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Steve Skrovan:  Welcome to the Ralph Nader Radio Hour. My name is Steve Skrovan along 
with my co-host David Feldman. Hello, David.  
 
David Feldman:  Hello, Steve.  
 
Steve Skrovan:  And we also have the man of the hour, Ralph Nader. Hello, Ralph.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Hello, everybody.  
 
Steve Skrovan:  We have a very eclectic show today. First up, we welcome Rebecca Sheir and 
Eric Shimelonis, creators of the award-winning NPR podcast “Circle Round” which adapts 
carefully selected folk tales from around the world into what they call sound and music-rich radio 
plays for kids ages four to 10. And each 10 to 20-minute episode explores important issues like 
kindness, persistence, and generosity. And each episode ends with an activity that inspires a 
deeper conversation between children and grownups. It's actually, kind of, like, what we try to 
do in this show for people over 10. So Rebecca and Eric, start them off and we take them the 
rest of the way. And I know this is right up your alley, Ralph, because you've talked a lot about 
how one of the techniques your parents used to raise their four children was folk wisdom.  
 
So, we're not only going to talk to Rebecca and Eric about the show, we're going to play some 
clips for you. In the second half of the show, we're going to make an abrupt turn in topic as we 
welcome independent journalist Katherine Eban. She has written extensively about the 
pharmaceutical industry and has a new book out entitled Bottle of Lies: The Inside Story of the 
Generic Drug Boom. And something I didn't know was that the generic drugs were the 
brainstorm of Mahatma Gandhi. This reverse engineering of brand-name drugs so they can be 
sold much cheaper and save more lives, well apparently, what started out as a good idea has 
gotten more than a bit out of hand.  
 
And as we talked about a few months ago with Rosemary Gibson in her book China Rx, most, if 
not all, of the drugs consumed here in the United States are manufactured overseas; 90% of 
those are generics and the manufacturing standards tend to be shockingly shoddy. So we will 
dig into the consequences of that with her in the second half of the show. As always in between, 
we'll head over to the National Press Building in Washington, D.C., to hear about the latest 
shenanigans going on in the corporate suites with our Corporate Crime Reporter, Russell 
Mokhiber. We got lots to cover today, so without any further ado, without any further babbling on 
my part, David, introduce our first guests.  
 
David Feldman:  Rebecca Sheir has brought thousands of stories to life as a public radio 
reporter and host, appearing on such programs as "Morning Edition", "All Things Considered", 



"Here and Now", "The Splendid Table", and "Market Place;" she's on several weekly news 
programs and has hosted podcasts for the Folger Shakespeare Library and Slate magazine. 
Her husband and partner, Eric Shimelonis is a composer, musician, and audio producer whose 
work has been heard on stage screen and over the airwaves. Together from their basement 
studio in West Stockbridge, Massachusetts, they produce a podcast called "Circle Round," a 
podcast for children that mixes music and adaptations of a little-known folk tales from around 
the world. And before we begin this interview with Ralph, we're going to give you a little taste of 
the program.  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  When it comes to leaders, people who are in charge, we want them to have 
certain qualities like wisdom, honesty, fairness; you can probably name a whole bunch more. In 
today's story, we'll hear about a wise, honest, and fair leader who is ready to step down. And to 
the contest he holds to decide who will take his place. I'm Rebecca Sheir and welcome to 
“Circle Round” where story time happens all the time. Today, our story is called "The Emperor's 
Challenge." Versions of this tale originally come from China.  
 
David Feldman:  Welcome to the Ralph Nader Radio Hour, Rebecca Sheir and Eric 
Shimelonis.  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  Thank you so much.  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  Our pleasure likewise.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Let's start with how do you find these stories? You're not ethnocentric at all. You 
go all over the world looking figuratively for cultural tales, India, Africa, South America, Western 
Europe, U.S., East Asia and on and on, and can you give us an idea of the flavor here? Let me 
start up by saying have you tapped into the Bidpai fables that came out of India centuries ago?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  I'm not sure we've culled from that particular collection. We've had a number of 
stories from India and, like you said, from all across the world. And the folk tales we try to find 
perhaps are well known within a certain country or within a certain culture. But we're trying to 
expose the entire world to these tales, so you're not going to hear "The Three Little Pigs" on 
“Circle Round”. You're not going to hear "Little Red Riding Hood," "Cinderella." Those are all 
worthwhile and worthy stories, but we're really trying to open our listeners' eyes and ears to 
stories that have been passed down for generations, perhaps far, far from where they live.  
 
Ralph Nader:  So as part of the oral tradition, long before printing and the Gutenberg 
technology that was passed on, and of course now, the oral tradition is pretty diminished. 
People don't have much memory for proverbs anymore when a couple hundred years ago, you 
could have someone that had 200 operating proverbs in their daily exchange with people. Let's 
start with a question I had when I first came across what you're doing. You made an explicit 
statement that you don't pander to these kids, so you want to explain that and who does pander 
to these kids?  



