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Greece’s Pharma-Health sector is moving forward toward the expan-
sion of the practice of prescribing generics. The Vice President of the 

Panhellenic Association of Greek Pharmaceutical Industries (PEF)  
interviewed by “Pharmaceutical World” magazine, argues that the 

level of pharmaceutical expenditure, taking into account today’s cir-
cumstances in Greece, should definitely not fall below 2,5 billion 

euros. He clearly states that horizontal cutback measures regarding 
drug prices are clearly condemned to absolute failure if these  

measures are not accompanied by the analogous adjustments and the 
rationalization of drug prescribing.

Moreover, he reveals that in the European Union there is a dubious 
activity whereby certain companies are producing a multitude 

of studies regarding generics, which are of questionable quality.
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research department, as well as its strategic 
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both locally and internationally.
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ELPEN Group of Companies

ELPEN is one of the oldest, absolutely Greek phar-
maceutical companies in Greece. Ever since its 
founding, ELPEN has won over the trust and loy-
alty both from professionals in the Pharma sector 
as well as from the actual citizens of the country. 
Where do you attribute this?
It is a basic fact that from ELPEN’s point of inception 
from the founder Mr. Dimitrios Pentafragas, his main 
focus was to apply a deeply anthropocentric method 
of running his company. The factors which distinguish 
ELPEN and which we, the new generation, plan to con-
tinue and develop even further, is the company’s in-
tense dedication to the quality of our manufacturing 
procedures, and our absolute focus on producing prod-
ucts equal in quality on an international level…
Furthermore, we invest in the proper and effective 
infrastructure of our company, thus enabling it to 
function based on the current European standards 
and criteria, while at the same time maintaining our 
Chairman’s quest to create a company based on direct 
communication, the pleasant and effective collabora-
tion between staff members, as well as a favorable and 
enjoyable working environment for all the employees 
working at the ELPEN Group of Companies.

In this ultra-competitive environment whereby 
sources of funds for the healthcare sector are con-
tinuously diminishing, your company continues to 
invest in research?
It is absolutely clear that for ELPEN its value is exceed-
ingly important. Ever since the mid-90’s, our company 
has invested large sums for research, and has done so 
during difficult years for ELPEN, where funding was 
virtually non-existent and cashflow very inhibited. In-
vestments in research continued analogously to the 
company’s turnover per annum with the pinnacle be-
ing reached this past decade whereby our Chairman 
Mr. D. Pentafragas, through extensive research and 
huge investiture, patented his original asthma device, 
the ELPENHALER®! This unique device created for the 
administration of medicaments for use in Asthma and 
COPD, is distinguished among other inhaler devices, 
and herein lies the innovation, as it offers the rare pos-
sibility for the user to actually check the air flow and 
distribution of the medicament. This was a huge chal-
lenge for the inventor, Mr. D. Pentafragas, who man-
aged to overcome great obstacles and to successfully 
achieve success and obtain many marketing authoriza-
tions, where other multinationals have failed.

Has ELPENHALER® won over European buyers?
As of this year our product has been granted market-
ing authorization in many western European countries.
Nevertheless, by virtue of the device’s design and the 
indications, it cannot be offered in national tenders, in 
any country worldwide. Therefore, it is promoted by 
means of direct medical information and training. This 
poses a huge challenge as a large number of medical 
representatives is required, which we face either on our 
own or via collaborations with foreign companies, in 
Germany, Sweden, Hungary, etc.

What are the collaborations that were made with 
other companies?
The possibility of collaboration with ELPEN is threefold.
One possibility can be a collaboration in terms of third-
party manufacturing, either from a Greek or foreign 
company, at our manufacturing plant in Greece.
A second possibility relates to the promotion and medi-
cal information for products whose marketing authori-
zation is owned by other companies. This type of col-
laboration primarily involves original products for which 
we share marketing rights (co-marketing), or products 
for which we are granted exclusive marketing authori-
zation solely for the territory of Greece.
The third collaboration relates to the many long-stand-
ing collaborations we enjoy for the promotion of our 
own products in foreign markets. We enjoy mutually 
beneficial collaborations with multinationals such as 
Novartis, Bayer, Pfizer, Lundbeck, Hospira, Italfarmaco.

