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The COVID 19 crisis has magnified the perilous limitations in our nation’s health care system and
highlighted the need for long-overdue reforms that would finally ensure that everyone in the United
States has equitable access to affordable health coverage, including prescription medicines they need to
stay healthy and take care of their families.
While there is strong bi-partisan support for reforms that would limit drug corporations’ monopoly
control over prices and finally make prescription medicines affordable for everyone, Big Pharma’s
lobbying and political contributions often counteract public demand by buying the influence they need
in Congress to protect their monopoly power to price-gouge, curtail regulation and score big tax breaks
that boost their bottom line.
Through lobbying and political giving, drug corporations leverage influence on lawmakers to support
their policy agenda and protect the status quo, even at the expense of patients’ health. This report
examines the impact of the pharmaceutical industry’s lobby and political giving on Senator Susan Collins’
votes in Congress. In the end, it is ultimately lawmakers’ votes that provide the best indication of
whether they are prioritizing lower drug prices for constituents or the objectives of industry donors.
Big Pharma Lobbying Buys Out-Sized Influence
Drug corporations invest heavily in lobbying lawmakers, which helps maintain the industry’s power to
charge excessive prices by influencing policy outcomes in Congress. Aggressive lobbying is a key reason
why even tremendously popular reforms like enabling Medicare to negotiate prescription drug prices
have failed to become law.
In addition to direct lobbying by individual corporations, drug corporations pool resources to advance
their shared goals through industry associations like the Pharmaceutical Research & Manufacturers Of
America (PhRMA) and the Biotechnology Innovation Organization (BIO) which further advance their
lobbying efforts.
Drug corporations and the health products industry1 has exceeded all other industries in lobby
expenditures over the last two decades. Between Jan. 1998 to March 31, 2020 the pharmaceutical and
health products industry has far outpaced all other industries in lobbying spending, racking up over

1

Including medical devices, nutritional supplements, etc.

$4.45 billion in expenditures.2 Since 1999, the industry has averaged $233 million each year, just on
lobbying.3
As expected, lobbying expenditures correlate closely to policy debates in Congress. As policies emerge
that could potentially increase regulation, impact profits or otherwise force welcome or unwelcome
change, spending tends to escalate. For instance, spending spiked in 2009, around the drafting of the
Affordable Care Act (ACA)4 when the prescription drug industry invested in passage of the law. Drug
corporations also mounted a massive effort in 2003 to pass Medicare Part D and influence its
implementation through 2006. Total lobbying spending rose every year as Pharma increased its
spending 45% overall.5
In 2016, PhRMA increased its membership dues for association member companies by 50%, amassing an
additional $100 million in anticipation of battle in Congress the following year about reforms like
Medicare negotiations and drug importation, both policies PhRMA vehemently opposed and which both
Presidential candidates at the time (Clinton and Trump) were promoting.6
The additional funds helped PhRMA surpass its ACA lobby record in 2018, spending $27.5 million7 in
response to growing bi-partisan consideration of drug reforms. In 2019, PhRMA topped itself again,
spending a record-high $29 million on lobbying in response to Trump Administration’s declarations
about lowering drug costs and legislative action in the House to pass the Lower Drug Costs Act, a robust
Medicare negotiations bill.8 In fact, the pharmaceutical industry spent more on lobbying expenditures
than any other industry in 2019, shelling out $295.2 million. This is more than twice as much as the oil
and gas industry and more than 4 times as much as the entire automotive industry.9
●
●

In 2019 PhRMA spent $29.3 million and employed 173 lobbyists, 70% of whom were former
Federal employees.10 BIO spent $12.2 million.11
Between the first quarter of 2018 and the first quarter of 2019, the number of lobbyists working
on the issue increased sevenfold, hired mainly by organizations that have a record of opposing
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health care expansions through single payer or Medicare for All policies including PhRMA, which
hired the most.12
Both PhRMA and BIO increased spending as drug pricing reform increased in prominence in
Congress, both among Democrats and Republicans. BIO increased its spending 24% over 2018;
PhRMA raised their expenditures by 5%.

