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The fol low ing article EM90 40 des cribes economic implication s of a medical advanc e.
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AZT move pre sents pro ble ms
Cost of AIDS drug wor rie s prov inc es

BY MICHELLE LALON DE

Specia l to The Globe and Mail

MO NTREAL – A new federal poli cy per mit t i ng the com me rcia l
sale of a drug known as AZT has left provi nci al gov ernments grap-
pling wit h the que s tion of who wil l pay for the expensive AIDS
treatment.

"We’v e ha d hospit als calling us for stock, but we are tel ling them
to wait a few weeks to find out whet her thei r prov incia l gove rnm e n t
is goi ng to cov er the cos t," said Malcolm Fle tche r, medical directo r of
the Cana dian arm of Bur rou ghs Wel lco m e Inc., the pharmaceuti c a l
co mpany that manufacture s the drug unde r the brand name Ret rov ir.

Theoretically, any docto r or pharmacy cou ld now order the drug
directly from the company, but until the rei mbursement que s tion is
re solved, few wil l do so, meaning that people wit h AIDS can only
ge t the drug if they are par ticip ating in a medical res earch progr am .

AZT has been provi ded fre e to indivi d uals wit h acqu ire d im mun e
deficie n cy syn drome sin ce it was approve d fo r ex per iment al us e in
Cana da in Nov ember of 1986. The cos t of drug, at lea st $3,1 00 a
patient annu ally, has been cov ere d by provi nci al gov ernments and
prov ide d throug h hospit al open study progr ams. Ont ario, for in-
st anc e, spends $5. 5-mil lio n a year on AZT.

Ad vocacy groups for people wit h ADS are con cer ned that the
new status of AZT wil l give gov ernments an exc u se to sto p or re-

st rict financing for the drug.

Si nce the Cana dian health protection branch approve d AZT for
co mme rcia l sale Oct.17, ver y li ttle has change d with regard to its
dist rib u tio n.

In Britis h Colu mbia, the drug wil l be cov ere d by a provi nci al drug
plan that requi re s an indivi d ual or family to pay the first $325 a year
in drug cos t s. After this init i al pay ment, the provi nce will cov er 80
per cent of the cos t of drugs. The ave r age AZT use r woul d pay at
le ast $880 a year, plu s the local ret ail markup.

The Nov a Scotia gov ernment, on the othe r hand, is com mitt e d to
ma int aining its poli cy of provi ding AZT at no charge to patients, at
a cur rent cos t to the provi nce of about $500,000 a year.

Jo hn Samson, a spoke sma n fo r the N.S. Min is try of Health and
Fitnes s, said the minist ry is now wor king out how to deal wit h an
ex pected inc rea s e in dem and as docto rs begin to pre scr ibe AZT for
the tre atment of earli er stage s of AIDS.

Quebec officia ls have giv en no cle ar guarant e e that the provi nce
will con tin ue to pay for treatment.

In Ont ario, the newly ele cted New Dem ocr ati c Party gov ernment
ha s ye t to establi sh an AZT poli cy. Provi nci al poli cy has been to
prov ide AZT fre e to people wit h AIDS onc e the dis ease has pro -
gres s ed to a cer tain stage.
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