Are studies carried out for the pharmaceutical 
products which you manufacture?
We have created a fully-equipped department for prod-
uct development studies and the writing of their dos-
siers. Bioequivalence studies are carried out for reasons 
of transparency and infrastructure, in hospitals abroad 
with strict adherence, from our side, to the study’s pro-
tocol.
We give a great significance to the assurance of proper 
developmental procedures of all our generic pharma-
ceuticals, in what regards the proper selection of the 
raw material (active ingredient) used in the manufac-
turing process, and most importantly, in choosing the 
analogous analytical methods which will ultimately 
prove that our final product is indeed bioequivalent 
with respect to the reference product. As you can un-
derstand this is an extremely complex endeavour.
It is for this reason that I am always extremely cautious 



with companies which produce final product dossiers, 
companies which seem to have sprouted-up like mush-
rooms all over Europe. For us insiders who have a deep 
knowledge of how complex and costly it is to actu-
ally develop a final product dossier, which in our case 
demands a team of 15 higly-specialized scientists, we 
manage to produce and with great difficulties, a mere 
5-6 product dossiers per year. So, how is it ever possible 
for CRO companies from Portugal or Holland to pro-
duce 20-30 dossiers? I have valid doubts as to whether 
the European or Greek regulatory mechanisms can ex-
ercise any control over such dubious work.

What is your position on current prescribing 
methods?
Much has been said about the ethical code which must 
be adhered to by all pharmaceutical companies.
I can securely state that as far as ELPEN is concerned, we 
are proud of the fact that for many decades we main-
tain one of the most orthodox marketing departments 
in Greece, focusing on strategic medical representation 
and information/training of the medical community in 
the country. Our information tactics are primarily based 
on communication based on trust and respect, as op-
posed to relying on material incentives. We have opted 
for a longterm relationship with the medical commu-
nity rather than using traditional, short-term marketing 
methods with doctors. Our moral compass is profound-
ly based on the superior quality of our products.
Moreover, we have given great significance to provid-
ing accurate, detailed medical information regarding 
studies, indications, etc.

What are your actions in the sector of social  
responsibility?
Up until the time period before the financial crisis, our 
company was hesitant to display our concerns about 

social issues because we had our own private reasons 
for wanting to participate in social crises.
During the last few years, many factors have changed 
dramatically in terms of the huge socio-economic cri-
sis which has befallen our country, resulting in massive 
problems in our society on so many different levels. 
The problems are not only financial in nature, and so, 
things need to be exposed and said as they really are.
We are extremely proud of the fact that we have de-
cided to preserve the 805 job positions in our Group 
of companies, and it is noteworthy to say that we are 
in fact among the top employers in the country today! 
We are proud that we are able to face and overcome 
the massive taxation of our companies in Greece, and 
of the fact that we have chosen to maintain our manu-
facturing plant in Greece, keeping in mind that there 
are a myriad of available cheaper solutions if we were 
to move to adjacent countries to Greece. This fact 
alone, in and of itself, encompasses our huge commit-
ment and endowment to the sector of social responsi-
bility in Greece.
It is a matter of huge social responsibility that the Greek 
pharmaceutical companies: ELPEN, Vianex, Pharmath-
en, Demo, Uni-Pharma, Galenica, etc, have all chosen 
to maintain their manufacturing plants in Greece un-
der huge economic strain, when there are extremely 
tempting promises of a 50% decrease in manufactur-
ing costs.
It is an undisputed fact that every responsible business 
must be aware of the fact that we are all part of a com-
munity and the better this community’s prospects the 
more favorable it will be to our businesses. The more 
one gives back to the community the higher the prob-
ability of reciprocity.
At ELPEN there is an organized department focusing on 
matters of social crises within the weaker social groups 
of our country, on crises suffered by isolated regions of 