Individual drug corporations and their trade associations also spent big in 2020. In the first three
months of 2020, PhRMA and Pfizer, Inc. spent the most. So far in 2020, Pfizer ($13.1 million), Amgen
($11.3 million) and Roche ($10.89 million) have all spent heavily on lobbying.
The drug and health products industry currently employs 1,384 lobbyists; more than 63% of them are
former federal government employees including former Congressional staffers, industry regulators and
sometimes former members of Congress.13 Government employees turned lobbyists bring insider
knowledge, relationships and access to the table on Pharma’s behalf. That number includes both
pharmaceutical and health products industry lobbyists, but even if only drug lobbyists are counted,
there are still 1.5 lobbyists per member of Congress.14 Drug and health products lobbyists outnumber
lobbyists in any other industry.
Senator Collins Has Close Ties to Eli Lilly Lobbyist
Senator Collins is a founder of the Senate’s Diabetes Caucus, but despite claiming independence from
Pharma, she has installed a former PhRMA lobbyist in a top advisory position on her re-election
campaign. Josh Tardy is Collins’ re-election committee co-chair and currently a registered lobbyist for Eli
Lilly15, the largest domestic producer of insulin. Eli Lilly faces a class-action lawsuit16 for price-gouging on
insulin after raising the price of the medicine over 150%.17
Nationally, over 1 in 4 diabetes18 patients rations insulin in because of high prices. Diabetes is a major
chronic health issue in Maine, impacting over 11% of the adult population. Every year, 9,000 new cases
of diabetes are diagnosed in Maine according to the American Diabetes Association.19
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Even as more and more Mainers struggle with affordability, Eli Lilly paid nothing in federal taxes in 2018
and 201920, after passage of President Trump’s Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TJCA) which dramatically lowered
taxes for the wealthy and corporations. Senator Collins voted for the TJCA. She also voted to confirm
Alex Azar, former CEO of Eli Lilly, to become Secretary of Health and Human Services (HHS) in 2018.
Azar, who helmed Eli Lilly between 2012 and 2017, was hand-picked by President Trump to lead the
government agency in charge of regulating drug prices. During his tenure at Eli Lilly, the company raised
the price of Humalog, its popular insulin product, by over 300%.21
Under Azar’s leadership, the price of nearly all drugs sold by Eli Lilly increased by double digits. During a
confirmation hearing for his HHS appointment, Azar refused to answer a question about whether Eli Lilly
had ever lowered a price for medicine, defending Eli Lilly’s price-gouging by claiming innovation costs
even though most skyrocketing prices were not, in fact, for new treatments.22
Leveraging Political Contributions To Bolster Support for Pharma’s Agenda
In addition to lobbying elected lawmakers, drug corporations are also heavily involved in helping
lawmakers get elected. The pharmaceutical industry is among the largest contributors to political
campaigns in the United States. Between 1999 and 2018, the industry gave an average of $23 million
every year to politicians, national committees and outside groups seeking to influence elections. The
industry spent a further $48.7 million yearly on state candidates and committees. In total the companies
spent over $4.3 billion to influence elections.23
Typically, the pharmaceutical industry ranks in the top 25 largest contributors per election cycle,
spending around $46.4 million. Like lobby expenditures, political contributions tend to fluctuate based
on the industry’s policy priorities, particularly around issues that would impact drug prices. Drug
corporations tend to be pragmatic, spreading donations based on which political party is likely to be in
power in order to buy maximum influence in any political contexts.
The 2012 cycle saw a huge increase as the industry contributed more than it ever had before. This was
due to Republican led efforts to repeal the ACA after the GOP won majority control of the U.S. House of
Representatives in 2010. The flow of contributions reversed itself with nearly 60% of money flowing to
the party in power, i.e. Republicans, and then escalated in the 2012 Presidential elections. In the 2016
election cycle, buoyed by President Trump’s threats against the ACA, the industry topped itself,
contributing over $64 million, the majority to Republicans,24 in anticipation of a Trump victory and GOP
majorities in both chambers.
Most individual drug corporations maintain a Political Action Committee (PAC) to directly contribute to
political candidates and causes. Over the last 3 election cycles, Pfizer is the biggest spender averaging
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between $2.5-$3.5 million per cycle. In the same period, Merck spent about $1.5 million yearly and
Abbott $1.8 million.25 Pfizer alone has cut 548 checks just this cycle.26
Drug corporations also contribute to political decision-makers by funneling money money to third party
groups that often run issue ads attacking or defending particular candidates for their positions. These
3rd party or so called "dark money" groups that run issue advertisements are largely unregulated,
making it difficult to understand precisely how much is spent on specific candidates.
For instance, American Action Network (AAN) and its PAC, the Congressional Leadership Fund, spent
$138 million in 2018 just on Republican House candidates. Given the lack of disclosure requirements
around dark money, this figure is likely low.27 AAN ads attack candidates for taking positions that
PhRMA opposes including universal health care and changing the law to lift the prohibition on
negotiating prices in Medicare, among other things.
Political Contributions: Drug Companies, Individuals Pharma Donors, and PACS 2008-2020

Election
Cycle

Rank
28

Total
Contributions

Individual
Contributions

Contributions
from PACs

Soft/Outside
Money29

%to
Dems

% to
Repubs.

