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 Why are children dying from taking cough medicine?   

1 The death of seventy children in The Gambia, associated with contaminated 
Indian-made cough syrups, has reignited a national discourse on the quality 
and safety of pharmaceutical products that are imported into Africa. 
 

 Over 70% of the children who died were under two years of age, according to 
the World Health Organisation {WHO}.  All the children died of Acute Kidney 
Injury between June and October 2022, after consuming cough syrups which, 
according to a Swiss laboratory commissioned by the WHO to test the 
medicines, contained “unacceptably high levels” of diethylene glycol. 
 

  

 

 
  

2 All the Gambian children died from Acute Kidney Injury [AKI] after consuming 
a dangerous amount of the chemical diethylene glycol [DEG], known to be 
an underlining cause of significant liver and kidney damage, including AKI. 
 
The deaths of seventy innocent children are a tragedy, naturally, for the 
families, the communities and the country.  So – what has happened since 
those tragic deaths, which might bring a little comfort to the grieving families 
of the lost children?   
Also, what might reassure people in The Gambia and other countries that 
they – and their children – are safe when they take medicines? 
 
On the first point, the grieving families, the Government of the Gambia, 
through the Ministry of Gender and Children’s Welfare, made an offer of 
financial compensation to the grieving families whose children had died from 
AKI.  This offer was $20,000 [£17,000] – not per family, but in total – as a sum 
to be shared among all the families.   
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The offer didn’t go down well with the grieving families, who, it is said, felt 
insulted.  It seems that the families, rather than choosing to be compensated 
with money for the loss of a child, would prefer that the government used 
that money to provide more medicine for public health centres.  The families 
also wanted the government to investigate the matter – to prosecute the 
people who were complicit in importing the cough syrups into The Gambia. 
 
On the second point, the safety of medicines, at the time of writing this article 
nobody has been or is being prosecuted for the deaths of the children.   
These are not the first deaths from contaminated medicines and they, sadly, 
won’t be the last. 
 

3 The Wire, an Indian media platform, reported in its article Indian Firm 
'Culpable' for Kidney Injuries Linked to Death of 70 Children, Gambia 
Parliament Probe Says that the Select Committee on Health for the Gambian 
parliament – the country’s National Assembly - has issued its report on the 
deaths.  The report concludes that a maker of medicines - Maiden 
Pharmaceuticals - was responsible for all seventy of the deaths – because 
they were due to the consumption of one or more of four contaminated 
cough syrups made by Maiden.  The report also said, however, surprisingly, 
that the actual cause of death was not yet known.   
 
The Committee reported that the four cough syrups made by Maiden 
Pharmaceuticals were imported from India into The Gambia in June 2022 – 
the same month that the AKI issue started.  Since Maiden’s four products 
were removed from the market in October 2022, there had been no new 
cases of AKI in The Gambia.   
 
A joint report by the Medical Control Agency [MCA] of The Gambia and the 
Gambia Red Cross Society said that 50,000 bottles of the cough syrups were 
imported into The Gambia in June 2022.  Hundreds of young people did a 
house-to-house campaign to recall the cough syrups, organised by the 
Gambian government’s Ministry of Health and the Gambia Red Cross Society. 
It is understood that they were only able to recall 41,500 bottles.   
The other 8,500 units were still unaccounted for, according to the police, 
thus posing a continuing threat to other children.   
 
How could this have happened?   
 

4 The four cough and cold syrups responsible for the 70 Gambian children’s 
deaths are called:  
 
Promethazine Oral Solution 
Kofexmalin Baby Cough Syrup 
Makoff Baby Cough Syrup 
Magrip N Cold Syrup 
 
All four medicines are produced by Maiden Pharmaceuticals Limited in India.  
Although Maiden Pharmaceuticals says that it adheres to internationally 
recognised quality control standards, this appears not to be the case.  Some 

https://thewire.in/health/indian-firm-culpable-for-kidney-injuries-linked-to-death-of-70-children-gambia-parliament-probe-says
https://thewire.in/health/indian-firm-culpable-for-kidney-injuries-linked-to-death-of-70-children-gambia-parliament-probe-says
https://thewire.in/health/indian-firm-culpable-for-kidney-injuries-linked-to-death-of-70-children-gambia-parliament-probe-says
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of its products have failed to meet quality control standards in India and the 
company has been found to have produced substandard drugs at least five 
times, as reported by The Wire in the article Maiden Pharma, the Company 
Whose Syrup Killed Gambian Children, Is a Habitual Offender.   
 
