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Problem Statement: A comparative survey of drug prices on a global basis is needed for improving the affordability of essential drugs. What is the situation in Japan?

Objective: To survey drug prices in Japan, compared with World Health Organization (WHO)/Health Action International (HAI) prices.

Design: i) Internet research on the “Yakka Kijyun Hyou” Web site (national drug tariff, http://202.214.127.148/); ii) contact with Japanese Ethical Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association  (EPMA); and iii) expert interviews.

Outcome Measures: Three different prices (innovator brand, most sold generic and lowest price generic) and availability of 30 drugs on the 2003 WHO/HAI core list of medicines.
Results: Of 30 drugs on the core list, information was fully available on prices of 11 drugs for both innovator and generic brands; 11 drugs for the innovator brand only; five drugs for the innovator brand but different doses only; and for neither innovator nor generic brands of the remaining three drugs. Information on the highest-selling generics is not available in Japan. As for accessibility of drug prices, the following was found. The Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare (MHLW) of Japan has marketing data on all 17,000 drugs sold in the country, containing price and quantity in different strengths, dosage forms, and brand names. However,  the data is used only for revising drug tariffs every two years. So data are not disclosed because use of it outside its original purpose is prohibited by Toukeiho (statistics law) of Japan. IMS Japan data also cannot be accessed because it is against the contract between the company and wholesalers, which are the data sources for the survey.

Conclusions: In Japan, as in most industrialized countries, the government regulates drug prices (reimbursement prices)s. Prices of innovator drugs and lowest price generics can be easily obtained from the “Yakka Kijyun Hyou” Web site ,but information on the highest-selling generic cannot be easily obtained. Only EPMA can provide that kind of data. The data on the three different prices was obtained and sent to WHO-HAI. A drug price survey using the standardized method would produce reliable and comparable information, but the need for information on medicine prices is urgent. Other methods should be developed. Therefore we developed a portal site to include all relevant Web sites containing drug price information: "dprice" Web site (URL: http://dprice.umin.jp/). This project currently focuses on the Asian Pacific region, and although it is still incomplete, it is a start. 
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