

















audience. “OxyContin tablets broadened the range of patients that could be successfully treated

for moderate to severe pain — whatever its genesis.”

Dr Richard reeled off a list of conditions that could be treated with OxyContin, including
arthritis, back pain, shingles, poor blood circulation and pain after surgery. Internal documents
show the company altered its strategy to make sure that opioids were more widely used. In 1996,
most of Purdue’s marketing efforts were targeted at 27,000 oncology nurses working in
hospitals, hospices and patients’ homes. But by 2002, sales reps were targeting 160,000 doctors
from almost every branch of medicine, including general practitioners, osteopaths, neurologists
and gynaecologists.

“We have a lot of work ahead of us . .. OxyContin tablets have by no means run their course,” Dr
Richard told his audience, before concluding his speech by urging the company’s sales reps to
“continually rededicate” themselves to increasing sales of the drug. His call did not fall on deaf

ears: by 2010, annual revenues from the medicine had soared to $3bn per year.

As OxyContin flooded America — with more than 51m prescriptions written between 2006 and
2015 — legitimate patients became addicted to the painkiller. Meanwhile, recreational drug
users discovered they could get an intense high by crushing the drug and snorting it or boiling it
into a liquid and injecting it, allowing them to get all 12 hours’ worth of the medicine in a single
hit.
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Purdue has always claimed it was not aware of abuse of OxyContin until 2000, but the company
received reports its opioids were being abused as early as 1996, shortly after the medicine was
launched, according to a Department of Justice report. Indeed, the company was not only aware
of the risk of addiction, it also tried to downplay the dangers to protect sales.

In 1999, for instance, Purdue used its internal magazine to heap praise on a sales representative

in Hawaii who had convinced a sceptical pharmacist to start dispensing OxyContin. Initially, the



pharmacist had “refused to fill most [opioid] prescriptions” for chronic pain complaints like bad
backs and arthritis, because he was “concerned that drug addiction on the island was getting out
of hand”. Eventually, the sales rep managed to persuade the chemist to change his mind. “[She]
was able to successfully uncover the addiction/diversion barrier as a major issue with this
pharmacist,” reported the magazine, a copy of which has been seen by the FT.

Purdue has been punished once before for the way it has marketed OxyContin. In 2007, the
company pleaded guilty to criminal charges that it misled doctors and patients about the risk of
addiction, and paid a $600m fine. Its top three executives, who pleaded guilty to misbranding,
avoided jail time but were effectively forced to retire from corporate life.

The deal between US prosecutors and Purdue, which is widely seen as overly lenient towards the
company, was brokered by Rudy Giuliani, now a top aide to Donald Trump and a former New
York mayor, who was hired as an adviser to the pharma group in 2002. “I am very impressed
with all the people I've met at Purdue, and with the company’s commitment to support pain
management while fighting prescription drug abuse,” said Giuliani in an internal memo
circulated after his appointment, which has been seen by the FT. “Few organisations would have
stepped up to the plate so readily to address a public health problem that was not of their
making.”

Dr Richard avoided personal repercussions when the company pleaded guilty in 2007. He had
resigned as president of Purdue in 2003, when the federal investigation of the company was still
in progress, and all the other Sacklers have also stepped back from executive officer roles.
However, Dr Richard and other members of the family still wield considerable power through
their role as non-executive directors. Whether they will pay personally this time round depends
on the degree to which officials and their lawyers can prove they continued to pull the strings
after they ostensibly stepped back from day-to-day management of the company.







are the closest o being at the Sacklers’ legal strategy. He is also a partner at

grou nd zero Norton Rose Fulbright, the law firm. “Stuart sees his
job as protecting the family,” says the executive.

Mark Chalos Another person who has attended board meetings

says it sometimes appears as though Baker is the

one in charge.

Baker is even listed as the owner of the family’s sprawling, 10-acre waterfront estate in
Greenwich, Connecticut, where Beverly Sackler, the family matriarch, still lives. Her neighbours
in the exclusive gated community include her son Jonathan and his partner.

Regardless of whether the Sacklers end up being held legally responsible for their role in the
opioid crisis, they will surely not escape judgment in the court of public opinion. One person
who has advised the family predicts they will hand over some of their fortune to settle the
litigation if it means they can avoid being deposed or forced to testify. “The only thing they care
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more about than their money is their privacy,” the person says.

Another person who worked closely with Dr Richard

says: “He’s a fan of the product. There is no remorse

‘, ’
You know what? You don’t or anything — the opioid crisis is barely

- . ,

like the scrutiny? Well don’t acknowledged inside Purdue.” The Sacklers disagree
go putting your name on a with this sentiment vehemently, according to people
wing of the Louvre close to the family. There is a difference, they say,

between acknowledging the ravages of the opioid

crisis and admitting that the family or their
company is primarily to blame. Purdue says it has taken significant steps to counter the
epidemic, pointing to its efforts to reformulate OxyContin to make it less prone to abuse, its
funding of police programmes to counter addiction, and its recent $3.42m grant to boost

availability of naloxone, an antidote given to people who have just overdosed.

Yet many others who work or have worked with the Sacklers say it would be wrong to interpret
any such actions as an admission of moral or legal culpability. “They really don’t believe they've
done anything wrong,” says one, noting the family’s steadfast refusal to apologise. “They still
think this is a witch hunt.”

David Crow is the FT’s senior US business correspondent
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