Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) offers promise for eliminating surgical errors and to combat drug counterfeiting  

Radio-Frequency Identification (RFID) is a new area of technology that offers assistance in

eliminating surgical and medical errors.  RFID tags, which can be read by a transmitter,

can identify the correct surgery site, detail patient allergies, and provide information about prior treatment.
Today, RFID products are usually tags attached to items such as pallets of products entering a warehouse. The tags bring new efficiencies to warehousing, distribution and even retail operations. The chips are also being designed and promoted for a range of other uses, including monitoring merchandise at retails chains, tracking nuclear-plant employees, serving as electronic dog tags for soldiers and verifying the identity of a credit-card user. There are accelerating efforts to use radio-frequency chips for a broad range of purposes, from identifying household pets and navigating toll booths to limiting access to sensitive material and tracking products in various industries.
Two RFID systems approved.  The U.S. Food and Drug Administration has approved the marketing of radio frequency identification chips from two manufacturers for use in surgery patients.

In late November, the FDA also approved the SurgiChip tag made by SurgiChip™ Inc. of Palm Beach Gardens, Fla., designed to cut down on surgery errors such as having the wrong knee or hip operated on. (See FDA clears new surgical marker)
The device marks an anatomical site for surgery. One such system employs a tag, which is labeled with an integrated passive transponder; an encoder; a device that can read the chip known as an RFID reader; and a printer. The patient's name and surgical site are printed on the SurgiChip™ tag. The inside of the tag is encoded with the surgery date, the type of procedure and the surgeon’s name. The tag is scanned with a desktop RFID reader for confirmation by the patient and is then placed in the patient's hospital file. On the day of surgery, the tag is removed from the file and scanned again, and the patient verifies the encoded information. The tag, which has an adhesive backing, is then placed on the patient's body near the surgical site. In the operating room, the tag is again scanned and the encoded information is verified with the patient's chart. The tag is removed just before surgery and returned to the patient's hospital file.

Another FDA-approved system –the VeriChip™- made by a Delray Beach, Fla., company called Applied Digital Solutions Inc., is based on a subcutaneous RFID chip encoded with a 16-digit number read by a nearby scanner. The code unlocks the patient's entry in a secure database that would contain medical information, including allergies and notes from prior treatment.

The chips' makers think they offer a number of benefits. In addition to providing an additional safeguard against medical errors, emergency-room doctors could scan a device and quickly determine vital information about an unconscious patient. 

FDA announces drug counterfeiting RFID initiatives. In its February 2004 report "Combating Counterfeit Drugs," the FDA said RFID was an important technology in ensuring the long-term safety and integrity of the U.S. drug supply.  (See Combating Counterfeit Drugs)
The FDA and several pharmaceutical manufacturers have announced initiatives designed to combat counterfeiting and protect the public with the use of RFID tags as a tracking system for the drug industry to help combat counterfeit and diverted prescription drugs in the U.S.  The industry would embed the small radio tags in labels that can be applied to pallets, cases, wholesale-sized bottles and eventually consumer packages. (See Radiofrequency Identification Feasibility Studies)
Scanners can then track products as they move from manufacturer to retail outlet, creating an electronic pedigree that details a drug's trail through the supply chain. Unlike bar codes, RFID tags do not require tracking of  individual manual scans. Instead, they are read automatically by 

a scanning device in, for example, the doorway of a warehouse.

The FDA announced that it has relaxed a range of labeling and manufacturing practice regulations that were hampering RFID trials (see RFID Journal: FDA Clears Way for RFID Tagging). The FDA says that counterfeiting of drugs is a growing problem that must be addressed. It hasn't issued a mandate, but believes that RFID is one of several tools that can help by enabling companies to create an electronic pedigree, which can authenticate and track medicines from the manufacturing plant to the retail pharmacy. 

Coinciding with the FDA’s announcement, Pfizer announced plans for an RFID project to ship cases and retail packages of Viagra with passive RFID technology by the end of 2005. Viagra is one of the most counterfeited medicines in the United States. GlaxoSmithKline said it will begin using RFID tags in the next 12 to 18 months on at least one product deemed susceptible to counterfeiting. 

Purdue Pharma announced that it is already moving to item-level tagging. It recently began putting RFID labels on 100-tablet bottles of its OxyContin prescription pain killer tablets (See RFID Journal: Purdue Pharma Tags OxyContin).   The aim is to comply with Wal-Mart's requirement that all bottles of Schedule 2 narcotics shipped to its Bentonville pharmacy warehouse be tagged and to establish a leadership position in moving the industry toward RFID tracking. 


Pharmaceutical companies might not realize a short-term return on investment from tagging drugs. But if one life is saved because a dispensing error was avoided or dangerous counterfeit drugs were intercepted, then clearly it would be worth employing the technology. The FDA and these companies are doing the right thing in working together to secure the supply of drugs. Consumers are the ones that will ultimately benefit from the leadership position they are taking today. 
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