How Consumers Should Check Drugs

By ANAHAD O'CONNOR


	


[image: image1.png]


Counterfeit medicine can be difficult to detect because of sophisticated packaging and strong similarities to genuine drugs. The Food and Drug Administration says consumers can protect themselves by looking for certain telltale signs.

Most people who take prescription drugs do so regularly. They should watch for subtle changes in packaging like thicker paper inserts or wider bar codes. Other signs are changes in the taste, color or shape of the pills, as well as unanticipated side effects. A fake injectable drug might suddenly sting when administered, but had not stung in the past, or cause an unusual reaction at the site of the injection.

Counterfeiters concentrate on the most expensive and widely used drugs, particularly injectable drugs or those with household names like Lipitor, the top-selling anticholesterol drug. 

People who buy their drugs online should look for a seal saying "Verified Internet Pharmacy Practice Sites." Clicking on the seal opens a link to the National Association of Boards of Pharmacy Web site. The seal can be seen at www.nabp.net. 

If the seal does not lead to a pharmacy association Web page, the site is not a licensed pharmacy. Drugs from illegal Web sites are more likely to be contaminated or counterfeit. Buying only from state-licensed pharmacies in the United States is the best way to avoid counterfeits.

Someone who suspects that a drug is fake should return it to the pharmacy where it was bought, rather than having an independent company test. The food and drug agency can test the drug to determine whether it is fake. 

If the drug is counterfeit, the F.D.A. can alert the manufacturer and public and take the pills off the market. Going to an independent drug tester instead of a pharmacist delays that process.

The agency has set up a telephone number, (800) 332-1088, to report suspicious drugs. Consumers should also consult their doctors.

"These are really tough to detect," the director of pharmacy affairs at the food and drug agency, Thomas J. McGinnis, said. "But you can also notice a difference in the shape of the pill, its color, its taste or any unusual side effects, especially if you use drugs on a regular basis."
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