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G
laxoSmithKline has 

filed a patent infringe-

ment lawsuit against 

rival Pfizer over the al-

leged copying of its popular menin-

gococcal group B vaccine Bexsero.

The product is going toe-to-toe 

with Pfizer’s Trumenba in a case 

originally filed on 12 October and 

due to be reviewed by the Commer-

cial Court today.

Meningococcal disease is a poten-

tially fatal bacterial infection of the 

bloodstream and brain and spinal 

cord lining. GSK’s Bexsero is cur-

rently the only vaccine against the 

disease available in most markets and 

the manufacturer is looking to push 

for market authorisation across the 

globe; GSK’s legal move represents its 

desire to protect the drug’s powerful 

market share. Demand for the prod-

uct has been exceptionally high, with 

its sales doubling in the third-quarter 

of this year to generate $133 million 

with an annual volume of around 10 

million units sold; the drug maker 

has nonetheless struggled to meet de-

mand, looking for ways to increase its 

manufacturing capacity.

Trumenba is designed to prevent 

invasive meningococcal disease 

caused by neisseria meningitidis 

serogroup B in those between the 

ages of 10 and 25. Originally granted 

FDA Accelerated Approval in Octo-

ber 2014, Pfizer has said that it will 

be defending its drug “vigorously”.

I
t has come to light that, over a 

20 year period, Eli Lilly has in-

creased the price of its diabetes 

drug Humalog by 700%. The 

revelation came to light after a tweet, 

on 1 November, from Vermont Sena-

tor Bernie Sanders’ account brought 

the scandal to public attention.

The company’s stock fell to a sev-

en-month low after the tweet was 

posted, echoing similar events in 

October when Sanders called out 

Ariad Pharmaceuticals for its price 

hiking of its chronic myeloid leu-

kaemia treatment Iclusig.

Humalog has risen in price from 

$21 per vial to over $250 in just 

two decades, and the company has 

been able to do this by continuously 

marketing tweaked versions of the 

drug as new, “improved” versions. 

Harvard Medical School profes-

sor David Nathan had explained: 

"I don’t think it takes a cynic such 

as myself to see most of these drugs 

are being developed to preserve pat-

ent protection. The truth is they are 

marginally different, and the clini-

cal benefits of them over the older 

drugs have been zero."

A tweet from Sanders’ account 

read: "People are dying or getting sick-

er because they can’t afford their insu-

lin, just so Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk 

can make outrageous profits,"

In a video clip posted on his 

twitter page, he also commented: 

“What you have is an incredibly 

powerful industry charging any 

price you want and the result of that 

is one out of five Americans can’t 

afford the medicine that they need.”

Bernie Sanders continued his as-

sault, only days later, by implicating 

Lilly, Novo Nordisk and Sanofi in a 

price collusion scandal, calling for 

a formal investigation from the De-

partment of Justice and the Federal 

Trade Commission.

According to Sanders and repre-

sentative Elijah Cummings, a pattern 

can be observed over the years where-

by prices set by the trio have been 

hiked in unison, implying that the 

firms consciously co-ordinated their 

price increases. 13 instances have been 

highlighted where Novo and Sanofi 

hiked the price of their insulin med-

ications in tandem since 2009, rising 

from $231 to $736 a year per patient.

“The original insulin patent expired 

75 years ago. Instead of falling prices, as 

one might expect after decades of com-

petition, three drug makers who make 

different versions of insulin have con-

tinuously raised prices on this life-sav-

ing medication,” lawmakers investi-

gating the case stated. “In numerous 

instances, price increases have report-

edly mirrored one another precisely.”

The implicated firms have strong-

ly denied the claims, stating that their 

actions have been perfectly legal and 

that the price rises are nothing more 

than representative of a highly com-

petitive market and reimbursement 

plans which put “an unfair burden on 

people with diabetes.”

The Justice Department is cur-

rently conducting an investigation, 

issuing subpoenas to companies in-

cluding Mylan, Teva and Endo. A 

number of Indian pharma companies 

have also targeted for investigation.

Lilly has defended its pricing 

strategy by releasing a statement 

saying: “When Lilly released third 

quarter earnings on October 25, the 

biggest miss noted was Humalog, 

whose US revenue fell 14%, driven 

by a 24 percent decline in net price.”

Price hiking in the US is a hot top-

ic at the moment, reigniting with My-

lan’s EpiPen scandal earlier this year.
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