It is a matter of huge social responsibility 
that the Greek pharmaceutical companies 

have all chosen to maintain their 
manufacturing plants in Greece under 
huge economic strain, when there are 

extremely tempting promises of a 50% 
decrease in manufacturing costs.



our country like in small faraway islands, and on the 
prosperity of our traditions, our culture, and spirit of 
athleticism… all of which synthesize our Greek society.

The Politics of Pharmaceuticals

Let us proceed with more general questions re-
garding the politics of the pharmaceutical sector. 
Do you believe the measures applied in order to 
rationalize expenditure are serving a practical 
means to an end?
As seen in recent years, healthcare costs indeed sky-
rocketed out of control. The inflation observed within 
all sectors of the healthcare system: doctors, pharma-
cists, pharma wholesalers, the pharmaceutical industry, 
aswell as the severe lack of government regulation, cre-
ated a system of resulting demand in the pharmaceuti-
cal market, which in turn contributed to an increase in 
healthcare expenditure. This fact was indeed foreseen 
and pointed out a decade ago, by the Panhellenic As-
sociation of Pharmaceutical Companies (PEF). We pre-
dicted the imminent dangers and saw that we were 
all headed towards the proverbial ‘brick wall’: the sus-
pension of all payments. This abrupt cease of payment 
was primarily due to the voluminous hospital debts and 
increasing debts of social security funds towards phar-
maceutical companies. It was quite unfortunate that 
payments were done by means of Greek government 
bonds which unfortunately were included in the PSI co-
nundrum brought upon by the current economic crisis, 
thus losing all their value.
Therefore, the sure thing is that a drastic intervention 
needed to take place. In reality there was never an or-
ganized political plan covering the pharmaceutical sec-
tor, no planning nor application.
Under the huge burden and pressure exerted upon us 
by the Troika, theoretically, we painstakingly used up all 
the possibilities and approaches toward the planning 
of a sound political framework for the pharmaceuti-
cal industry. Unfortunately, thus far not much has been 
achieved nor materialized.

Was it in fact necessary for these specific meas-
ures to be applied?
Many of the measures taken were in fact necessary. 
Obviously, an intervention needed to be made regard-
ing drug prices, and equally important, it was necessary 
for the positive list to be reintroduced. Today’s drug 
list is headed in the right direction with products being 
organized into similar drug categories, nevertheless, 
its application must be associated with the analogous 
therapeutic protocols and the close vigilance of Doc-

tor’s drug prescribing methods, otherwise it will never 
be effective.
Nobody is claiming that pharma policies introduced in 
other countries should not be applied to Greece. It is 
obvious that one must take into consideration and be 
aware that when these measures were taken, important 
parameters were also taken into account. One must 
firstly apply therapeutic protocols, a pharmacoeconom-
ic evaluation of new therapies, the drug list, the budget 
allocated for doctors, information and training of pa-
tients, and after all these considerations one can apply 
the mechanism of action of the active ingredient, which 
of course cannot be effective on its own.

It has been stated that pharmaceutical expendi-
ture must be set at 1% of the country’s GNP. Is it 
your belief that this is adequate?
GNP as an index is an erroneous consideration. Surely 
there must be a set ceiling which of course will be de-
pendent on the course of the country’s GNP. If it is in con-
tinuous freefall then the country must ensure that certain 
social services must be provided to its citizens. I believe 
that the per capita expenditure would be a more feasible 
index, meaning the amount of money the healthcare sys-
tem must and is able to spend for every insured person.
In what regards Greece’s population, based on data 
and the variety of pharmaceuticals in the market, I be-
lieve that approximately 2,5 billion euros in pharma-
ceutical spending (excluding hospital expenditure) is 
in fact realistic and remains within the boundaries of 
what a country and a society like Greece’s can feasibly 
finance.
All of this granted that the participation percentage for 
the insured is not increased. If we were to go to a mod-
el whereby the insured’s participation is greater, then 
healthcare expenditure may even decrease to 2 billion 
euros. Nevertheless, in the case of an increase in private 
participation it is a prerequisite that we absolutely en-
sure the viability of the portion of the population that 
is extremely economically weak. Also, planning must be 
made which will allow for greater incentives for the use 
of cheaper medicaments.

