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Alberta urged to pay for arthritis drugs
Medications still under review

BY MICHELLE LANG, CALGARY HERALD FEBRUARY 19, 2009 COMMENTS (20) 

Alberta's funding for arthritis drugs is "lagging behind" most other 

Canadian jurisdictions, according to a lobby group that is calling on the 

province to pay for two therapies to treat the disease.

Arthritis Consumer Experts said Wednesday that two years after the 

federal Common Drug Review recommended governments pick up the 

tab for Rituxan to treat rheumatoid arthritis, Alberta is still reviewing the 

medication.

The treatment receives public funding in all other provinces, except 

Manitoba and Prince Edward Island.

The organization is also calling on Alberta to pay for a second 

medication, Remicade, to treat spinal arthritis and psoriatic arthritis.

"It's so obvious what needs to be done," said Quincey Kirschner of 

Arthritis Consumer Experts. "We're saying it's time for Alberta to take this

seriously. It's been under review for two years with no status update."

But representatives with Alberta Health said the department is still 

considering whether the medications should receive public insurance 

coverage, through Blue Cross, for the conditions.

"They are still under review,"said Howard May, a spokesman for Alberta 

Health. "Complex decisions take time."

Rituxan and Remicade are part of a pricey new class of pharmaceutical 

known as biologics, which doctors say can be effective at treating 

arthritis when traditional drugs fail.

Funding for arthritis therapies has been in the spotlight since last 

summer when the province reversed its controversial decision to deny 

funding for two biologics to treat spinal arthritis.

Now rheumatoid arthritis patients like Sandie Ursel, a 68-year-old 

resident of Pincher Creek, hope the government will approve Blue Cross 

coverage of Rituxan to treat their condition.Ursel can't afford the $19,000

annual bill for Rituxan, but managed to receive the drug for free through 

a program at Foothills Hospital --until she no longer qualified. 

She has tried several other biologics but said the drug was the only one 

that provided her substantial relief.

"It's outrageous that Alberta isn't paying for it," says Ursel, who now has 

to use a power wheelchair to go grocery shopping. "I get really mad . . . 

and, in the meantime, I feel terrible."

mlang@theherald.canwest.com
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Doris

February 20, 2009 - 3:07 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

I want to be a proud Albertan --but am embarassed with the delay in funding for the essential drug "Rituxan" 

for the treatment of RA , it has been PROVEN effective!!! GET ON WITH IT!!! relieve the severe pain and suffering of 

our fellow citizens

     

 

CHERYL

February 20, 2009 - 1:39 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

If any of the premiers family had rheuatoid arthritis and he had seen the pain and suffering of the disease and

the stress of how to pay for it,Ritxan would be approved immediatley! there was not much thought when it was he 

decided to i increase his salery 30%.Shame on alberta! We do not chose our d[sease but there certainly is 

discrimanation in this province.

     

 

cyberclark

February 20, 2009 - 9:44 AM Flag this as Inappropriate

This crew has been following a hard line conservative doctrine for the past 15 years.  They continually 

schmooze the rank and file into limbo and easily walk to majorities time after time. <==> Until Albertans decide to 

turn out and vote and be prepared to vote for a different party things will continue to get worse; a lot worse.

     

 

Shelley

February 19, 2009 - 7:35 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

Why is the Alberta government "reviewing" what other provinces and health regions have reviewed? Why re-

invent the wheel? There are standards in place when it comes to drug approval... so, let's get this drug approved 

to help those in need! 

     

 

Carol

February 19, 2009 - 6:58 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

This drug has been proven to work and relieve the intense pain. What is there to review?

     

 

Jack

February 19, 2009 - 6:24 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

Following is a quote from the Alberta Healthcare website (http://www.health.alberta.ca/health-care-insurance-

plan). "In accordance with the Canada Health Act, Alberta has a publicly administered and funded health care 

system that guarantees Albertans receive universal access to medically necessary hospital and health care 

services." To me that means that if a treatment is approved and is deemed necessary by medical professionals, it

should be funded. Mr. May said "Complex decisions take time". I think the complex part is deciding if the treatment 

should be approved and that part is done. The rest should be just a stroke of the pen. We need to walk the talk.

     

 

Don

February 19, 2009 - 4:52 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

I was once a proud Albertan but my pride is going by the wayside when I hear how inhumane Alberta has become 

regarding healthcare. Why not fund a drug that is sparing people endless pain and preventing life threatening 

situations?

     

 

Alan

February 19, 2009 - 4:51 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

Once again our government has shown that unless you are an oil company in this province yours woes are 

inconsequential.  To think that pain and suffering of the individual,(when relief is available) is not a concern to our 

government (which is supposedly the richest in Canada) compared to the financial woes of the "poor" midsized oil

companies, shows you exactly where our Premiers head is.  If the drug is approved in the rest of Canada 

(excepting the poorest of the poor) then this is a no brainer.

     

 

Alice

February 19, 2009 - 4:46 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

Wouldn't it be smarter for our government to fund retuxan than pay the hundreds of thousands of dollars in 

medical care that this drug could prevent?

     

 

George

February 19, 2009 - 3:53 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

Alberta must get off it's butt and do something for people suffering from the pain of Arthiritis. This is pain that 

need not be endured. Consider having a headache all the time, every day 24/7.

     

 

Karla

February 19, 2009 - 2:31 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

It's hard to believe that in one of the richest provinces in Canada this treatment is not funded for those suffering 

from rheumatoid athritis!  It should not matter where we live in Canada if it is approved, it should be funded.

     

 

Trina

February 19, 2009 - 2:20 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

This drug is approved for use in Canada and has been recommended for the treatment of rheumatiod 

arthritis, so why is its use not funded in Alberta? For a country that prides itself on universal health care it doesn't 

seem right that it's available only if you live in the certain areas! 

     

 

Sherry

February 19, 2009 - 2:10 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

I too don't understand why this would have to be under review at all. If the drug works which has proven it 

does. Then make it available to the patients. Nobody should have to suffer because they can't afford the 

medications. It is scary to think that if we get sick we may not be able to afford to get the drugs that help relieve or 

cure our illnesses.

     

 

John

February 19, 2009 - 2:05 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

Hard to understand the process involved in reviewing and approving drugs in Alberta for funding.  Surely when 

patients are benefitting and getting significant relief from a specific drug it is sufficient testimony to its value. 

Where is the Alberta Advantage when suffering patients are being denied access to drugs due to finances.

     

 

Wendy

February 19, 2009 - 1:52 PM Flag this as Inappropriate

Everyone should have the opportunity for treatment, and especially in the richest province in Canada...
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