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                The issue isn't Sovaldi's headline price in itselfâ€”plenty of treatments nowadays cost more than $84,000 per 12-week cycleâ€”but the size of the market it's intended to treat. Sovaldi is priced like an orphan drug aimed at a few thousand patients, but hepatitis C infections affect over three million people in the US. The budgetary impact of treating just two-thirds of these could reach $200â€“300 billionâ€”and will be borne particularly heavily by the state insurance program Medicaid, given the socioeconomic profile of many patients. If all US hepatitis C patients received Sovaldi at list price, â€œit would cost the system $227 billion, compared with the estimated $260 billion spent each year on all drugs,â€� according to Mario Molina, CEO of Long Beach, Californiaâ€“based Molina Healthcare, which provides insurance plans to Medicare and Medicaid patients.
Sovaldi is undoubtedly a great drug: more effective, better tolerated and with a shorter treatment duration than most existing products. It cured 90% or more of patients taking it in some clinical trials (Nat. Biotechnol. 32, 3â€“5, 2014). It is also the first drug that doesn't require concurrent use of interferon, an immune systemâ€“boosting injected drug that can have significant side effects. Indeed, Sovaldi's value â€œis underestimated in terms of the overall advantage to the healthcare system,â€� argued Gilead COO and president John Milligan on the group's first-quarter earnings call April 22. Hepatitis C is a chronic inflammatory condition that can indeed lead to other costly complications beyond the liver. But thus far, Gilead hasn't bent over to promote the drug's pharmaco-economic profile, mostly because it hasn't had to.
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