ABPI: the brains behind BigPharma? 
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The ABPI is the UK pharmaceutical industry's main industry body and lobby group. Members include 75 companies in the UK producing prescription medicines, supplying more than 90 per cent of the medicines prescribed through the NHS. 
Understandably the ABPI claims to be the leading body in representing the industry's views to government in the UK. Their main objectives are to influence legislation affecting the industry and create a beneficial business environment. It enjoys a very good relationship with the government. As Secretary of State for Health, Stephen Dorrell, explained in 1996:


"Our policy needs to provide firm support for the pharmaceutical 
industry... The industry knows that there will be no surprises, because 
our partnership is based upon constant, constructive dialogue... In 
order to guarantee that the benefits of this are enjoyed by the UK 
economy the Government is committed to ensuring that regulation of 
the sector is flexible and supportive.
" 

Government Backing

The pharmaceutical industry does very well in the UK due to favourable business climate created by the Government. The industry prospered under Tory leadership and is now supported by PM Tony Blair. He describes the pharmaceutical industry as “a prime example of what is needed in a successful knowledgeable economy” and provides “a very substantial contribution to our economy and the welfare of our citizens”. He adds that “we must work together to ensure that the future of the UK pharmaceutical industry is even brighter
”. The ABPI is the primary reason for this and hopefully this document will go some way towards explaining this. 
Economic power

So the Pharmaceutical industry has very favourable relations with the government but why is this? The pharmaceutical industry is the UK’s second biggest export earner after North Sea Oil. This gives the industry tremendous power, especially with a body such as ABPI representing the views of the entire British pharmaceutical industry. One of ABPI’s most used tactics is the threat of their companies leaving the UK. Below are some examples of the ways ABPI uses their influence and improves business climate. 
1. 
Relaxing advertising rules
Since the US FDA changed its rules to allow direct to consumer (DTC) marketing in 1997, the ABPI has been petitioning for relaxation of regulations for promoting and advertising of prescription medicines and DTC in the UK. The Consumers Association objects that marketing DTC will present a biased viewpoint of drugs, however ABPI has been campaigning for this change. In 2000, ABPI described its campaign as: 


“To deploy ground troops in the form of patient support groups, 
sympathetic medical opinion and healthcare professionals… which will 
lead the debate on the informed patient issue. This will have the 
effect of weakening political, ideological and professional defences... 
Then the ABPI will follow through with high-level precision strikes on 
specific regulatory enclaves in Whitehall...
”
2.
Opposition to lowering drug prices
ABPI has successfully opposed efforts by the government to lower drug prices and increase transparency in pricing policies. In 1998, the government announced plans to reform the Pharmaceutical Price Regulation Scheme (the scheme allowing drug companies to set their own prices as long as they do not pass certain profit limits). At this, ABPI threatened that “any attempt to cut profits could drive manufacturers away and damage a business
”. In addition, they opposed the NHS Modernisation Bill which would ensure that pharmaceutical companies would agree with government on how much profit they could make from the NHS
. In July 1999, the two struck a deal. The ABPI agreed to cut prices of branded drugs by 4.5% whilst winning allowances aimed at rewarding research and development of new products.  Critics, however, still believe drug companies are overcharging consumers
.
3. 
Pharmaceutical Industry Competitiveness Task Force (PICTF)
Capitalising on its good relations with the government, in 2000 the ABPI “achieved the setting up of a joint industry/government Pharmaceutical Industry Competitiveness Task Force, reporting to the Prime Minister
”. The PICTF embodies a close partnership between the government and industry. The aim was to identify and report to the Prime Minster the steps to be taken to retain and strengthen the profitability of the UK pharmaceutical industry.  There is no reference to identifying ways the industry can assist the NHS or wider society
. The PICTF has influenced government in their opinion of TRIPS. The government agrees that “intellectual property protection is not per se a barrier to access to medicines” and that protection of patents must remain a “key plank” of its policy on access to medicines in the developing world
. In addition, the PICTF has achieved a streamlining of the procedure for clinical trials approval, reducing the approval process to about sixty days. Three of the PICTF's ten members are senior members of the ABPI: Bill Fullagar of Pfizer and ABPI President; Ken Moran of Pfizer and ABPI Vice-President; and Trevor Jones, ABPI Director General. 

As can be seen, ABPI is the leading body for the British pharmaceutical industry and has extremely close links with government. Due to these links, they are able to implement and block laws to ensure that the pharmaceutical industry reaps the benefit. 
This article has been adapted from Corporate Watch (http://www.corporatewatch.org/?lid=312)
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