Healthcare: Do we embrace the old, or strive for better?

We could give everyone leeches and save lots of money – or we could create an environment for research, innovation, better health and jobs for the 21st century

By PAUL LÉVESQUE

Anything that is new threatens the old.

How else to explain the concerted campaign early this week by the Canadian Generic Pharmaceutical Association (CGPA) on behalf of its member companies to attack the proposed Canada-European Union free trade agreement that calls on Canada to bring its intellectual property regime for drugs up to world standards to make a better environment for European biopharma companies to invest. It is a demand easily met by Canada, because it means saying an enthusiastic “Yes!” to a future based on research and innovation, economic growth and prosperity.

Instead, the CGPA was in full cry, citing a study they funded indicating the costs to drug plans if companies which invest in discovering and developing new medicines are to be given the same kind of intellectual property protection here as they would get in other developed countries, including Europe. “This will cost Canadians more!” they said in the headlines on their press releases, taking a very narrow perspective of the issue.

Of course, it requires investment to have a comprehensive health system, with its new techniques, new equipment and new treatment and medicines. If it’s your life that’s on the line, you’ll be very happy all that new stuff is made available to you.

Because it’s all those “new” things that keep on delivering the vast improvements we’ve seen in life expectancy and other health outcomes over recent decades. If saving money is our primary goal as a society, we could always get rid of all those “costs” and go back to a life expectancy of 50. Let’s just give everyone a leech, close our hospitals, and sit back to decide what to do with all the money we’ll save.

Lost in the CGPA’s outcries over this issue are two important factors. First, Canadians continue to pay more than almost anywhere else for their generic drugs, as confirmed recently by the Competition Bureau of Canada. The CGPA fights every step of the way to prevent the type of market reforms that would make these cheaply produced commodities available to our health system at something close to the cost of production, instead of at the vastly inflated prices that have made CPGA member companies so rich and profitable without any of the risk that innovators take on.

Secondly, they ignore the value of creating a market and an economy that values innovation as a driver of economic growth – not to mention progress in delivering healthcare and improving life expectancy.

The western, developed world has struggled for a number of years to keep its manufacturing sector in the wake of high-quality, low-wage competition from developing countries. Put bluntly, exploiting our technology and our educated population is the best competitive advantage we have – and we need to use it. If we don’t encourage research and innovation, from where will we find our economic advantage to drive our future prosperity? And without the proper environment for that investment, we will lose that economic advantage as well.

And if we don’t create a policy environment that allows that innovation to flourish, it simply won’t happen here – it will happen elsewhere in our global and mobile economy.

So what do we want to say to the innovators, the investors, the risk-takers? Take your investments and your jobs and your innovations elsewhere, because we are content with yesterday’s technology? Or do we say, come to Canada where your risk will be rewarded in the same manner it is in Europe or the U.S., while you reap the advantages of our skills and technology?

Canadians were described more than a century ago as mere “hewers of wood and drawers of water.” Let’s not condemn ourselves to such a limiting future as well.
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