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Bridge this deficit between India and Sri Lanka

hea t by Sri Lamka's

President Ranil Wickremesinghe, recently,

abourt a proposal to establish bnd
conmectivity with India has come none oo soon.
Twenty years ago, in Chennai, Mr.
Wick inghe, then Prime Minister, while
delivering a lecture, Soated the idea of building a
bridge linking Rameswaram in Tamil Nadu with
Talaimanar in the Northern Frovince of Sri
Lanka. Thiswas part of his larger vison of
regional economic inegration, encompassing his
country and the southem States of India and
aimed at generating more opportunities
economic growth.

He has been diseussing the concept of
BCONOmiC integration on many an occasion and at
several international for. But, whenever groups
and parties chiming (o represent the inerests of
Sinhalese-Buddhists expressed their opposition
1o the propasal on the ground that this wouald not
benefit Sri Lanka, the talk of hoving expandesd
physical connectivity would die down. In
December 2005, when India’s Boad Transpaort and
Highwiays Minister Nitin Gadlkari informed the
Lak Saba that the Asian Development Bank was
willing to fund the bridge project of ¥24,000
crore, S Lanka's respanse was muted Sallowed
Ty sharp eriticism from the project opponents.

Huoseever, i the credit of Mr. Wickremesinghe
and Prime Minister Narendra Modi, the idea of
lansd ivity was not abandoned. It faund a
mention in a joint statement sswed in July after
the twe leaders met in New Delhic The document
even stated that “a feasibility study for such

ity will be b | at an :

As o follow up, Mr. Wickremesinghe, who is also
Fimance Minister, in his Budget addres an
November 12, referred to the project of land
conmectivity and and said " we expect to utilise
Colombo pert o meet the supply needs of south
west India and Trincomalee port to meet the
supply needs of south east India®.

‘The case of a power grid
But, the refationship between the two countries
in the area ofinfrastrochire development should

The relatbonship
between India
and 5r Lanka in
the areas of
Infrastructure
development,
energy links and
trade shoubd be
miuch deeper
than what

It i5 M

thave been much desper than what it is. For
example, the idea of connecting the electricity
networks af the two countries was floated even in
15700,
Owver 13 years have Lapsed since the two
ies signed a duen of

Notwithstanding several constraints, even
oo, bilateral economic ties seem bo be on betber
footing with [ndis regaining it position kst year
s Ehe Eargest source of imports and acoounting
for about 26% of total imponts of Sri Lanka,
though centain portions of imports were through
credit lines offered by India in the wake of the

anding on the bilateral grid, but not even
o unit of electricty has been & tted. In
the: case of Bangladesh, India has been exponting
at Jeast 7,000 millicn units (ML) anmally for the
st couple of years. About a month age, Mr. Modi
and Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
jointly commissioned, in virtual mode, the
secomnd umit of the Bampal Maitree Power Project

{BE0 meg; 3, apart from | two ather
infrastructure projects. In Bt S Lanka and
N ink -

understanding with India in the same year 20000
for oollaboration in the power sector.

It is ot that no-energy projects are being aken
up by thee farmer, as there are certain projects
urlerway invalving Indian participation in the
energy sctor, particularty remewahle enengy.
Besides, the idand-naton needed time o recover
from the protracted chvil war of 25 years., Yet, the
progress of the transmission network project,
envisiging the transfer of 1000 MW and the
estahlishment of a High Voltage Direct Current
everhead link between Madurai (India) and New
Habarama (Sri Lanka), does not reflect well on the
two countries. Had the Belity been in plce in
2022, Sri Lanka would not have suffered power
cuts and blackowts then. A day may come when
Inalica will be able to spurce cheaper power from
Eri Lamka. The two tes shoukl be i d

i crigk. [nthe area of tourism, which is a
miatjor source of revenoe for Sri Lanka, India
remained the birgest single country of tourist
arrivals, with its share being 17% of the overall
rumber of arrivals. But, the podential i much
higher and the underperformance of Sri Lanka is
telling, going by India’s hiksteral trde in 2021
with its southern neighbour and Bangladesh,
wihnse recent economic growth has been
impressive. The size of the former was $85.45
billicm in 2001 whereas that of the latter was
181 hilion.