2020

25

$37,241,494

$18,786,119

$13,504,860

$4,950,515

55%

45%

2018

25

$44,329,284

$19,231,955

$20,171,606

$4,925,723

50%

50%

2016

24

$64,611,913

$23,192,824

$21,197,017

$20,222,072

47%

52%

2014

18

$33,657,269

$12,172,662

$18,567,416

$2,917,191

43%

57%

2012

18

$51,980,343

$22,797,935

$17,856,757

$11,325,651

42%

58%

2010

13

$32,839,730

$11,941,132

$17,196,064

$3,702,534

52%

48%

$33,312,989

$17,973,249

$15,324,270

$15,000

52%

48%

$297,973,022

$126,095,876,

$123,818,460

$48,058,686

2008
Total
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In 2020, the pharmaceutical industry has already spent over $9.9 million directly on
Congressional campaigns. The majority, $7.7 million, went to incumbents.30 In 2020, House
members average raising about $27,500 from pharmaceutical companies while Senate
candidates receive an average of $62,000. Lawmakers on key committees or in leadership
positions tend to receive more in donations as candidates and for their personal PACs.31
Senator Collins has received $22,000 directly from the drug industry so far this year. Since her
election to the Senate In 1996, Collins has received over $478,000 from drug industry
corporations, PACS and individuals.32
It is often difficult to get a complete impression of how important pharmaceutical company
money is to a particular candidate. Since May, 2020, Senator Collins has benefitted from huge
advertising buys by One Nation, a dark money group run by close allies of Senate Majority
Leader, Mitch McConnell (R-KY).33 The PAC made over $500,000 in ad buys, a significant
amount in Maine. During the same time, the PAC ran ads against Sara Gideon, Collins’
opponent in the race. McConnell's various affiliated and allied PACs have been recipients of
pharmaceutical money.34
Candidates for office may benefit tremendously from these political contributions, but they
may also benefit personally when they and their families are investors in the companies who
fuel the political spending. Senator Collins’ husband, for instance, owns $50,000 worth of stock
in Johnson & Johnson which profited heavily by supplying raw materials for opioid painkillers.35
Johnson & Johnson may be best known for products like “no more tears” shampoo, baby
powder and Band Aids, but more than half the company’s revenue comes from pharmaceuticals
while only 10% comes from consumer productions like these.36 For well over a decade, J&J
supplied 60 percent of the opiate ingredients that drug companies used for opioids like
oxycodone, hydrocodone, morphine and codeine.37
While Senator Collins has denied taking political contributions from opioid corporations,
records show that she received $2300 from Jonathan Sackler, former vice president of Purdue
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Pharmaceuticals, the notorious manufacturer of OxyContin, a brand of oxycodone.38 In 1999
and 2000, early in the opioid addiction epidemic, OxyContin was linked to the majority of
overdose deaths.39
The Sackler family and Purdue Pharmaceuticals have been involved in numerous lawsuits for
their role in the opioid crisis. Most recently, 25 state Attorneys General including Maine’s sent a
public letter opposing the Trump Administration's effort to negotiate a settlement for Purdue
that would allow the Sacklers to retain profits from sale of OxyContin.40 During COVID-19,
overdose deaths in Maine are on the rise according to a recent report by the state Attorney
General.41
Collins is certainly not the only politician in her state to receive corporate drug money. Since
2008, state-level candidates and committees have taken in more than $1.4 million in
contributions from drug corporations or their PACS according to Maine Ethics Commission data-two-thirds went to Republicans42
Sara Gideon, Collins’ opponent, has also received money from drug corporations through her
leadership PAC. Gideon has pledged to refuse money from pharmaceutical PACs for her Senate
campaign.
The significance of these contributions is difficult to assess without reference to the actions that
follow: namely, actions on policy that would impact the drug corporations’ prices and profits.
Lobby and Political Donations Result in Policies that Benefit Pharma over People
The prescription drug industry is not unique in leveraging lobby spending and political
donations to achieve policy outcomes that benefit their bottom lines, but they are arguably
more effective than others thanks to the sheer volume of expenditure and the close ties that
industry insiders have to political allies across the political spectrum in Washington, DC.
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The ultimate test of efficacy is whether the targets of their largesse support Big Pharma
priorities when it counts: during key policy votes in which drug corporations could face changes
that impact their business model, shareholder and executive profits and tax liability.
Senator Collins’ voting record suggests that despite her claims to fight for lower drug prices
Maine constituents, all too often, her votes in Congress have benefitted the drug corporations
while doing little to rein in price-gouging or make medicines affordable for those who need
them.
Senator Collins’ Health Votes That Impact Drug Affordability and Access 1996-2020
YEAR

LEGISLATIVE

COLLINS’ VOTE

2003

Medicare Prescription Drug, Improvement, and Modernization Act (MMA)-Medicare overhaul passed on December 8, 2003 that created the voluntary Part D
prescription drug benefit in Medicare and includes a “noninterference” clause that
prohibits the government from negotiating or setting drug prices in Medicare Part D.

