achieved or address an objective which otherwise has not
been accomplished. As well, a patent is only awarded if
the invention has some practical application and it is
based on an innovative approach or technique which dis-
tinguishes it from other products.

Still, there are a broad range of different patented med-
ications available in Canada that treat the same ailments.
Why is this? Each new patented product represents a
unique chemical entity which interacts in a distinct fash-
ion in the body. Research-based firms say this is what dis-
tinguishes one drug from another in the same class.

There are numerous examples of new medications that
use slightly different chemical structures, dosage forms,
schedules and other modifications. Here are a few:

* Next-generation cholesterol-lowering medications or
statins. Recent clinical studies have shown a 30% reduction
in deaths from stroke and 42% fewer deaths from coronary
heart disease using these medicines. Their use has also
resulted in 30% fewer hospitalizations for people recovering
from stroke and/or suffering from this disease.

* Bisphosphonates. A new type of osteoporosis medi-
cine that has been proven to prevent bone loss and even
regrow lost bone mass.

* New treatments for schizophrenics. These medicines
cost as much as $5,000 per year but, in return, they keep
as many as 30% of schizophrenics out of institutions.

Research-based pharma companies emphasize that
most treatment improvements, such as those cited above,
are the result of small, incremental advances that combine
to make a significant impact. They also point out that
each new brand-name product is subject to the same rig-
orous development process as its alternatives—even if the
next-generation medicine involves only a slight change in
the chemical structure of an existing molecule.

One example is Nexium, a medication that treats gastro-
intestinal diseases and has been called a me-too drug. The
chemical agent that it uses was derived directly from an exist-
ing ulcer medication, Losec. Both drugs are made by the
same firm. The two medications are closely related in terms
of their chemistry, but it took the manufacturer more than
10 years to develop and then receive approval for Nexium.

Nexium’s development has been criticized as a strategy
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to protect the manufacturer against the introduction of
generic versions of Losec. But there is clinical evidence
that Nexium offers significant benefits over Losec.

On average, it takes a decade or more to move from the
identification of a promising chemical to the point where
it is approved by regulatory bodies and offered to patients.
Even in the later stages of development, the failure rate in
new drug development is high at about 40%. The lengthy
development process partially explains why there are often
several medications with similar properties introduced to
treat a particular illness.

Given the investment and the high rate of failure,
research-based pharma companies say the various protec-
tions that Canadian governments offer this sector are jus-
tified. While in some cases the practical, therapeutic dis-
tinctions between different medications may not be large,
they say it makes sense to allow manufacturers to market
the distinctive benefits of their particular product, just as
manufacturers do in every other industry.

Research-based firms also argue that their critics lump
all patients into one homogeneous group, and ignore
the diverse needs of patients. For instance, one anti-
depressant may successfully treat a certain group of
patients while other individuals with different patient
profiles are more likely to benefit from another medica-
tion in the same class.

These variations exist for virtually every condition. How-
ever, there are some classes of medications in which they are
particularly evident. For example, studies demonstrate that
rheumatologists rely on between eight and 12 different
NSAIDs to meet the varying needs of arthritis patients.

As many as 50% of these patients are forced to switch
medications at least once and another 20% switch more
frequently due, primarily, to the fact that one product pro-
vides relief for them that others do not. Similar results are
seen in the use of the selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor
class of anti-depressants, which includes Prozac and Paxil.

Side-effects also play a role in the use of medications. If
a drug treats an individual’s illness but it causes the
patient to experience uncontrollable perspiration or to
cough incessantly, how likely is that person to complete
the regimen? Physicians who prescribe treatments must
also consider other conditions present and/or other med-
ications that a patient may require. As well, how often the
medicine must be taken can make a difference in deter-
mining the success of the treatment. In all these cases,
physicians need a range of treatments.

The biggest complaint today about new medications is
their cost. Critics charge brand-name drug firms with
spending more on marketing new and more expensive
medications than on researching and developing them.
The result, they say, is that patients are being prescribed
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