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Letter to the editor

Potency and bioavailability of therapeutic formulations
during their field usages

To the Editor:
Traditionally, quantification of active ingredi-

ents of therapeutic agents is carried out in labora-
tories designed to carry out complex assay
procedures like liquid chromatography, tandem
mass spectroscopy, infra-red absorption spec-
troscopy, thin layer chromatography with silica
gel or gas chromatography. Assay of g-butyric
acid level in brain is possible using a 2.1-T mag-
netic resonance image spectrometer and an 8-cm
surface coil (Petroff et al., 1996). The laboratory
facilities for carrying out such assays are very
limited in developing countries, where even the
storage facilities for therapeutic agents tend to be
unsatisfactory and poor.

There have been reports on poor quality of
therapeutics being used by patients in Asia and
Africa. During an analysis of 137 brands of
paracetamol, ampicillin, cotrimoxazole, and vita-
min B preparations being used in Bangladesh,
there were 37 substandard batches being used by
patients. Of the 16 brands of paracetamol and ten
brands of ampicillin that were found to be sub-
standard during analysis, 11 and six brands, re-
spectively, had already been assessed to be
standard by the regulatory authorities (Roy et al.,
1997). Quantification of active ingredients of field
samples of therapeutics in use in Nigeria and
Thailand was no better. An analysis of
chloroquine, amoxycillin, tetracycline, cotrimoxa-

zole, and ampiclox, revealed 36.5% samples to be
substandard. Moreover, in six samples of
chloroquine, there was no active ingredient left
(Shakoor et al. (1997).

The scourge of poor quality therapeutics could
be blunted through availability of one- to two-
step assay procedures for quantification of the
residual ingredients in tablets, infusions, syrups
and injection preparations. A semi-quantitative
paracetamol specific spot test for screening parac-
etamol in the field (Roy et al., 1997), is very
promising. Screening of 38 brands of paracetamol
enabled spotting of three spurious and 11 border
line brands of paracetamol in the field itself.

Simple tests for therapeutic interventions
against infections, neoplastic or degenerative dis-
eases would assist in detection and elimination of
spurious or poor quality drugs. They would be an
asset to national or international programmes
against tuberculosis, AIDS, epilepsy or cardiovas-
cular diseases. The resultant elimination of poor
quality drugs from pharmacy and non-pharmacy
distribution centres, would, apart from therapeu-
tic failures in patients, as well prevent selection of
subpopulations of microbes that were likely to
propagate in higher concentrations of antimicro-
bial agents.

The manufacturers of therapeutics should spare
funds towards standardisation of simplified assay
procedures (Roy et al., 1997) to quantify active
ingredients of their products. Similar tests to
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monitor drug concentrations in different tissues or
body fluids would be useful to monitor
bioavailability of drugs prescribed with other
drugs. The extra financial input by the manufac-
turers would eliminate numerous ethical, legal
or allied issues linked with inadvertent usage of
poor quality drugs (Roy, 1994; Shakoor et al.,
1997).
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