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Low cost and safety of imported drugs
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On June 12, The Star published the editorial "A question of safety," which asserted the following: "The United States has one of the safest, most regulated drug supplies in the world. Why risk the possibility of counterfeit medicines getting into the hands of sick and vulnerable citizens?"

I was greatly disappointed that The Star made judgment on the issue of prescription drug importation before it had all the facts. I serve as chairman of the House Government Reform Subcommittee on Human Rights and Wellness. In that capacity, I have held two investigative oversight hearings to examine the safety and cost-effectiveness of Canadian prescription drug importation, and in that process I have reached very different conclusions than those of The Star.

Drug costs have been the fastest growing component of health care expenditures for the last several years, climbing more than 17 percent annually from 1998 to 2001. That is twice the growth rate of health costs in general, and five times the growth rate of inflation.

Americans pay higher prices for their prescription drugs than the residents of any other country in the world. This is an increasingly difficult burden for our aging population. Approximately 108 million older Americans manage at least one chronic health condition, such as heart disease, diabetes, asthma or high blood pressure. Many of them suffer from multiple problems. Seventy-five percent of Americans age 50 to 64 are on at least one prescription drug, and 14 percent of women aged 65 or over are on five prescription drugs in any given week.

Tragically, more than one in five American adults can't take their drugs as prescribed because of the high financial cost. This figure is as high as 40 percent for some groups, including many retired, disabled, minority and low-income Americans. Far too many Americans are forced to choose between filling their prescriptions and buying food.

Two years ago, Congress passed the "MEDS Act," allowing American wholesalers, pharmacists and individuals to import lower-cost prescription drugs from abroad. Unfortunately, the promise of this legislation has gone unfulfilled because of legislative loopholes added at the request of the pharmaceutical industry.

The result? Americans continue to pay the highest prescription drug prices in the world. Closed markets invite monopolistic abuse, punish consumers and mock free enterprise.

Each year the United States imports millions of goods. Free markets for prescription drugs, as for most other products, work. I believe the federal government best serves the nation by facilitating opportunity while continuing to protect safety.

For every single other consumable commodity, Congress, the Food and Drug Administration, and the Department of Agriculture have created standards and regulations to promote safety in importation. Food products are imported in massive quantities. Through cooperative governmental efforts, we drink imported fruit juice and eat imported meats with complete confidence. We could easily do the same with prescription drugs.

Indeed, preventing importation of FDA-approved drugs actually threatens the health and safety of American consumers. By prohibiting market forces from working, we are forcing Americans to pay exorbitantly high prices.

The Congressional Budget Office estimates seniors will spend $1.8 trillion on prescription drugs over the next 10 years. With drug prices increasing at approximately 17 percent each year, many seniors are justifiably concerned about their futures. Truly open markets could save seniors at least 35 percent off the CBO's estimated $1.8 trillion; that's $630 billion. Some people do not believe Americans deserve such free market savings. I do.

The measure of a strong society is how well it takes care of its weakest members. Congress is one institution that takes that responsibility seriously. The FDA has been delegated the tremendous duty of assuring that pharmaceutical drugs are safe and effective, and it needs to remember a simple fact: A prescription that a patient cannot afford to buy is neither safe nor effective.

Modern, bar-coded technology together with counterfeit-proof packaging would assure American consumers of drug safety and quality. Open markets will assure their affordability. Americans deserve world-class prescription drugs at world market prices.



Burton, a Republican, represents Indiana's 5th District in the U.S. House of Representatives.

