Tijuana Trolley Trip

What am I doing?  I have become a drug addict.  When the CVS Caremark medical plan changed to add the actual drug cost to the deductible for the year, I found out that the cost recorded to me was over $1800 for a 90 day supply of what I thought were $300 prescriptions.  Well, that was the cost to me last year.  Something was not quite right here, so I decided to head for Mexico where there is sensibly no prescription system, and drugs are available from any pharmacy, just ask for them and pay for them.  That system seems much more reasonable than the over-controlled, physician enriching system in place in the United States.  There are some restrictions on importing such drugs to the United States: 1.  They must be FDA approved.  2.  They are for personal use only. 

So what is going on in the pharmacy business in Mexico?  I attempt to find out the hard way.

Railroad The trip started in Chatsworth near where I live.  The Amtrak train went express to Union station, where it reversed direction and proceeded to San Diego.  Seats on the ocean side of the train give good views of the many people enjoying the ocean surf on a hot summer Saturday.  In San Diego, most of the places to eat near the station were closed for the weekend.  Across the street is the San Diego Trolley (all trains are painted bright red) Blue Line which goes to the Mexican border at San Ysidro.  The train nickname is the  “Tijuana Trolley”.  Like all the Metro trains on the trip, it was full with many people standing. After I got on, some passengers told me I needed a ticket, so I got off for a stop to get the tickets which were never checked.  A source for confusion is that the bus to downtown Tijuana from the border is also called the “Tijuana Trolley”. 

Spanish  Everywhere I went in both San Ysidro next to the border and in Tijuana,  most people were speaking Spanish.  When I attempted to speak Spanish, back would come perfect English.  This occurred at the motel, at the restaurants, at the border, buses, taxi, and at the pharmacy.  When I protested this treatment, back would come super-fast Spanish with an accent and a smile.  I decided to surrender to the reality that their English was far better than my Spanish.

Border Crossing the border into Tijuana on a Saturday night is a bad idea, many people are doing that.  Sunday afternoon was easier by foot, but the new path goes several blocks, up a hill and then down into the Mexico side past some heavily armed guards and to the pharmacy.  The bus to downtown would have been a better idea.  The pharmacy was the closest business to the border and the line of people to cross back into the USA on a Sunday extended past it for several blocks.  I thought I would never survive the line back.  The pharmacist said just go through the handicapped portal.  He was right, this method went straight to the USA customs people at the border with no line.  I showed the pharmacy bag and my passport and I was right back in the USA at the Trolley, bus, and cab port.  Was I happy to get through that mess.  There was enough time left to catch the trolley to downtown San Diego and then the 3PM train back to Los Angeles.

Financial  So what are drug prices?  CVS Caremark wanted to charge me roughly $5 a pill for two of the drugs (taken every day), and $30 a pill for the third drug (taken once a week).  After the deductible is met, then the price is subsidized down to 20%, so it costs $1 a pill for the first two, and $6 for the third. The Mexico price for the identical drug was $2 for the first two and $4 for the third.  There is a huge savings for the first two if the insurance does not subsidize.  The third has a 50% better price in Mexico even with the subsidy, but then there is the cost of going there, which is estimated at around $300.  However, I had a really good time on the trip and learned a lot.

Los Angeles Metro Rail  The Metro Red Line goes from LA Union Station to North Hollywood and the Orange Line from North Hollywood to Chatsworth Station where I originally boarded the Amtrak Pacific Surfliner to San Diego.  Every Metro trip needs a fare on a “TAP” card which costs $1.  On this trip, I noted that several people on board were talking in heavy “inner city African American dialect”.  I found that speech pattern to be profane and unintelligible.  Perhaps they should go see “My Fair Lady” or read “Pygmalion”.  Barack Obama was elected President partly because of his excellent use of the English language.  Excessively colloquial use of the language may work in rap music, but not well in a business or scientific world where accurate communication is needed.

