
Wholesale Canadian drug importation programs
will fail to protect patients and fail to save money.

Canada Is Not a Willing Partner
Canada is so opposed to the idea of the U.S. dipping into its supply of prescription drugs that it has taken steps
to block exports with federal regulations. In 2019, representatives of the Canadian embassy notified the
White House they would not cooperate with drug importation programs.1 In November 2020, Health Canada and
the federal government enacted permanent restrictions on the bulk export of Canadian pharmaceuticals.2

The Canadian drug supply system is geared towards providing for the needs of its 38 million
citizens. Its drug supply is simply not large enough to support the Canadian population and the
nine-times-greater American population. Canada relies heavily on importing medication, has limited facilities to
produce its own, and has been experiencing crippling drug shortages for years.3 Additionally, Health Canada
regulates Canadian wholesalers and pharmacies that distribute medications to Canadian citizens, and going back
as far as 2004 it has said Health Canada “does not assure that products being sold to U.S. citizens are
safe, effective, and of high quality, and does not intend to do so in the future.”4

Savings Are Unsustainable or Nonexistent

In a June 30, 2020 memo, Deloitte reported that the state of North Dakota would see “little if any
potential savings” because of Canada’s limited drug supply and the price equalization that would
follow even a small percentage of prescription drugs being exported to the U.S.5 Wyoming’s Department of Health
(WY-DOH) came to the same conclusion. In a report released in 2020, the WY-DOH stated that the concept of
sustained savings via the importation of Canadian drugs has a fundamental economic flaw: it relies
on a form of arbitrage.6 Savings found in the exploitation of price differences are fleeting and generally cause the
prices to converge, eliminating any savings.
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States such as Wyoming7 and Maine8 have studied bulk Canadian drug importation and found that Medicaid
programs cannot save money with Canadian importation because they already get better pricing
than Canadian provinces do. Maine’s Medicaid program estimated that importing Canadian drugs would cost
the state $900,000 more per year than existing program costs, and that was before considering costs of safety
testing.

The Medicare Prescription Drug, Improvement, and Modernization Act of 2003 requires that any drugs imported
be statistically tested to ensure the safety of all imported medicines.9 Dr. Kristina M.L. Acri examined if it was
possible to test cheap drugs into safety, and she found that doing the required amount of testing quickly
ate up all potential savings.10 Dr. Acri also found that if a patient were to receive substandard or counterfeit
medicine, the cost to treat a single adverse medical event could eliminate a drug importation
program’s putative savings.11

What History Has Taught Us
The COVID-19 pandemic showed the world how susceptible it is to counterfeit medical items.
Whenever there was a need or want, counterfeiters were more than happy to take advantage however they could.
The first report of criminals injecting people with a counterfeit vaccine came in early March
2020.12 Later the same month, the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) received a temporary restraining order
against a man selling a counterfeit vaccine on his website.13 With supply chains disrupted, counterfeit masks even
made it into the hands of frontline healthcare workers. 14

Canada has not invested in a track-and-trace system for its prescription drugs so any drug importation
scheme would thwart the purposes of track-and-trace. Simply adding an identifier onto a bottle when it enters the
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country does not give the chain-of-custody or pedigree information to ensure the safety of the medicine contained
within it.

If a serious violation does occur, holding a Canadian vendor responsible will not be easy. Even if
the case warrants the involvement of the DOJ, that does not mean that justice will be easy to achieve. For example,
CanadaDrugs.com was indicted in November 2014 for selling $78 million worth of unapproved, mislabeled, and
counterfeit cancer drugs to doctors across the U.S.15 The Canadian defendants spent years objecting to the case
until a deal was brokered. In April 2018, the CEO of CanadaDrugs.com finally stood in a U.S. courtroom and
admitted to the widespread illegal sale of misbranded and counterfeit drugs.16 No one involved received even a
one-day jail sentence. The fines and forfeiture came to just over $34 million.

A flood of counterfeit prescription drugs, primarily opioid pills, has been taking lives, devastating communities
and straining law enforcement agencies throughout the country since 2015.17 Drug importation opens the
door to more counterfeit and substandard drugs making their way into the U.S. and harming patients. As
the National Sheriff’s Association (NSA) stated on March 6, 2020: "NSA has serious concerns about any drug
importation proposals — legislative, administrative, or regulatory  — that could jeopardize local law
enforcement’s ability to protect the public health and safety of our citizenry."18
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