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Curse of the counterfeit

Counte rfe it m e dicine s h ave  be com e  a
grow ing global proble m . According to
th e  W orld H e alth  O rganisation, sale s

of counte rfe it m e dicine  range  from  approx-
im ate ly one  pe r ce nt of sale s in de ve lope d
countrie s to 10 to 30 pe r ce nt in de ve loping
countrie s.

In a re ce nt confe re nce  h e ld at th e  R oyal
Ph arm ace utical Socie ty of Gre at Britain (R PS-
GB), industry e xpe rts h igh ligh te d th e  inte n-
sity of th e  proble m  as w e ll as curre nt status of
ne w  te ch nologie s in orde r to raise  public
aw are ne ss.

‘Th e  counte rfe it drugs are  now  be ing m ade
to orde r and for a range  of products inste ad of
a single  product,’ D r Joh n Ke rridge , EU re gu-
latory advisor, Eli Lilly &  Com pany, obse rve d
at th e  confe re nce . ‘Th e  tre nd h as gradually
m ove d aw ay from  life style  drugs a fe w  ye ars
ago to life -saving drugs now  and th at ch ange
is  of h uge  conce rn to e ve ryone .’

Citing e xam ple s from  raids unde rtak e n
fre q ue ntly, D r Ke rridge  e m ph asise d th e  ne e d
for ‘close r look ’ as alth ough  th e  ingre die nts
and ch e m ical com position m ay be  far off th e
m ark , th e  fine r de tails th at counte rfe ite rs go
th rough  w h ile  pack aging m ay m ak e  th e  prod-
ucts h ard to ide ntify from  th e  ge nuine  one s.

Th e  sam e  point w as illustrate d by D r Te sh
Pate l, se nior dire ctor of q uality assurance  at
Aste llas Ph arm a Europe  UK, as h e  displaye d
strik ing im age s com paring ge nuine  and coun-
te rfe it pack aging. D r Ke rridge  also raise d th e
conce rn surrounding th e  incre ase  in th e  num be r
of inte rne t ph arm acie s th at h ave  croppe d up
in th e  re ce nt past and alth ough  a lot of th e m
carry icons – including VIPPS, R PSGB and
Le gitscript logos – th ings m ay not alw ays be
w h at th e y se e m .

Exam ple s w e re  provide d by Jane  Nich ol-
son, e xe cutive  dire ctor of th e  Europe an Indus-
trial Ph arm acists Group, of purch ase s from  an
online  ph arm acy th at h ave  re sult-
e d in de ath s. ‘W h ile  th e re  e xist
e nforce m e nt proble m s due  to
lack  of sufficie ntly traine d inspe c-
tors and funds for laboratorie s,
w e  also ne e d to look  at le gisla-
tion gove rning counte rfe it drugs,’
sh e  said  w h ile  noting th at th e
Unite d Kingdom  Me dicine s Act
is now  ove r 40 ye ars old.

H igh ligh ting th e  Me dicine s
and H e alth care  products R e gu-
latory Age ncy’s (MH R A) battle
against counte rfe ite rs and coun-
te rfe it products, Nim o Ah m e d,
h e ad of Inte llige nce , Enforce -

m e nt Group at th e  MH R A, dis-
cusse d h ow  m uch  im portance  is
b e ing place d on pack aging. ‘W e
h ave  e xam ine d com pute rs and
found th at pe ople  from  th e  EU
and UK h ave  se nt sam ple  pack s
w ith  de tails and re q ue ste d th e m
to be  m ade  to orde r.’ Th e  w orry-
ing th ing according to Ah m e d,
h ow e ve r, w as th e  am ount of
active  ingre die nt in th e  counte rfe it
product w h ich  de pe nde d on th e
am ount of m one y th at w as of-
fe re d.

‘W orryingly, w e  h ave  se e n a lot
of profe ssionals, w h ole sale rs,
ph arm acists, pe ople  w h o h ave
operated in th e  industry for a num ber
of ye ars and k now  th e  syste m  and
h ave  obse rve d w h e re  th e  gaps are
h ave  th e n trie d to pe ne trate  th ose
gaps.’

Counte rfe ite rs, as Ah m e d
pointe d out, h ave  a gre at unde r-
standing of h ow  th e  supply ch ain
w ork e d and th at h as m ade  th e ir
task  e asie r. Pick ing on th e  sam e
point, D r Pate l h igh ligh te d a risk y
assum ption th at if a pack age  is
se cure d th rough  th e  supply ch ain
to th e  ph arm acist, it is assum e d
th at th e  m e dication is se cure .

Quoting Jim  Ch risitan, VP Global Corpo-
rate  Se curity at Novartis, D r Pate l said: ‘In alm ost
e ve ry case , th e  te ch nology, b e  it a h ologram ,
tam pe r-proof labe ls, e m bossing, th e rm o-re -
active  ink , R FID  tags, D NA m ark e rs, and th e
ik e s, e nable s com panie s to track  cardboard, not
product. It is not unsual to find ge nuine  product
in counte rfe it pack aging and counte rfe it
product in ge nuine  pack aging.’

Ah m e d also re m inde d th e  atte nde e s – as

It is estimated that business in counterfeits will be worth £75 billion this year. The ‘Combating counterfeiting’ conference

held by the RPSGB highlighted major issues and techniques affecting the industry as well as procedures undertaken

to fight against it...

w e ll as w h ole sale rs and ph arm acists on th e
w h ole  – of th e  MH R A’s 24-h our h otline  (020
7084 2701 or by e m ailing
counte rfe it@ m h ra.gsi.gov.uk ) w h e re  discre p-
ancie s and irre gularitie s can be  re porte d.

According to Ah m e d, counte rfe it products
are  m ostly m anufacture d in Ch ina and can th e n
be  dispatch e d to anyw h e re  in th e  w orld. ‘W e
h ave  h ad to re call a lot of products targe tting
th e  paralle l trade  m ark e t and h e nce  are  im ple -
m e nting strate gie s th at also include s spe ak ing

to h e alth care  profe ssionals, doctors
and nurse s w h o de al w ith  m e dicine s
re gularly.’

W ith  a ne tw ork  m appe d across
th e  w orld, D r Pate l adm itte d it w as
a difficult task  pre ve nting th e  traf-
fick ing of ille gal drugs. ‘If w e  can-
not as ye t pre ve nt traffick ing of il-
le gal drugs w h y do w e  th ink  w e  can
preve nt counte rfe it m e dicine s? H ow -
e ve r, w e  m ay not be  able  to pre ve nt
it, but w e  can be  pre pare d for it.’

Pre paration via vigilance , m ass
se rialisation, and e ve n an inte rna-
tional conve ntion, according to th e
spe ak e rs.

Counterfeit medicine statistics
• The global pharmaceutical market is worth $620bn and an estimated

12 per cent of sales are counterfeit products

•20 per cent of medicines sold in India are fake while 35 per cent of

drugs sold worldwide by volume come from India

•In 2010, there will be $75bn annual business in counterfeits

•In 2010, the global income generated from drug counterfeiting will

be bigger than the GNP of the 80 poorest countries combined (1/3rd

of the world)

•Bangladesh exports to 52 countries and have 80,000 unlicensed

drugstores

Sources: IMS Health, Associated Chambers of Commerce and Industry in India

Close inspection should reveal whether something is
right or wrong
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