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EXPERT VIEW

KALYAMN MENON-SEN | Campaign for Affordable Trastuzumab.

MAKING CANCER
DRUGS AFFORDABLE

'he announcement by Indian blotech company Blocon

Ltd in November 2013 of marketing approval for a
biosimilar of the breast cancer drug trastuzumab was.a
morale booster for women with HER2+ breast cancer across *
the developing world.

Hailed as a breakthrough in cancer treatment,
trastuzumab reduces the risk-of recurrence and gives
women with HER2+ breast cancer a better chance of a
disease-free life. i

The drug, marketed by Swiss pharma company Roche ;,

Holding AG under- the brand name Herceptin, is priced i

exorbitantly the world over. Roche first marketed the drug - &
. in Indla in 2010 at around X1.15 takh pér 440mg vial. Soon :
+-after the first-ever compulsory licence was issued by the B *
;. Patent Controller in March. 2012. A renamed version
f/(Herclun), was then introduced at a lower price—372,000
¢ per vial, affordable only to a mi p ge of
" % Indian women.,

% AnIndian patent for trastuzumab was granted to

Genentech Inc, {(a Roche subsid.la:y) in 2007 Although the
patent was weak, it p: d other from
investing in the dePlnmenl‘ of a blosimilar version of the

hed

g - .
The Campaign for Trast was k
N 2012 and endorsed by more than 200 paﬂeht

oups, cancer survivors, emi jurists, Yiealth
hd women'’s movement groups. The campaign is pressing
for government intervention to enable the domestic
“production of biosimilars and ensure that the drug is made
affordable to those who ¢an henefit trom if.
In the face of mounting public pressure, and a
! recommendaUQn by lhe health ministry for compulsory
ing of tr b, Roche d in August 2013
that it was rellnqunhmg its patent on trastuzumab.
Marketing approval for Biocon's- trastuzumab (developed
for the US campany Mylan Inc.) came just three months
later.

Despite assurances [rum Bmcon that the bluslmlhu
(CANMAb) would bc-made labl¢ at an “
price”, the prices that were announced are 319,500 for a
150mg vial and over-350,000:for.a 440mg vial.

The fact that CANMAD will be available in 150mg vials
will make lifc casier for patients on smaller doses. However,
there is practically no price advantage. Rache dealers
already offer discounts to-steady customers—patients “H
eding long-renn treatment—such that the “street price”: 1
ftrasluzumab (Herclon) ranges from 353,000 to' 357,000 aE

#&iRealistically, only women with a family income above ¥
1375,000 a month can affnrd a monthly dose of CANMAD.
“Sucb families constitute less than 10% of the populduon
‘or the majority of Indian women, therefore, Biocon's
ANMAD is as much out of reach as Roche’s Herceptin and -y
erclon. - ; qh
In a new twist,- Roche has gorfe 1o court and obtained an :
Interin order to block marketing of thie:biosimilar in Indla,
claiming that Biocon has violated the prescribed procedure. in
effect, Roche is-claiming-a proprietary right over the very word ]

“mastuzumab”, |
Roche s dCl‘an bcars outthe apprehcnsions-of activists that
the (formulated hy a ittee of which

Roche was a member)are, lited in favour of Big Pharma.
An estimated 25,000 new cases of HER2+ hreast cancer
.are diagnoseil every year in india. The human cost is
staggering, whether calculated in terms of loss of lives, the
suffering of women or tbe pain and trauma of rheir families.
In such a situation. the reluctance of the governinent to act
decisively to regulate and control prices of bnosumlars like
trastnzumab is inexplicable and disrurbing.
Other coontries arc not shy of taking punitive action: The
i Tralian government has just imposed huge fines on Roche
5 ;and Novartis AG for colluding to carve up the market.and
rotect their monopolics by discrediting research showing.
fhat Avastin (a Roche cancer drug) is an effective treatment
~. for age-related macular degeneration, and can substitute for
Novartis's Tucentis, which is ten times more expensive.
Roche and Novartis celluded to create an artificial
distinction between the two drugs, misrepresenting Avastin
as “dangerous” il'used for anything other than cancer
treatinent. Roche collected massive royalties from Novartis |
for the coonmercialization of Luceéntis, a-dea} that has cost i
the Italian health system €45 million in 2012 alone and has :
left thousands of elderly ltalians at risk of blindness. Ny ‘?
1t has been encoumgmg 10 s¢e the government talking !
gh—h --in response to pressure from
l.he US to “tighten” the pdn,nt system and ensure that it
doesn’t serve the interests of Big Pharma. Is this just a show
’ . of muscle-flexing in an elecrion year, or will it translate into
real action?

Kalyani Menon-Sen is campaign coordinator for the .
Campalgn jur Ajfurdable Trauuzumab L cﬂyw
’ .
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