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Problem Statement: Lack of data on the availability of essential drugs in Karaganda as well as a lack of comparative data on the local versus international median prices of drugs hinders effective planning for interventions in the pharmaceutical sector.

Objective: To monitor availability and rationalize the pharmaceutical sector by improving the availability of essential drugs.

Design: Background research, segmented time-series design.

Setting and Population: Eighty-five drugs included on the Kazakhstan Essential Drugs List (EDL) were selected for the study, monthly from December 2000 to May 2001 and then quarterly from May 2001 to May 2002. Interviews were conducted in 20 city drugstores and 15 suburban drugstores to determine drug availability and price levels.

Outcome Measures: Median price; minimum and maximum price; average percentage difference between maximum and minimum prices; comparison of local prices with international drug prices per unit; and average percentage price difference between the cheapest and most expensive generics and between generics and brand-name drugs.

Results: One hundred percent availability was determinated for such drugs as amoxicillin, acetylsalicylic acid, metronidazole, and furosemide. Such drugs as simvastatin, lamivudine, rifampicin, fluoxetine, and mefloquine  are absolutely unavailable in drugstores. Among investigated drugs, prices of ciprofloxacin, bromhexine, propranolol, and papaverine were below median international prices. Prices of the remaining drugs exceeded median international prices, in some cases significantly; hydrochlorathiazide, acyclovir, and mebendazole prices exceeded the international median by 1120%, 7500%, and 4068%, respectively.

Conclusions: Some essential drugs are unavailable in drugstores because of high price levels, which exceeded the median international price by an average of 600%. As a result of drugs being distributed without prescription and low prices for such drugs as ciprofloxacin and other antibiotics, these drugs are popular for (irrational) self-treatment, in turn resulting in increased antibiotic resistance.
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