YEA

2010

Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA)--Health care overhaul that
expanded coverage for 23 million uninsured people, instituted regulatory and delivery
system reforms that improved quality of care. The ACA mandates coverage for
prescriptions as an essential health benefit in plans, covers vaccines and birth control
as part of no-cost preventive care, and provides discounts to seniors on brand name
drugs. ACA closed the Part D donut hole coverage gap for seniors in Part D over a ten
year period.

NAY

2011

Amendment Number 13 to S. 223 (FAA Air Transportation Modernization and Safety
Improvement Act)--An amendment to repeal the Affordable Care Act.

YEA

2017

YEA
Senate Concurrent Resolution 3--Budget resolution bill to fast-track the process of
repealing the Affordable Care Act. The bill provided instructions to four key
Congressional committees to draft legislation to repeal the ACA.

2017

American Health Care Act (Senate Amendment 667)--Bill to repeal key provisions of
the Affordable Care Act including the individual mandate, coverage for 15 million
people and increased premiums.

NAY

2017

Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TJCA)--Tax overhaul bill that lowered tax rates for corporations YEA
from 35% to 21% and discounted taxes for corporations with profits stashed in
offshore tax havens and at the same time repealed a key provision of Affordable Care
Act that led to a Supreme Court case to overturn the healthcare law.

2018

Confirmation of Eli Lilly Executive Alex Azar as Secretary of Health and Human
Services (HHS)

YEA

Senator Collins’ past votes on the Affordable Care Act and taxes are particularly relevant today
as the United States Senate contemplates confirmation of a new Justice to the Supreme Court.

7

The President’s nominee has been critical of the ACA and may very well be the deciding vote in
overturning the law when the latest challenge to the ACA is heard on November 10th.43
On that day, the SCOTUS will consider California v. Texas,44 a lawsuit supported by the Trump
Administration that argues that the elimination of the individual mandate penalty in the Tax
Cuts and Jobs Act automatically invalidates the rest of the ACA. A group of 20 states
represented by 18 Republican attorneys general and 2 Republican governors initiated the
lawsuit in early 2018. Maine, originally a plaintiff, withdrew from the case in early 2019.
A Supreme Court repeal of the ACA could take health coverage away from 198,000 people
Maine45 and eliminate protections for 3,225,000 adults with pre-existing conditions like
diabetes, heart disease, or alcohol or drug addiction, who could be denied coverage without
the law, according to the Kaiser Family Foundation.46 That’s nearly a third of the state’s nonelderly population. At the same time that millions would lose coverage and protections,
repealing the ACA would heap more wealth onto rich households and prescription drug
corporations that already comprise the most profitable industry in the nation.47
Repealing the ACA would give wealthy households making at least $3 million a year a $198,000
annual tax break, according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.48 Households making
$1 million a year would get a $42,000 tax break. Prescription drug corporations would receive
an additional $2.8 billion annually in tax breaks while seniors would face higher drug costs
because of the roll back of ACA provisions that closed the Medicare Part D coverage gap.
The ACA has saved more than 11.8 million Medicare beneficiaries over $26.8 billion on
prescription drugs – an average of $2,272 per beneficiary, between 2010 and 2016, according
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to the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services.49 In Maine, 18,792 seniors each saved an
average of $1,059 in just one year thanks to the ACA (2016 is the most recent year available).50
As COVID continues to batter the economy and the price of prescription drugs continues to rise
faster than any other medical good or service51 the danger of losing the ACA’s provisions that
provide access and increased affordability becomes more acute.
Conclusion
As clamor for action on prescription drug pricing continues to grow, Senator Collins may face
tough choices in the next Congress assuming that she wins re-election in 2020 and continues to
represent Maine in the United States Senate.
Will Senator Collins will reverse her position on Medicare negotiations in Part D, support other
policies that enable easier access to affordable medicines including expansions to the
Affordable Care Act or work to hold Big Pharma accountable for price-gouging on medicines like
Insulin notwithstanding her close relationship with the industry and its lobbyists? Or will
Senator Collins continue to support health and tax policies that benefit big pharma corporations
at the expense of Mainers’ healthcare?
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