This article makes some shocking revelations which raise serious concerns 
about the safety of medicines.  The revelations go way beyond medicines 
produced by Maiden Pharmaceuticals.  The article makes clear that the 
deaths in The Gambia are not the first tragedy to be caused by substandard 
drugs made in India.  Several low-and-middle-income countries have either 
received substandard drugs from India or have blacklisted Indian firms.   This 
news would place a serious dent in India’s claim to be the “pharmacy of the 
world,” and indicates that the Indian authorities are lax in acting against errant 
firms.   
 
Indian-manufactured cough syrups have a history of causing DEG poisoning 
in India, including in children as young as two months old.  A 2014 report 
highlighted however that some Indian manufacturers supply different quality 
medicines to different segments of the global medicine market.  Such 
manufacturers export lower-quality goods to Africa. – presumably, because 
African regulatory oversight is weaker than in middle-income countries.  The 
paper also suggests another reason - reluctance to sell the worst medicines 
in India.  There was a worrying response from the Indian government and 
pharmaceutical associations to the paper – they said it was intended to 
“tarnish the image of India”. 
 
The importer of the Maiden cough medicines, Atlantic Pharmaceuticals, 
received approval from the Medicines Control Agency [MCA], the Gambian 
government’s regulator of medical products, to import them into The 
Gambia.  The MCA’s mandate is to regulate the quality and safety of 
medicines and related products that are imported into the country.   
Some Gambian lawmakers, including Hon Omar Jammeh for Janjanbureh 
constituency and Hon Kebba K Barrow for Kombo South constituency, have 
urged the Minister of Health, Dr Ahmadou Lamin Samateh, to resign over this 
issue.   
 
Hon Omar Jammeh argues that the MCA is not fulfilling its primary mandate 
and doesn't deserve to be paid, asking: 
 
"Why are we providing operational cost to MCA when they cannot fulfil their 
mandate more especially their primary mandate?"  
 
In his view, the health minister "should honestly resign and go and do 
something better.” 
 
The lawmaker for Kombo South, Hon Kebba K Barrow, also urged the Health 
Minister and MCA staff to resign.  He also demanded that the institutions and 
individuals responsible for the failure to ensure the safety of medicines "be 
prosecuted right away."  
 

https://thewire.in/health/maiden-pharma-gambia-cough-syrup-repeat-offender-substandard-drugs
https://thewire.in/health/maiden-pharma-gambia-cough-syrup-repeat-offender-substandard-drugs
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5 Several African nations are conducting an ongoing international medical 
investigation into the medical causes of the AKI deaths in The Gambia.  They 
are doing so in collaboration with the World Health Organisation [WHO], the 
agency of the United Nations responsible for international public health and 
the Centres for Disease Control [CDC], the national public health agency of 
the United States.   
 
But the issue extends far beyond The Gambia and even Africa.  People have 
also died in Indonesia, as reported by Reuters in Indonesian families sue drug 
regulator, govt after children die of kidney disease while an article on 
Livemint, PS suspends license of cough syrup maker linked to Uzbekistan 
deaths: Report, is about the deaths of nineteen children in Uzbekistan after 
consuming cough syrup.  This was a different medicine, made by a different 
Indian manufacturer, but the issues appear to be the same.  Four people 
have been arrested – two from the regulator, who circumvented the proper 
testing procedures for the medicine - and two from the pharma company.  
The maker’s license has been suspended.  In India, according to another 
Livemint article, How weak drug laws are costing lives, suspension of a 
license is often the ONLY action taken by Indian medicines regulators – and 
suspension is often only for a few days!   
 
Indian regulators appear to be far more involved in supporting 
pharmaceutical companies’ profits than in ensuring the safety of the people 
who take their medicines.  One of the consequences of this approach by 
regulators is that poisons such as,  diethylene glycol and ethylene glycol - 
used as antifreeze, brake fluids and in other industrial applications but very 
similar in appearance to the pharmaceutical solvents propylene glycol and 
glycerine – are often put into medicines to lower the cost of making them.   
 

6 According to an article on Gambiana, Victims’ group asks police to lockdown 
Atlantic Pharmaceuticals over deaths of 70 children, a victims’ rights group 
called JusticeFor66+Campaign is seeking justice and accountability for the 
deaths of the Gambian children and others who are ill with acute kidney 
injury.  The group has asked the Gambian police to lock down the premises 
of Atlantic Pharmaceuticals and any other importer and pharmacy involved in 
the deaths, saying: 
 
“We hold that the death and sickness of these children from the consumption of 
fake and deadly cough syrups made by Maiden Pharmaceuticals Ltd in India 
and purposely imported only into the Gambia constitutes gross negligence by 
the authorities mandated to protect the healthcare system. 
“For that matter, we hold the Gambia Government, in particular the Ministry of 
Health and its allied agencies, the Medicines Control Agency (MCA) and the 
Pharmacy Council of the Gambia squarely responsible for these deaths and 
illnesses.” 
 
