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How diverted contraceptives
threaten women’s health

Uganda spends billions
on free family planning,
but leakages cost mil-
lions and widen unmet
need, writes Walter
Mwesigye.

very year.the Government of Ugan-
da,with support from development
» partners, procures millions of dol-
lars'worth of family planning com-
modities, including condoms, contra-
ceptive pills, injectables and implants.
These supplies are distributed to public
health facilities to ensure women and
couples can plan their families safely
and affordably.
Yet,some of these commodities never
reach their intended beneficiaries,
Instead, they are diverted into private
pharmacies and clinics, where they are
sometimes sold, despite being publicly
financed and clearly labelled for free
, distribution. Among the products
reported to have leaked into the private
sector are Medroxyprogesterone
Acetsie, commonly known as Depo-
Provera, Implanon and the copper T
IUD.
In the last financial year, Uganda
spent $hss billion on family planning

commodities to enable those who
cannot afford them to access them
for free of charge. However, this writer
found two government *not-for-sale”
products in a private pharmacy being
illegally sold at She3,500 and Shs11,000,
respectively

The government says it is aware of the
problem.

Daniel Aguma, a senior pharmacist at
the Ministry of Health, explains that the
situation partly stems from an earlier
strategy aimed at expanding access.

“As a strategy to increase access, at one
point government partnered with the
private sector to deliver or to increase
access of the family planning products
in the private sector, In essence, drug
stores, clinics, and pharmacies were
selected,accredited, using a government
programme and government systems,
and they would be given some selected
free family planning goods, he says.

“But later on, of course, we noticed
that some of the transactions were
improper or unauthorised. When we |
reviewed around a hundred dozen
commodities, we found that only |
five or 10 had actually been treated |
as out of stock. It became clear that |
these individuals were finding market |
for these commodities outside the |
country and in other areas. Using our '
monitoring systems, we identified this
activity and subsequently terminated |
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Some ofthe
government-la-
belled injectable
contraceptives |
recovered during
an inspection. i
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Uganda continues toinvest bil-
lions of shillings every year in fa-
mily planning commodities in-
tended to be provided free of
charge in public health facili-
ties. H s BT :.._ ns
overleakages of these supplies
into private sector channels are
raising alarm among health ex-
perts, who warn that the prac-
tice is costing the country mil-
lions and worsening the unmet
need for family planning.

the collaboration with a number of

. those involved”

While there is no official consolidated
- national figure quantifying exactly

how much Uganda loses annually due

to such leakages, global and national

cost analyses show that failing to meet

family planning needs comes at a very
- highpri

price.
According to research by the

| Guttmacher Institute. meeting all

www.monitor.co.ug
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their education and eontinue their
aspirations,” says Ritah Tweheyo, the
head of grants at Marie Stopes. :
Uganda's unmet nl_-r:r_l for family
planning remains significant, with
roughly one quarter to one third of
women who want to avoid pregnancy
not using modern contraception. When
contraceptives are unavailable in public
facilities due to stock-outs or diversion,
unintended pregnancies increase.
Research sherws that meeting even halp
of the unmet need for contraception in

' Uganda could avert more than half 5

million unintended pregnancies an
significantly reduce pregnancy-relater)
deaths,

Consequances

Unintended pregnancies increase
pressure on already stretched maternity,
wards, raise the risk of matern;]
complications, contribute to unsafa

. abortions and strain househol
. incomes. Also, when subsidised public
. commuodities are sold in private outlets.
' they undercut legitimate private

distributors,weakening efforts to build ,
sustainable and complementary privats
sector for famnily ing seTvices.

Dr Moses Okello, the program:

. manager at DKT Healthcarys
International, says the leakages distors
- themarket.

“Once the family planning
commodities leak, people tend t,
sell them in the SRH black marke:

- which impacts the private sector. The
. commodities already brought
| private sector players become slight};
| expensive because they are black
. market commedities from the public
. sector. This constitutes what we ca))
- market inefficiencies and marke:
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Experts argue that strengthenin;
accountability from procuremen
and storage to last-mile d.ism.b_l.lllon‘
critical to ensure every shilling invested
in family planning delivers value.

The spokesperson of the Nations|
Drug Authority, Abiaz Rwamwiri, says

' the regulator continues to disrupt th,
. black market and arrest those fou‘

culpable.
“Wehave arrested more than 70 health

! workers and some have been sentenced

for being involved in the theft of

| government drugs. We have recovers]

drugs worth more than Shs15b since
2019, but how much actually slip:
through the dark?*he says.
' He adds: “Drugs are going in wronz
. hands and during the process of stealin:
. them, their quality gets compromiszd
. due to poor transportation. It is
. estimated that government loses up
to between 40 and 50 percent druss
- leaving government stores not going 1
. the patients who actually need them.”
' Responding to the matter, the Director
. General of Health Services, Dr Charles
- Olaro, warns that more stringent
| measures are being put in place 1
| stamp out the vice.
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