Aspen settles UK drug price hike case, pays £8 million to NHS
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LONDON — South African drugmaker Aspen has admitted it was part of an illegal pricing deal for a life-saving drug and offered to pay the U.K.’s National Health Service £8 million compensation, the U.K.’s competition authority announced today.
“This is the first time a [Competition and Markets Authority] investigation will secure a payment for the NHS,” said Andrea Coscelli, the CMA’s chief executive, adding it will “save the NHS the time and expense of seeking damages in court.”
While the investigation is still ongoing, since it involves two other drug companies, the CMA said Aspen will also pay a maximum fine of £2.1 million if it reaches an infringement decision.
The case involves the supply of fludrocortisone acetate, a prescription medicine to treat adrenal insufficiency, known as Addison’s disease.
The CMA alleged Aspen entered into deals with two other drug companies in 2016, paying them to keep their products off the market, giving Aspen a monopoly to set high prices.
As part of its deal with the CMA, Aspen also committed to ensure there will be at least two suppliers of fludrocortisone in the U.K.
The two other companies suspected of illegally participating in the arrangement have until September 2 to respond to the CMA. The watchdog will then decide whether to issue a statement of objections against these companies, and if so, will name them.
Aspen is also under investigation by the European Commission over concerns it allegedly abused a dominant position by jacking up the price for five cancer treatments.
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