May 10, 2004

LETTER TO THE EDITOR:

CHEAPER PRESCRIPTION DRUGS – FINALLY, THE PEOPLE ARE BEING HEARD

Politics is a people business, and the mightiest lobby in the world is the people.   It was neither industry, business nor the federal government, which brought about consumer protection and environmental protection.   It was the demand of the people, loud and in unison, which pushed government to act to protect consumers and the environment.   

An Associated Press poll shows that 64% of Americans say the government should make it easier to buy cheaper drugs from Canada and other countries.   The people and their state and local governments are speaking loud and clear.   Despite growing public demand, the Bush Administration and the drug companies oppose such action, claiming there is no way to ensure safety.   

Nevertheless, bipartisan Congressional support for legislation legalizing the importation of lower priced Canadian prescription drugs is growing.   Members of Congress, who support such legislation, claim safety can be ensured by limiting imports to Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved drugs manufactured at FDA-inspected plants. 

Most recently, the federal government has finally heard the voice of the people and their state and local governments, protesting the wildly spiraling cost of prescription drugs and demanding lower drug prices.   On April 22nd the Bush Administration approved plans by five states (Alaska, Michigan, Nevada, New Hampshire and Vermont) to pool their purchasing power and seek larger discounts on prescription drugs for more than 900,000 Medicaid recipients.   The states expect to save over $12 million in drug costs this year.   Springfield, Massachusetts, which began buying drugs from Canada last September in defiance of the federal importation ban, has already saved $2 million.

States participating in the pool are required to adopt a list of preferred drugs for doctors to use in treating Medicaid patients.   The states then join together to bargain as one unit for discounts on the drugs.   The larger the pool, the bigger the discounts.   It should be noted that Maryland is among 40 states, which have already established preferred drug lists to control Medicaid costs.
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According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, ten states are pursuing similar bulk purchasing agreements for their Medicaid recipients.   Ten additional states are looking to form or join interstate drug purchasing arrangements to state employees, prison inmates and state mental institution patients.   Maryland has recently become one of those states.   

Maryland spent $437 million on prescription drugs last year in its Medicaid program, which serves low-income residents.   Medicaid drug bills have more than doubled from $206 million in the past five years.    According to the Department of Legislative Services, next year Maryland will face a $25 million Medicaid shortfall.

To no one’s surprise, the formation of buying pools is strongly opposed by the drug companies.   Their cries of gloom and doom should be taken with a grain of salt.   Let’s face it, we are the only industrialized nation in the western world that does not use its mammoth purchasing power to negotiate prices with drug companies.   In fact, the new Medicare Prescription Drug Law specifically prohibits the federal government from using its purchasing clout to lower drug prices.

The federal approval of state buying pools to lower prescription drug costs is a step in the right direction.   It is becoming increasingly obvious that the safe importation of medications from other countries is another vital step that must be taken to reduce drug costs.    

Sincerely,

Eric Bromwell
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