A start has been made

Sri Lanka, which has a bang track record of the
imoumbent government ensuring the smooth
transition of power to its successor after electoral
defeat, shoukl not be bogged down in the
baggagre of history. The presence of anti-Indian
natiomalist forces in the political dass & nothing
urmicque s Ehis country. Still, Bangladesh hos
showm the way o have a muhally-beneficial
economic relationship.

In Fact, with respect to Sri Lanka, the
momentum generabed by certain devel opments
in the last ane year {resumption of 2ir services
between Chennai and Jaffna, the kunch of

ferry services between Nagapaltinam

i ensure ikat the deadline of 2050 is met.

Om trade

Energy is not the only area where progress has
been tardy. The India-Sri Lanka Free Trxle
Agreement was signed in December 1998, yet the
two countries have mot vet been able o go
beyond it despite holding talks for years on
enbering into an econcmic and technalogy
cooperation agreement. After a break of fve
years, negotiations resurmed a3 few weeks agn .

and Kankesanthuri and a joint ventune
agreement among India's National Dairy
Development Board, the Gujarat Cooperative
Milk Marketing Federation and Cargills of Sri
Lanka for slf sufficency in the dairy secior)
should be sistained and improved wpon. There &
every reason why Sri Lanka, once viewed asa
high standard of Eving and stable economy,
should be keen on making this o reality.
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India’s alarming ‘fixed dose combination’ problem

group of academics from India, Qatar

published a worrying new study in the
Practice (2023, 16: 35 on the volime of
umapproved and even banmed fed dose
combination (FDC) of antibiotics that are being
sk in India Using sales data of the
pharmaceutical industry, the study docaments
that in the year 2000, 60.5% FDCs of antihintics
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were being sold despite being banmed inthe
ooumiry. That o mamy of these umapprovesd or
e FOKCs cantain antibéotics is alarming
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FDCs are combinations of one or more known
dirugs and can be umeful in the treatment of some
diseases since the combination cin improve
patient compliance. For instance, if 2 patient has
1o take three different medications for 2
particular treatment, she may forget 1o take one.
But il all three medications are combined inte
voe tablet or one syrup, the chance of her
fomgetting bo take one or two of the drogs is
reduced. For disemses such as AIDS, it i well
documented that FDCs have proven o be very
efial in improwing patient compliance, which at
the end of day improves treatment outoomes.

Bbalding FDCs, even though most consist of
dirugs with known sifety and eficacy profile, is
mat an ey job. All drugs have side effects and
when formulated together, there is a possibility
that the active ingredient or even the ewipients
limactive ingredients) may affect the way that
each drig functinns. For example, the drogs may
interact in a wary 1o reduce the therpestic
efficacy of each active ingredient, or, worse, the
dirugs mary inderact with each other to createa.
mare toic element, often called metabolites.
This & why it is crucial that all FDCs go through a
srientifically designed approval process where

The pharmaceutical industry®s love for FINs
Pharmaceutical companies in Indi use these
FIDCs o escape Babilicy wnder muldple s
without much concern for public health. One
such L i the Drugs (Prices Control) Order
D00, under which the government fxes the
prices of indhidual drugs. Since drug
oombinations were traditionally not covered
under the P00, the pharmacedtical industry
decidled that making FDCs provided an easy way
1o escape the remit of the DPCO.
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Diviven by this cokd logic of the market, and not
public health, the Indian pharmocesatical
imcdustry introchsced an astounding variety of
FDCs that lacked amy medical ratiomle. For
n:u:nple arlrmhmlﬁunlﬂh‘l.@ were
=, with witami

andi-h Tnes were
combined nthnnb—ﬁz‘ﬂmu] #nl: penicillin
wits combinesd with sulphe vikumins

were combined with analgesics. Thﬂ:m
eombinaticms not found in any other country.
There were two added advantages of adopting
this strategy for the industry. The first, the fact
that beciause of the bewildering varety of FDCs
besing sold in the market, Lhmmrlustmﬂant:
st by bodies such as the Indian P
Cmsmﬁ:rbsm.gr}muﬂng:fwmnhwf

radar since 1578 when the Grst govenment
committes stusdied the issoe and admitted that we
hiad a problem on our bands. At the tme, there
wias oo system under the colonial-era Dinggs and
Cosmetics Act, B0 b vet drggs for safety and
efficacy prior to their @ile in Indiy. This meant
that each State drug contraller could hand ot
manufacturing icences for any drug formulation
anxl there was ltle that the central government
could do o stop their sale.

