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Talk about counterfeit medicines tends to conjure up images of illicit medicines laced with fentanyl and other opioids, Mr. Campbell told physicians. While that image is based in reality, all types of medications are regularly counterfeited – meaning unscrupulous entities deliberately and fraudulently mispresent the medications’ identity, composition, or source. 
Pfizer’s well-known COVID-19 vaccine has not been counterfeited much because the distribution of it has been tightly controlled, he said. But since 2004, Pfizer has prevented about 302 million doses of counterfeit medications of all kinds from reaching patients worldwide. The entities producing those counterfeits prey on patients’ need for medications that are expensive or in short supply. 
“They’re antiviral [medications], they’re vaccines, they’re oncology medicines, dermatology medicines – everything is open game as long as they can make a profit,” Mr. Campbell warned. 
This illegal business, which the World Health Organization estimates makes about $200 billion per year globally, regularly affects Texas physicians and patients, he cautioned. In a snap phone poll of physicians attending the presentation, about 25% answered yes when asked, “Have you ever encountered a counterfeit medication?” 
Contributing to the proliferation, the growth of electronic commerce and the COVID-19 pandemic have made patients comfortable with ordering medications online, Mr. Campbell said. That practice is fine if patients use reputable websites. Counterfeiters target patients who are hoping to pay less for high-demand medications. They frequently claim to be in based in Canada because Americans view it as a reputable source for low-cost medications. 
“Your patients are all at risk, and if they have a phone or a credit card, there’s the potential that they may get lured into thinking they’re getting the real thing when they’re getting counterfeit.” 
Physicians can help patients avoid this mistake by asking patients where they plan to buy their medications and steering them toward either a brick-and-mortar pharmacy or a reputable online source. 
A second snap phone poll asked physicians: “Have you asked a patient where they purchase their medication if a treatment is no longer working?” About 34% responded that they have. 
More physicians should follow up with patients in these situations, Mr. Campbell said. 
“Commit just a moment to asking your patients where they’re getting their medicines from, if they’re not getting the effective, therapeutic benefit they thought they were getting when you prescribed it,” he said. 
In 2017, the National Association of Boards of Pharmacy (NABP) reviewed more than 11,000 websites that sell prescription medicines and found that nearly 96% of them are “operating illegally, out of compliance with state and federal laws or NABP patient safety and pharmacy practice standards.” 
Pfizer has worked with law enforcement to close about 15,000 websites worldwide selling illicit medications over the past five years, but for every three that close, at least one more starts up somewhere else, Mr. Campbell reported. In part, that is because legal punishments for selling counterfeit legal medications are not as tough as they are for selling illicit narcotics. 
“If you sell a narcotic like cocaine, you’re going to go to jail for a really long time,” he said. “[Criminals] realize, ‘Hey, I’ll sell a counterfeit, and will maybe make a few million bucks, and I’ll spend a few months in jail.’ At that point, it’s really worth it.” 
Houston radiologist Richard Strax, MD, questioned Mr. Campbell about the impact that high pharmaceutical prices have on driving patients toward counterfeit medications. 
“Unlike people who are out there shopping for the price on a [television] or something, some of the people who fall for counterfeit medicines are people who desperately need a medicine that is way beyond their ability to pay,” Dr. Strax said. “Is there a need to control prices so that people can afford these medicines and not have to go to a counterfeit form?” 
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