Is this group right to blame the Gambian government and the MCA?  
According to The Wire’s article Indian Firm 'Culpable' for Kidney Injuries 
Linked to Death of 70 Children, Gambia Parliament Probe Says – the answer 
is yes - but also, no.   The article reports that the MCA said that the imported 
products were marked satisfactory upon arrival because the manufacturer – 

https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesian-families-sue-drug-regulator-govt-after-children-die-kidney-disease-2022-12-02/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesian-families-sue-drug-regulator-govt-after-children-die-kidney-disease-2022-12-02/
https://www.livemint.com/news/india/up-suspends-license-of-cough-syrup-maker-linked-to-uzbekistan-deaths-report-11673340736186.html
https://www.livemint.com/news/india/up-suspends-license-of-cough-syrup-maker-linked-to-uzbekistan-deaths-report-11673340736186.html
https://www.livemint.com/politics/policy/how-weak-drug-laws-are-costing-lives-11632761831130.html
https://gambiana.com/victims-group-asks-police-to-lockdown-atlantic-pharmaceuticals-over-deaths-of-70-children/
https://gambiana.com/victims-group-asks-police-to-lockdown-atlantic-pharmaceuticals-over-deaths-of-70-children/
https://thewire.in/health/indian-firm-culpable-for-kidney-injuries-linked-to-death-of-70-children-gambia-parliament-probe-says
https://thewire.in/health/indian-firm-culpable-for-kidney-injuries-linked-to-death-of-70-children-gambia-parliament-probe-says
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Maiden Pharmaceuticals –  provided a certificate, indicating that the products 
were of good quality and fit for use.  The MCA – the regulator - also made 
clear that since it had no quality control laboratory facility for testing 
products, it relies on manufacturers’ certification.  So - who was to blame in 
this case?  The maker or the regulator?   
 

7 Is there any point or purpose to a regulator that trustingly accepts the word 
of makers of products?   
 
Similarly, is there any point or purpose to a regulator that loyally supports the 
profit-making endeavours of the makers of these products?   
 
While these two questions remain unanswered, the potential danger to the 
health of people across the world remains of great concern.  It is unknown 
how many people in The Gambia and many other nations have died or been 
injured by faulty or contaminated medicinal products to date.  The recent 
spate of AKI deaths in The Gambia has naturally raised fear within the public 
about medicine consumption.  People are fearful of buying medicine, 
especially syrup-related medicines, from pharmacies because these are the 
medicines that caused the recent deaths of seventy children.   
 
But is it only these medicines and only these products bought from 
pharmacies?  As The Tribune - another Indian platform - has reported in 
Another drug fails test, Sonepat firm faces ban, Maiden Pharmaceuticals has 
recently failed the quality test again, this time over Albendazole.  This is a 
completely different medicine from Maiden’s four cough syrups – it is a drug 
used to treat parasitic worm infections. 
 
In a world in which profit matters – to some – more than people… 
Right now - as things stand -  
…is it safe for ANYONE to take pharmaceutical medicines? 
 

 CONNECT’S Maxim and Oath 
Connect is only interested in finding and sharing the TRUTH. 

In search of that TRUTH, we only pose questions – we have no answers. 
 

 By: Abdoulie Jawo and Helen King 

 Source: CONNECT: Magazine 
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5 LINK Reuters: Indonesian families sue drug regulator, govt after children 
die of kidney disease  
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https://www.tribuneindia.com/news/haryana/spurious-drugs-another-drug-fails-test-sonepat-firm-faces-ban-447676
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https://thewire.in/health/indian-firm-culpable-for-kidney-injuries-linked-to-death-of-70-children-gambia-parliament-probe-says
https://thewire.in/health/maiden-pharma-gambia-cough-syrup-repeat-offender-substandard-drugs
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesian-families-sue-drug-regulator-govt-after-children-die-kidney-disease-2022-12-02/
https://www.livemint.com/news/india/up-suspends-license-of-cough-syrup-maker-linked-to-uzbekistan-deaths-report-11673340736186.html
https://www.livemint.com/politics/policy/how-weak-drug-laws-are-costing-lives-11632761831130.html
https://gambiana.com/victims-group-asks-police-to-lockdown-atlantic-pharmaceuticals-over-deaths-of-70-children/
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7 LINK The Tribune: Another drug fails test, Sonepat firm faces ban 

 FURTHER READING 

 LINK The Tribune: 3 years on, no chargesheet in case of 12 kids' death in 
J&K 

 LINK Wikipedia: The Constant Gardener [film] 
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