



Fake Drugs Found in U.K.
Discovery of counterfeit drugs highlights problems with parallel trading in the European Union.
July 29, 2005
Another batch of counterfeit prescription drugs has been found in the United Kingdom’s pharmaceutical supply chain, highlighting a lack of security in the way drugs are traded in the European Union. 

The U.K.’s Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency (MHRA), in conjunction with pharmaceutical giant Pfizer, has recalled batch 004405K1 of Lipitor 20 mg tablets. The cholesterol-lowering medication is used by approximately 1.5 million people in the U.K. to reduce their risk of cardiovascular disease.

This is not the first time counterfeit medicines have been discovered in the U.K. Two counterfeit products, purporting to be Eli Lilly’s erectile dysfunction drug Cialis and Abbott Laboratories’ anti-obesity treatment Reductil, were discovered in the supply chain in 2004. 

“We’re seeing this as an increasing problem that we’re becoming very alarmed at,” said Lisa O’Neill, corporate communications manager at Pfizer. “Within the E.U., there have been fake medicines found in every European state.”

	‘There have been fake medicines found in every European state.’

 -Lisa O’Neill,

  Pfizer
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MHRA’s Gillian Peacock said she couldn’t divulge details about the seizure of the counterfeit Lipitor or the investigation that is now under way. “No system is perfect but we remain at the forefront of any kind of investigation,” she said. The MHRA regulates the entire supply chain in the U.K.

Fragmented Supply Chain

Part of the problem is the fragmented way in which drugs are traded across the E.U. The price of pharmaceuticals varies widely among European countries and it is legal for drugs manufactured for one country to be subsequently sold in another—so-called parallel trading. 

However, patient information leaflets must match the native language of the country in which the product is going to be sold. So under the current system it is legal for products to be repackaged by third parties, providing a vehicle for counterfeiters to enter the legitimate supply chain.

Pfizer sends its original Lipitor product out in sealed, tamper-proof packaging, according to Ms. O’Neill. “[Pfizer is] urging the British government to take action because we need to safeguard the integrity of the medicines supply chain because patient safety is at risk,” she said. 

Pfizer says the U.K. government and European authorities should consider outlawing the repackaging of medicines by third parties, greater resources to combat organized crime, and stricter penalties for those convicted of counterfeiting or supplying fake drugs.

The security of pharmaceutical goods could also be tightened through better tracking and tracing systems. 

“We need much tighter controls around the ability to identify good product at the point of delivery to the customer,” said Graham Satchwell, author of the Stockholm Network report, A Sick Business—Counterfeit Medicines and Organised Crime. “The U.S. is using the E.U. as a model in the belief that we have it safe here. We don’t have it safe.”

Mr. Satchwell suggests that a system of unique identifiers, such as those developed and piloted by authentication firm Aegate, should be incorporated into pharmaceutical products at the point of manufacture and then validated before being dispensed to the customer
