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Drugs A nurse attends to a patient at Apac Hospital in 2015, The hopital has suffered drug shortages due to theft. From0 sy v Bl oxEToH

Drug thefts mar hospitals
as patients bear the brunt

Worsening a bad problem.

While public hospitals are

grappling with understaffing

and a low supply of drugs,

the \ater problem is being
worsened by drugs being
stolen from the hospital,
causing patients to look
elsewhere for drugs or risk
death writes Solomon
Arinaitwe.

_ APAC:Al4-yearold child lets out a shriek-
ing cry that pierces through the sleepy
newly refurbished children’s ward at Apac
Hospital on a cold Tuesday as her mother
struggles to force her to drink some fluids.

She has been diagnosed with malaria and
has just finished taking her final dose of the
day. Her mother is not willing to divulge her
and the daughter’s identity for fear of vic-
timisation by hospital authorities.

Butthe patientisalucky girl to have found
the malarial drugs (coartem) readily avail-
able at Apac Hospital. Had she fallen ill last
year, her story could have been different.

The 2015/16 Auditor General's report cast

a dark shadow over Apac Hospital, citing
theft of 14 boxes of Lumartem (30 x18), 112
boxes of Lumatem (30 x 12), 169 boxes and
120 boxes of Artefan/Coartem (30 x 6) and
Lumarten (30 x 24) in Apac Hospital.

... Although 71,877 units of medicines were

also unaccounted for at the Kabale District

Health store, no district registered more
serious drug thefts than Apac Hospital that
year.

Apac and Kabale hospitals are mere
stand-out examples of a problem of drug
thefts that is slowly but surely holding
back the health sector in Uganda.

Drug theft

In 2010, Health ministry officials were
quoted by The Observernewspaper saying
that at least 76 per cent of drugs in gov-
ermument health facilities disappear before
reaching patients.

Essential drugs for the treatment of ma-
laria and other common ailments and vac-
cines for immunising children, contracep-
tives for family planning, oral rehydration
salts to treat diarrhoea and cotrimoxazole
for cough were some of the most stolen
medicines, The Observerreported.

Ar Apac Hospital, anti-eorruption in-
vestigators discovered that Coartem and

1,564

Scope. The number of mOsquito b

that the district ha
considered the world

ot which are
s highest

mala s, could not be four antj.
ministering to desperate p U for
they had somehow vanished intq I

For a district with some of th :
malaria incidence rates in the
stealing of essential anti-malarig|s
the malaria situation from baq to \;\v[“

According to the etymologica] in(f)nr\
rate (EIR) conducted in 2004, the ;"
was found to have the highest m“;,;‘”“‘f
mosquito bites in the world stap ;. " f
1,564 bites ding at

Apac District, sandwiched by three
bodies-Lake Kyoga and two sw;mm\.,'j'\"‘ T
chaand Wirewiri-make the district , 1y,
breeding point for anopheles m\muur‘”‘ ‘r
the malaria transmitting parasites,

The southern boundaries of tha di
trict are also along Lake Kwania and ()1'.
River Nile, further adding up the mos, .
breeding grounds in the area. o

When the rains peak in April and August
the malaria incidences also shoot up, ..’
cording to Jimmy Elvis Omoko, a me. al
records officer at Apac Hospital.
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to the 2009 statistical Abstract compile
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A 2006 story by Ugandn Radio Network
(URN) quoted Dr Jessie Stone, n malaria re-
searcher, saying the malaria transmission
Mte in Apac is over 250 times worse than
" Kampala, adding that medical research-
ershad found out that Apachas the highest
Malaria rate in the world.

With such a background of high inci-
dences of malaria, residents in Apac District
Were troubled when they heard that boxes
Of eritical anti-malarials had RONe missing
at Apac Hospital, leaving patients at the
merey of private medical facilities that are
scarce in the sleepy district.

Problem Is blgger

: Mr Tom Superman Opwoya, the executive
director the Apac Anti-Corruption Coalition
(’!‘A/\CC). says the theft of drugs at the hos-
Dital points to a larger crisis crippling the
National health sector,

“If such essential drugs are missing at a
hospital in a district with such high malaria
rates, that explains how bad it is. It is pos-
sible that there were some deaths because
of the missing drugs given how dangerous
malaria can be,” Mr Opwoya says.

Dr Fanuel Sabiiti, the Acting Medical
Superintendent at Apac Hospital, says the
matter of drug thefts is under investigation
by the Chief Administrative Officer (CAO)
and he could not give an update about the
inguiry.

But Dr Sabitti believes the National Medi-
cal Stores(NMS) still has its work cutoutif
distribution of drugs from Kampala down to
‘mspccl‘i\'c health facilities is to be stream-

ned.

