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Multinational drug companies have resorted to “bribery and corruption” in order to persuade doctors to prescribe their drugs, according to a ITV documentary due to be screened tomorrow (Tuesday) night.

The programme, produced by Yorkshire Television, alleges that doctors have been paid by companies for prescribing patients with particular drugs. It claims that consultants have been afforded excessive hospitality by companies keen to boost their profits. 

The programme produces evidence that medical practitioners have been taken on skiing, golfing and motor racing trips, as well as being wined and dined at the most expensive restaurants and entertained in the best hotels. In such instances medical codes of practice have been breached, the programme says.

Maureen Plantagenet, a former UK drug representative for the French company, Roussel, alleges in the programme that £100 was paid to an unnamed doctor after he and his partners had put 21 patients on a particular drug. She provides evidence of her former manager commenting: “Bribery and corruption certainly working here”.

The programme says, however, that the manager in question has since left the company and that there is no suggestion that similar practices are still continuing.

Plantagenet claims that she gave £50 or £100 cheques to doctors and asked for receipts on surgery headed notepaper for lunches that never took place. Payments for lunch meetings are permitted by the industry’s guidelines, whereas direct payments are not.

She alleges that she persuaded one doctor to double his use of a drug called Surgam by doubling his monthly payment of £50. “What surprised me was how easy it was to do. It really did shock me”, she says.

She claims that such cash incentives could cause doctors to prescribe drugs where they are not needed, and even where there might be dangerous. “When I got home from work I used to think ‘I wonder if I’m killing people’”, she says.

There is evidence that anti-inflammatory pain-killers given for arthritis - some of the most heavily promoted of all drugs - can cause ulcers. A study in South Cheshire by consultant surgeon, Dr Christopher Armstrong, found that 80 per cent of patients who died from perforated ulcers were taking this kind of drug.

The drug company, Pfizer, is accused in the programme of spending at least £12,000 entertaining 24 leading British heart consultants for two nights earlier this year at Brockett Hall in Hertfordshire as part of a promotional campaign for its new heart drug known as Istin. The company is also said to have taken a party of heart consultants to the best hotel at the top French ski resort of Courchevel in the Alps and to have entertained Scottish specialists at the plush Gleneagles Hotel near Perth.

This is despite guidance from the General Medical Council which says that hospitality should not be lavish but in line with what doctors would normally pay for themselves

The pharmaceutical industry spends about £180 million a year in Britain on promoting its products, equivalent to more than £2,000 per doctor. There is one drug salesperson for every nine GPs.

A spokesman for the Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry pointed out that only 70 complaints of alleged offences against the code of practice had been made last year and only half of them had been confirmed after investigation.

He said he could not respond to the specific allegations in the documentary as he had not seen it. But in general the association thought that the code of practice effectively regulated the pharmaceutical industry, which he described as the most closely controlled of any industry in the UK.

