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Problem Statement: The Malaysia General Medical Store (GMS), an authority that procures and distributes pharmaceuticals in public hospitals, was privatized in 1994. A preliminary study after privatization showed an increase in drug prices without improvement in efficiency of services.

Objectives: To study prices of anti-infectives in the post-privatization era and to compare current prices with median International Reference Prices (IRPs).

Design: Retrospective and prospective data of drug prices pre- and post-privatization were compiled to study price trends over several years.

Setting: Pre-privatization price data on 101 anti-infectives were collected from the GMS price list of 1991–93 and compared individually with post-privatization data in the 1995, 1997, and 2003 lists. Median IRPs, obtained from Management Sciences for Health and the World Health Organization (WHO), were compared with 2003 drug prices. The National Medicines Policy (NMP) has been reviewed and will be implemented soon. The study results will have implications for indicators of accessibility and affordability, as will a recent study on the pharmaceutical situation using WHO structural indicators. 

Outcome Measures: Changes in drug prices one year, three years, and nine years post-privatization of the GMS.

Results: When comparing pre-privatization prices with those of 1995, out of 101 drugs, 60 were on both lists. Out of these 60, the prices of 52 had an average increase of 39.91% (maximum: doxycycline hyclate 100 mg cap, 998%; minimum: erythromycin stearate 250 mg tab, 1.25%), while the prices of  8 drugs decreased an average of 10.71% (rifampicin 300 mg cap, 35.17%; benzyl penicillin 5 MU, 0.48%). When comparing 1997 data with pre-privatization data, out of 59 drugs on both lists, 53 drug prices increased an average of 20.84% (rifampicin 150 mg cap, 85.27%; erythromycin stearate tab 250 mg, 1.15%). The prices of six medicines decreased an average of 13.63% (rifampicin 300 mg cap, 35.15%; streptomycin sulfate 5 g inj, 1.38%). When comparing 2003 data, out of 56 drugs on both lists, 46 drugs showed an average increase of 67.19% (streptomycin sulfate 1 g inj, 303%; metronidazole 200 mg tab, 1.52%). The prices of 10 drugs decreased an average of 33.18% (ampicillin 125 mg/5 mL suspension, 74.44%; cefuroxime 1,500 mg inj, 5.59%). Of 35 drugs matched for comparison of 2003 prices with IRPs, an average increase of 100% was noted. Out of these 35, 2003 prices of 22 medicines were higher than IRPs (streptomycin sulfate 1 g inj, 483%; cloxacillin sodium, 0.93%); prices of 13 drugs were lower, with an average decrease of 33.08% (amoxicillin 250 mg cap, 88.2%; cloxacillin sodium 125 mg/5 mL suspension, 3.82%).

Conclusion: Post-privatization pricing tended to increase, suggesting that monitoring, regulation, and control of privatization may be necessary. A detailed investigation will provide guidelines for advocacy.
Study Funding: Self funded study.