When asked about the matter, the Chief
Administrative Officer(CAO) Stella Abyeto
declined to respond to inquiries about the
brogress of the investigation but rather re-
bounded the questions to the hospital medi-
cal superintendent,

Ms Abyeto said she has just been posted
from Gulu, and is not familiar with the
case,

Ms Evelyn Ayuge, the head of Health Mon-
itoring and Accountability at The Apac An-
t-Corruption Coalition (TAACC), says the

district leadership and the District Health
“Officer (DHO) have been lacklustre in deal-
ing with the problem of drug thefts, - -

“When a child is brought struggling with
malaria and there are no drugs to be admin-
istered to the child, the health workers tell

us that in most cases, they end up losing .

the child. In many cases, we have alerted
the district leadership about drugs going
missing but nothing has been done. When
we inform the Ministry of Health directly,
then the district leaders getangryatus,”Ms
Ayuge says.

TACC has investigated the case of drug
thefts at Apac Hospital but its investigation
ran into headwinds because there was no
co-operation from the district leadership.

But successes have been registered in
some health centres in the district, further
highlighting the problem of drug thefts in
this malaria prone district.

At Chawente Health Centre III in Cha-
wente Sub-County, TAACC investigators
managed to recover 161 malaria testing kits
that had gone missing in December 2016,
The malaria testing kits were meant to aid
training for Village Health Teams VHTs)in
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the sub-county,

The team also recovered 54 boxes of
coatem [for adults] and 18 boxes of coatem
[for children].

Although the in-charge at Chawente
Health Centre 11T was directed to take up
the matter with police by the District Health
Officer (DHO). no action was ever taken, ac-
cording toareport by TAACC's Health Moni-
toring platform.

At Chengere Health Centre 11, TAACC's
investigators recovered anti-malaria
drugs worth Shs1.9m from the in-charge of
Chegere Health Centre I in May 2016.

A report compiled by TAACC discovered
that: “to date, the district authorities have
failed to recover the drugs yet there is al-
ways shortage of drugs for patients at Apac
Hospital.” .

The Apac Anti-Corruption Coalition
(TAACC) offices are just a stone’s thl:OW
away from Apac Hospital, making investiga-
tion into the mess at hospital a tad easier.

President intervenes £

In 2009, President Museveni established
the Health Monitoring Unit (HMU), a de-
partment within State House that was sup-

_posed to cure challenges within the health

sector but particularly deal with the crisis
of drug thefts. el

1In 2006, he directed ministry of Health
officials to label government-owned drugs
as “UG, NOT FOR SALE” but that strategy
did not seem to work. :

Mr Moses Mulumba, the Executive Direc-
tor of the Center for Health, Human Rights
and Development (CEHURD), ahealth rights
advocacy group, says the HMU should
change its working style if drug thefts are
to be foiled.

“Ithink that its approach is highly ad hoc
and could be made better. The HMU could,
for instance, focus on strengthening the
already established structures like Health
Unit Management Committees (HUMCs)
and Hospital Boards (HBs) and spend less
effort in enforcement which is the work of
the police,” Mr Mulumba wrote in an inter-
view via email. ;

The currentapproach of the HMU, Mr Mu-
lumba wrote, has relegated it into an agency
that is.feared by the.very people it would
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have collaborated with [to deal with] medli-
cine thefts in facilities.

Dr Ojera Jackson, the head of the HMU,
says the unit has recovered supplies worth
Shsl5b since 2009 but quickly points out
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A forensie medicine amdit earriod out
hy the HMU confiemed the theft of deugs
at Apae Hospital, Dr Ojera explain-
ing that the matter 15 nove before the Anti-
Corruption Court, '

Asasolution to drug thefts, Dr Ojeraar-
pues that there needs to he: “continuons
surveillanee of supply chain management
and prompt detection and reporting of
thefts.” ;

“Expedite the proeess of the National
Health Insurance[Scheme| and start op-
erationalisation. This will be a lasting s0-
lution in streamlining per capita health
expenditure,” Dr Ojera wrote in an email
interview,

‘The National Health Insurance Bill, 2012
that seeks to create the National Health
Insurance Scheme (NHIS) is currently be-
fore Parliament’s Health Committee,

For drug supply and distribution, the
National Medical Stores (NMS), the body
that was established to procure, store and
distribute essential medicines and other
medical supplies to public health facili-
ties, still grapples with enforcement chal-
lenges. ;

With some stolen drugs found in neigh-
bouring countries, especially eastern
Congo and South Sudan, according to the
NMS website, arresting offenders in for-
eign countries can be legally tricky.

This story was reported with support from the
Centra for Policy Analysis (CEPA). .
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