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Good morning. My name is Mike Olender and I am an Organizer with New Jersey Citizen Action, the state’s largest citizen watchdog coalition. On behalf of our 60,000 family members and 100 affiliated senior, labor, women’s, faith-based, and community organizations, I am here to voice support for Senate bill 1396. 
Senate bill 1396 will establish a prescription drug price registry for the 150 most commonly used prescription drugs in New Jersey. The law will require the Commissioner of Health and Senior Services administer an Internet web site allowing New Jersey consumers to comparison shop for prescription drugs by zip code. Modeled after legislation passed in New York State in 2005, the website would allow visitors to search by drug name, dosage, and zip code to find the lowest prices for their needed drugs within the shortest proximity to their home. Printed copies of the registry will be available by calling a toll-free hotline. The legislation also requires that pharmacies post signs indicating that drug registry lists are available.  This simple program will save consumers, particularly those without any health insurance, hundreds of dollars a year.

The need for this type of resource cannot be overstated.  New Jersey pays the highest out-of-pocket costs for prescription drugs in the country.  And for those without health insurance, finding affordable prescription drugs has become even more difficult.  There is a wide variation in prescription costs among retail pharmacies.  Recently, the New Jersey Health Care Quality Institute found price variations for popular drugs by as much as 20 percent. The Institute found, for example that while one chain pharmacy sold the cholesterol drug Lipitor for $99.59, the same product could be found for $79.37 at a large retail store.  
This difference in price makes a huge difference when you consider that drug prices are outpacing inflation by leaps and bounds each year. In 2005 – considered to be a year of “slow” growth for prescription drug inflation – drug prices grew 6.1%, twice the rate of inflation. The bottle of Lipitor which sold in 2005 for $99.59 sold for $93.60 only a year earlier. In 2000, it sold for $67.77. 
For the uninsured, this rate of price inflation makes a difficult situation even worse. Nearly 1.3 million New Jerseyans do not have health insurance. Over a third of them make less than 200% of the Federal Poverty Level, which is less than $40,000 a year for a family of four. Of those who do have employee sponsored health insurance, 10% do not have prescription coverage. The Prescription Drug Pricing Registry will offer relief to those without coverage by helping them find the most affordable drugs closest to home. The Registry will provide accurate pricing information, updated at least weekly to minimize any unwelcome surprises with drug costs at the pharmacy counter. According to an analysis composed by New York State Attorney General Elliot Spitzer, New York consumers are currently saving an average $17 per prescription by using the drug registry web site being administered by the Attorney General’s office. 
This type of savings makes a substantial difference in the annual savings an uninsured New Jerseyan would see. According to data composed by the Rutgers Center for State Health Policy, 20% of those without any health insurance had a need for at least one prescription drug in one 30-day period. If these roughly 260,000 people saw the same $17 average savings as New York residents, they would collectively save nearly $4.5 million. This conservative estimate is based upon only one prescription drug and does not include the savings of those who had a need for multiple drugs, including the roughly 65,000 uninsured who had a need for 4 or more prescriptions in this period. Nor does it include the savings that the 10% of those with employee sponsored health insurance but without prescription coverage would see.  In a time of escalating health care and prescription drug costs, this level of savings is well worth the cost to the state.  
New Jersey’s website will be even more helpful as it will also contain web links to various assistance programs, such as NJ FamilyCare, that the uninsured will find helpful in meeting their health care needs. 
The Prescription Drug Pricing Registry makes sense for New Jersey and Citizen Action appreciates the leadership shown by Senator Buono on this issue. The registry will help New Jersey, especially the uninsured, cope with the health care crisis facing the nation. The next step is for the state to adopt bulk purchasing and prescription drug plan programs, where the state can save billions by buying drugs in bulk and consumers can enroll in a program to see substantial savings in consumer drug costs. Until then, S.1396 is a step in the right direction to provide relief to New Jersey consumers. 
I will be happy to answer any questions you may have. 