I 1982, Parbiament changed the Low fo give the
central greernment the power to “probiba™ the
manufacture of spedific drugs that bck
therapewtic value or justification. Later in that
decade, in 988, the central government
u:nerlsl:dl['mmlulummducennew

marufachere. When there are oo

far ers of all *new

recoggnizesd by the Lew, there is oo question of
maruschering “not of standard quality” drgs,
and hence there is no possibility of prosecution
urnsler the Dnsgs & Cosmetics Act, 1940, At most,
when these FDCs are sampled in the market and
sent for testing, the wual protocol for
povernment laboratories conducting such tests is
b write to the manufacturer and ask for their
own protoceds i test the drug. In other words,
the plurmaceutical industry gets to provide its
own standards in order for the government bo test
Ehesir dirugss.

The second achvantage of going down the FDC
ronste is that it gives individial compandes a
reasan o charge higher prices for their drugs. For
n:u:nple. if 20 different pharmaceutical
comypanies were manufacharing and selling a
drug such as asithrammycn, they would hove o
compete furioushy and reduce prices o caplure a
larger chareof the morket. But if they combine
azithromycin with another dnsg, for example,
cefixime to areate a FOC, they cin chim it asa
new unigue procict catering (o a specific need,
therety allowing them to charge a higher price
until others imtroduce similar produscts, at which
point the first mover may try o creabe 2 new
FOC. When the market and the regulatory
structure rewands these manufacturers of such
preuda-inmovation rther than for dscovering
and developing troe innovative medicines, this &
wian happens. These dubious FOCs can
comumsnd higher prices. OF course, mone of this is
possible without doctors whio ane willing to
prescribe such FDCs. While it is tempting bo paint
all such doctors as cornapt, the Bt of the motter
is that most doctors wrongly presame tha the
drug regulator is doing its job when a produsct is
sold an the market.

The FIC problem has been an the regulatory

drl.g: , including FDCs, to submit proof of sifety
anxl efficacy to the Drugs Controller General of
Inglia (DOGDH who heads the Central Drgs
Semdard Comtrol Organteation (CIS00. These
amendmients also made it cear that State drug
contrallers could not grant *manaficturing
lioences™ for “new drogs™ that are mot approved
for safety and eficacy by the DCGL

Unabated licensing

Desspite the lnw being orystal dear on the issse,
Seate dingy controllers have simply ignoned the
Lrw to comtinue issuing mamsfacturing cenoes
for FIWCs not appraved by the DOGH with
impunity. The manufacturers selling these FDCs
that have not been approved by the DOG] can
technically be prosecuied by the Central
povernment for vialating the ko

Instead of ordering criminal prosecutions, the
Ministry of Health is pliyving a game of
whack-a-mole by constantly imvoldng its powers
umnder Section 264 1o prohibit the mamsfacture of
specific FICs. [ has isssed 444 onders under this
provision since 1987, banming maostly FDCs. Mamy
of these orders have been embroiled in complex
litigation, with the courts muddying the waters
with inconsistent deckions.

The fact that these academics have discovered
19 unapprveed FOCs being sold in K20 injust
ome category of FDCs (their previous studies hnve
revealed similar umapproved FDCs bnoter
therapewtic categories), maore than 42 years after
the problem was fing fagged is an astonishing
indictment of the incompetence of the drug
regulatory framework in India. As they point out
i their paper, unregulated FDCs may end up
contributing to the AMRE problem in India It &
wital for the Ministry of Healih o take immediate
action.
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