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Drug Reimportation

As prescription drug prices continue to rise, more patients are turning to the Internet, or traveling outside the county, to find cheaper prescription drugs.  Under current law, however, only drug companies can import pharmaceuticals into the United States.  Despite this legal restriction, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has allowed patients to bring a 90-day supply of prescription medications into the country under its so-called "personal use" import policy.

In 2000, legislation was enacted that would have allowed pharmacists and drug wholesalers to import less costly FDA-approved drugs from other countries.  However, Congress stipulated that this legislation could not be implemented unless the Secretary of Health and Human Services (HHS) could first guarantee that all drugs imported under the program would be safe and offer significant cost savings for consumers.  After reviewing the issue, both the former and current secretaries of HHS said these conditions could not be met, and declined to implement the law.  

During consideration of the recently enacted Medicare prescription drug bill, Congress considered a proposal to permit individuals, pharmacists, or wholesalers to import unlimited quantities of drugs from 25 specific countries, effectively removing the oversight provided by FDA and HHS which insures that only the highest quality products are allowed into the U.S. market.  Many of my colleagues and I were concerned that reimportation on this scale could contribute to the alarming rise in the number of counterfeit drugs and create serious health risks to patients.  As a result, the bill did not provide any substantive change to current law.
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