N A F D A C on how 
to ident i fy genuine medic ines f rom the counterfeits. 
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