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Regulatory authorities’ preparedness to avert
poor quality alcohol based hand sanitizers during
COVID-19 pandemic in Ethiopia: A commentary

Abstract

The World Health Organization recommends the use of ethyl alcohol or isopropyl alcohol-
based hand sanitizers to control the spread of the COVID 19 pandemic. As a result, a
number of temporary guidelines and policies are being claimed among different countries
of the world by waiving restrictions on the production of hand sanitizers which allow
manufacturers, including alcohol beverage manufacturers, to produce alcohol based hand
sanitizers in midst of COVID-19 pandemic. Under such circumstances there will be a high
chance of producing substandard and counterfeit alcohol based sanitizers by unscrupulous
firms. In addition, the fragile regulatory authority system coupled with risk of using poor
quality sanitizers highly requires the active preparedness of regulatory authorities in
resource limited setting, including Ethiopia. Therefore, the current commentary highly
recommends the regulatory authority of Ethiopia to actively counterpart the spread of poor
quality sanitizers. Moreover, assessment of the quality of alcohol based hand sanitizer
circulating in Ethiopia, low income country should be undertaken as soon as possible to
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assure its quality.

In early December 2019, an outbreak of coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19), caused by a novel severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), emerged in Wuhan City,
Hubei Province, China.! On January 30, 2020 the World Health
Organization (WHO) declared the outbreak as a Public Health
Emergency of International Concern.? Since then, the WHO has
identified formulations for the local preparation of alcohol-based hand
rub formulations as gold standard, and the key tools being utilized
to control the spread of the novel SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.’ In line
with these, various governments around the world have promoted the
use of ethyl alcohol or isopropyl alcohol-based hand rubs for hand
hygiene. Moreover, a number of temporary guidelines and policies
are being proclaimed among different countries of the world by
waiving restrictions on the production of hand sanitizers which allow
manufacturers, including alcohol beverage manufacturers, to produce
alcohol based hand sanitizers in midst of COVID-19 pandemic.* Thus
under such circumstances, there will be a high chance of producing
substandard and counterfeit alcohol based sanitizers by unscrupulous
firms.

For instance, the FDA Punjab of India collected a total of 75
samples of alcohol-based sanitizers, of which 25 samples had been
tested, and 17 were found to be of sub-standard quality while five
sample were misbranded, giving wrong information about the
product.’ Given the popularity of hand sanitizers and their need to
prevent the spread of COVID-19, counterfeit alcohol-based hygiene
poses a public health risk. Accordingly, in the context of this outbreak
of COVID-19, researchers have been strongly recommending the
regulatory and public health bodies to take an active role in ensuring
the safety and quality of antimicrobial products such as alcohol-based
hand sanitizers at every stage of the products’ lifecycle, including
distribution, manufacture and import.® However, the public health
impact of the pandemic, and weak regulatory system with less
implementation of existing regulatory system in low income countries

is of grave concern as they are major concentrated on control
COVID-19 pandemic using alcohol based hand sanitizer produced
without assurance of its quality.

This situation is very severe in Ethiopia in which unknown
firms are frequently producing hand sanitizers. Moreover, no clear
guideline is prepared by EFDA despite different firms are producing
huge amounts of hand sanitizers. As stated by Ethiopia’s Ministry
of Trade and Industry said on Thursday March 30, 2020 close to
40 companies have begun to produce sanitizer in a bid to curb the
corona virus pandemic. The government has also distributed over
2.5milion litters of technical alcohol collected from Sugar factories to
be used as input sanitizer production.” Moreover, private pharmacies
and different university in Ethiopia are producing this sanitizer
without any sat restrictions by authority. This may bring a chance
for unscrupulous manufactures to spread substandard and counterfeit
hand sanitizer in Ethiopia. This in turn may lead to exacerbate already
limited prevention towards spread of COVID-19. The discussion
above identifies the regulatory authorities’ preparedness to avoid poor
quality alcohol based hand sanitizer as a serious public health risk,
especially in the context of the outbreak of COVID-19.

The fragile regulatory authority system coupled with risk of using
poor quality sanitizers highly requires the active preparedness of
regulatory authorities in resource limited setting. It is recommended
the regulatory authority of low income countries should be actively
prepared to counterpart the spread of poor quality sanitizers while
controlling of COVID-19 pandemic too. Moreover, assessment of the
quality of alcohol based hand sanitizer circulating in Ethiopia, low
income countries should be undertaken as soon as possible to assure
its quality.
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