What do you believe is the Greek Pharmaceutical 
Industry’s gravest problem?
The problems are multifaceted. One basic problem is 
the lack of a stable government framework. We are 
faced with non-stop regulatory or other interventions 
which in turn alter the given facts, continuously and 
abruptly. All these changes do not necessarily imply 
that anything productive or desirable has resulted.
Moreover, in our sector up until today, instead of there 
being a modernization of the system, instead of the 



therapeutic protocols working smoothly and efficiently, 
likewise for the drug list and the correct supervision 
of drug prescribing methods, we have unfortunately 
focused solely on the decrease of prices of the older 
drugs, products which are primarily manufactured by 
Greek pharmaceutical companies. When on average 
drug prices have decreased by 20-25%, the pharma-
ceuticals manufactured by the Greek Pharma Industry, 
the off-patent and generics have decreased by 60%.
Nevertheless, regardless of this one-sided focus on 
drug prices, we have yet to substantially gain, in terms 
of sales by volume.
The pharmacist, aswell as the physician and patient, 
have only recently begun to comprehend the funda-
mental importance of using generics in order to ensure 
the viability of our healthcare funds.

Which do you believe is the strategic direction 
which should be followed by the Greek Pharma-
ceutical Industry?
We support a model which includes a system of drug 
refunds based on the therapeutic categories with a 
set reference price, offering incentives to companies, 
whose pharmaceutical products are priced below the 
reference price, thus ensuring a small price, the refer-
ence price, for older drugs. Moreover, this model allows 
for a rebate volume system, in which for any company 
that produces a larger than predicted expenditure, it 
will be obliged to pay an extra, gradual rebate. A sys-
tem like this would allow for a way in which to address 
the healthcare expenditure, while maintaining the lim-
its within the confines set by the Troika, granted that 
all other measures are put into effect.

There is another section of companies which support 
the model of deregulation of drug prices. This model 
serves the purposes of multinationals and companies 
marketing original, patented, expensive pharmaceuti-
cal products, most especially medicaments intended for 
hospital use. In this model, the older drugs will be sold 
cheaply so as to ensure that the new drugs respectively, 
obtain a very high price. We will therefore end up hav-
ing two categories of drugs: the very cheap ones, and 
the very expensive ones.
If the former model is applied, the Greek Pharmaceuti-
cal Industry can in fact obtain a large portion of the 
generics market. This would allow companies to invest 
in foreign markets whereby more assets would be ob-
tained, thus creating a healthy, dynamic business mod-
el of development for the Greek economy by providing 
employment opportunities, research, and reciprocity.
If the latter model is applied, it is clear that we the 
Greek pharmaceutical industry will be mobile only in 
foreign markets, unfortunately becoming “agents” for 
multinational interests, within our own country!
The decision therefore is clearly a political one. It in-
volves the future of pharmaceutical healthcare in 
Greece.
I must stress the fact that it would undoubtedly be a na-
tional fiscal crime for the Greek government to allocate 
2 billion euros for pharmaceutical costs, when ultimate-
ly this amount would simply end up being exported.
An overall united political stance must be planned 
and executed so as to ensure that at least 30% of the 
low-priced drug market remains in Greek hands, thus 
achieving the objective of benefitting the national 
economy and our already very burdened society.


