Novartis response to Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility’s report “Benchmarking AIDS”

Novartis sent the following statement to the Business & Human Rights Resource Centre in response to the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility’s report, “Benchmarking AIDS: Evaluating pharmaceutical company responses to the public health crisis in emerging markets". Items about the report are available here:
 
- press release: "New Report: Top pharma companies fail to address industry best practices on HIV/AIDS", Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, 14 Aug 2006 (includes link to Executive Summary):
http://www.iccr.org/news/press_releases/2006/pr_benchAIDS081706.htm   
 

- PowerPoint presentation on the report (including scores and “bottom line” assessment of each company)
http://www.iccr.org/news/press_releases/pdf%20files/benchmarking_ppt.ppt   
September 2006

“Comment by Novartis to the report on Benchmarking AIDS by the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility
Novartis welcomes the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility’s report on Benchmarking AIDS. The report suggests that “market failure and insufficient attention” are the root causes to the failure to develop new medicines which address diseases of poverty and to poor patients’ lack of access to existing medicines. 
While this is true, the issue of access to medicines needs to be seen in the context of economic development, health policies and their implementation. Meeting this challenge depends on a host of highly complex factors and demands the cooperation of many stakeholders. 

Even if appropriate medicines are available, widespread treatment may not be, if government policies are inappropriate and healthcare systems are ineffective or underfunded – with a lack of doctors for diagnosis, hospitals for care, laboratories for support services and educated patients for compliance. This is demonstrated by the fact that while about 90% of the items on the WHO’s list of essential medicines are available off-patent, over a third of the world’s population still has no access to them.

From a medical perspective, the majority of current health problems in poor countries can be controlled – effective preventive and curative treatments are available, most of them at commodity prices. What is required, however, is investment in adequate training of health staff and efforts to upgrade obsolete facilities and overcome the chronic shortage of equipment and essential drugs.

A great deal can be done to improve access to healthcare, with action focusing on at least five key factors: 

· Quality of care – the competence and performance of healthcare staff, the guidelines in force and the facilities available (including electricity, water, sanitation, cleaning and maintenance services)

· Availability – the availability of diagnosis as well as drugs, trained healthcare staff and health infrastructure

· Acceptability (of treatment) – cultural factors which determine the perceived causes of symptoms and the readiness to use appropriate drugs

· Accessibility – physical accessibility of health facilities

· Affordability – the direct and indirect costs to the patient or the community, allowing for flexibility in reimbursement and considering available resources. 
Novartis focuses on unmet medical needs in areas where the company has a high degree of scientific expertise. Current research on neglected diseases undertaken by the Novartis Institute for Tropical Diseases (NITD) focuses on malaria, tuberculosis and dengue fever. The NITD is one of the key contributions made by Novartis to help reduce the global diseases burden and solve the problem of access to medicines by poor patients.
Furthermore, since 1997,  the Novartis Foundation for Sustainable Development (NFSD), together with Terre des Hommes, an NGO dedicated to children, has been running a program to help AIDS orphans in Tanzania come to terms with their trauma and rebuild self-esteem. We are training teachers, nursery school teachers and support staff on the psychological skills and knowledge needed to help children and adolescents cope with the loss of their parents. Through regular meetings with AIDS orphans, we help them deal with their situation and reinforce their cohesion and skills (making friends, supporting each other, taking decisions, speaking in front of a group, formulating opinions, etc.).

Importantly, through this program, the Novartis Foundation has helped to establish income-generating measures which means that orphans can earn their livelihoods and school fees through credits from an orphan’s bank and income-generating activities in the community. We are hoping to replicate this project in other countries of eastern and southern Africa.”
