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. Abbott Laboratones Faces Heat
Over Raising Price of AIDS Drug

By LERLs ABBOUD

: Abbott Laborutories i facing mount-
ing pressure from actlvists, members of
Congress and the federal” government
over its nearly fivefold price increase on
its AIDS drug Norvir.

. The National Institutes of Health will
hold a public meeting in' Washington May
2510 copgsider whether the federal govern-
ment should exercise its rights. under a
litcle-kpown law. 1o issue a license allow-
ing cheaper. generic copies of Norvir to
be made before the drug's patents expire,

:On Tuesday. aight Demmocratic Senators
wrote a letter to the head of the NIt ask-
ing that aq official from the Federal Trade
Commissjon speak at the meeting about
competitive issues raised by the price in-
¢rease. The FIC declined 1o commment.

In December, Abbott Labs. based in
North Chicago. Ill., raiged the whiiesaie
price for a month's worth of Norvir to
4265 (rom $64.

Essential Inventions. the consumer ad-
vocacy grovp that requested the NIH meet-
ing. argues that Norvir wes developed
with support from taxpeyer funds and
now Is being sold at an unreasonable
price. The group is wrging the federzl gov-
ermment lo use it¢ authority under the
Bayh-Dole Act to allow other=z t0 make
Norvir at lower cost, something that has
never been done upder the law,

Norvir i a proteaze inhibitor that
hasn't been A lucradve seller for Abbett
but is widely uzed {n smalt doses lo beost
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-increase wag anticompetitive. . ;

me potency of some AIDS combmatwn
drixg therapies. The price increase. Ah
bott Laboratorfes says, adjusts Norvir’
cost to batter reflect the drup’s impor
tance and valye in treating HIV therapy
Jeffrey Leiden, the president of Abbitt’
pharmaceutieal-produtts group, says Nor!
vir:is siill the cheapest protease inhibitor

‘The December price increass touched
off ‘protest from AIDS activists and physj
cian groups who see it a5 a lhreat to]
patients’ health. Activists protested: ai
the. company's offices and annugl meet-
ing, and filed civil lawsuits In state amf
federal court. Three state attorneys gen-
eral sre investigating. and the FIC re-
celved a complaint alleging that the price .

Abbott has maintained the price in-
crease was justified and said steps were
Lelng taken te make sure patients ware
still able to get the drug,

The central issue to be considered bV
the federal government is: Dees the Nor-
vir price increase represent an “unres-
sonable” use of the patent that limits pub-
lie access to the drug? Abbott's Ur
Leiden says the move “in no way” re-

duced access to Norvir. “We tonk extraor
dinary measures 1o make sure that notia I
single patient was depiived of the drug
he said. The company says it has frozen
Lhe jower price for publiec programs lhat
pay for AIDS drogs for low-income pea-
ple, hasu't changed pnces tor Medicaid,
and has made it easier for those withont
1nsurance to get Norvir free of charge.
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