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GSK leads new index on access to medicine

By Richard Harris | 17:32:12 | 16 June 2008

GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) leads a new global index launched today that ranks
pharmaceutical companies on their efforts to provide medicine to people at risk
from poverty-related diseases such as malaria, tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS.

The Access to Medicine Index rates companies on eight criteria from R&D on
neglected diseases to philanthropic activity. Novo Nordisk came in second
narrowly followed by Merck and Novartis. The results differ widely between
leaders and laggards, with GSK scoring 4.5 out of 5 against lowest-ranked
Schering-Plough's 1.3.

Alice Hunt, GSK director of corporate media, said the company was pleased its
efforts to provide access to medicine for the developing world had been
recognised. 'As a healthcare company, our business is not sustainable if we are
only concerned with the 20% of the world’s population who currently have
access to our medicines,’ she said.

Hunt said GSK took a four-pronged approach to contributing to developing
country healthcare: preferential pricing, research and development into poverty-
related diseases, community investments, and outside partnerships.

Adviser Frank Cochran, managing director of FSC Investment Services, said the
index was potentially helpful for research but that it would take time to settle
down. ‘We’ll wait to see it run for a while, and see if it will be a useful tool for
choosing funds.’

Cochran added that putting too much pressure on companies to be socially
responsible could be counter-productive. ‘By the time you’ve gone through drugs
testing and bringing a product to market, it costs a lot of money,’ he said. ‘It's got
to be recouped somehow — they need funds to develop more drugs if they’re to
help mankind.’

Wim Leereveld, founder and chairman of the Access to Medicine Foundation
which produced the index, said big pharma was waking up to its responsibilities
as corporate citizens. ‘I think the world is changing,’ he said. ‘There’s a different
attitude from 18 months ago.’

According to the Access to Medicine Foundation, one in three people lacks good
access to essential, reliable and affordable medicine, while increasing such
access could save 10 million lives a year.

Investors had wanted to play a role in alleviating poverty-related disease, but the
necessary information had previously been lacking, Leereveld said. But he
stressed that a good access to medicine strategy demonstrated good business
sense as well as the right ethical stance.

‘Managing access to medicine is a complicated issue — if a company does it well
that tells you something about the quality of the management.' He added that the
index would allow pharmaceutical companies to learn from each other’s
solutions to the challenges of tiered pricing, for example.
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Robert Barrington, director of governance and sustainable investment at F&C
Investments, said the index had highlighted the need for greater transparency
and comparability of data on access to medicine. He agreed that investors
should be concerned about access strategies, saying that in the long term a
company’s approach to emerging markets would heavily impact the bottom line.

The tension between profitability and responsibility was not insolvable, he said,
though countries such as India and China with wide income disparities
presented a pricing challenge. ‘Where there’s no healthcare infrastructure or
support mechanisms but a large middle class that can afford medicine, how do
you set a price without being accused of callousness?’

The data was compiled by New York-based Innovest, which assesses non-
traditional risk factors such as sustainability policies on behalf of investment
houses.

Managing access to medicine is a complicated issue — if a
company does it well that tells you something about the
guality of the management”

Wim Leereveld, chair, Access to Medicine Foundation
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