 
Rebecca Sheir:  Well to answer your first question, I write all the stories and I do all the 
research to try to find the source material from which to draw upon. As I'm writing, there are 
things like vocabulary; I am not afraid of using sophisticated, elevated vocabulary, perhaps 
words that a child might have to look up or figure out from context or ask their grownup what the 
meaning is. Likewise, Eric's music, I could let you talk/take that, Eric, talk about the fact that you 
use real instruments--not synth, not keyboards.  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  Right, in my compositions, I don't pull any punches so far as complexity or 
emotional weight. I score these stories just like I would a feature film or a play on the stage. 
 
Ralph Nader:  What kind of instruments, Eric, do you use?  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  I use, like the stories, instruments from all around the world. Early on in our 
process, we found that solo instruments serve the story really well in that they could be a little 
more of an active player, and they wouldn't have to be turned down as much to not get in the 
way of the storytelling. And with that, I decided not to ever repeat an instrument in a season. 
Since we're drawing from all around the world that brings plenty of instruments into the fore. So 
a lot of times I'll be using instruments of the country of origin of a story or sometimes 
instruments that just serve the story particularly. But in a season of “Circle Round”, you'll hear 
35 different solo instruments.  
 
Ralph Nader:  This is a live music, right?  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  It is. I generally have the whole episode assembled--the story all there, the 
sound effects laid in. And I'll play the story through headphones and play the instruments 
directly into the sessions, so I'm able to get each note exactly where I want it and have the 
tempos, sort of, supporting the story right along with it.  
 
Ralph Nader:  You must have scores of exotic instruments. Do you have the oud?  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  I do have an oud. In fact, you might hear an oud in a clip we play a little later. 
That's an instrument I acquired this last season for a Middle-Eastern story. And I've been 
accumulating more and more as we go, as I learned what I might need in the coming stories. I'll 
be either on eBay or some other website finding a great version of each instrument.  
 
Ralph Nader:  And you explain to the children the instrument you're using or is that going into 
too much detail?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  The first season, we didn't explain the instrument. But parents kept emailing us 
and saying "What was that amazing sound? What was that instrument? I can't put my finger on 
what it was." So for our second season, we decided to really put the music into the spotlight. We 
have a web feature called "Musical Spotlight," and at the end of every episode during the 



closing credits, I mention what the featured instrument was and throw people to our website 
where they can read all about it--the history of it, why we chose it; there's also a photograph. So 
we've really made music more of a featured component because at this point, Eric has used so 
many. I mean from China we have the pipa; we have the ocarina from South America. What are 
some other instruments we collected?  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  The mbira from Africa.  
 
Ralph Nader:  This is amazing in the sense that you really don’t have to go to that extent; you 
could always take recorded music and adapt it. So eventually, I take it some of the children are 
going to take up these instruments. Have you had any feedback like that?  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  Well we certainly hope that's the case; getting exposed to the sounds is the 
first step. And then the interest is the second. Nothing would make me happier than if kids got 
more into music in general, but even more if they got into an instrument specifically.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Rebecca, the rap on children's stories by certain progressive critics over the 
years is that they're really morality tales that don't challenge concentrated power at all. For 
example, the tale of Paul Bunyan was a creation of the timber industry and he went around, he 
was born in this tale at 200 pounds in Maine, and he connected with the blue ox. And he went 
around chopping down forests. And one of the books ended up saying “Paul Bunyan has left 
Montana. He's on his way with the blue ox to Alaska, and he's going to be cutting down trees 
until the last tree is down”, sort of a destructive morality tale. How do you deal with the content 
of the stories and sprinkle your answer with examples if you will.  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  Absolutely. When we're looking around, we're looking for stories that have 
been resonating for hundreds if not thousands of years, but we also want stories that will really 
have an impact and resonance with today's modern audiences. A recent story we did, I found a 
version from Japan and China; it's typically called "The Stone Cutter." And in that original 
version, there's a man who is cutting away at a mountain and feeling so small. He's chipping 
away at the mountain and the sun comes out and he's sweating and sweating and saying "I 
wish I could be the sun." So, he becomes the sun and then he realizes that the cloud is going to 
come and cover him. "Oh, I want to be a cloud." So, he is sort of moving through these 
supernatural forces, trying to be the most powerful of all and in the end, he realizes he’s the 
most powerful of all.  He becomes a mountain and here's something chip, chip, chipping away 
and realizes oh, there's a man down there, a stone cutter. He's actually the most powerful. I 
really wanted to do this story for our listeners, but I wanted to find a way that it would resonate 
with them. These are kids who are four to 10 years old. So Eric and I were talking and actually 
you came up with the idea, Eric, of making the protagonist a child. And in our version, Iain 
Armitage, an actor from Young Sheldon, a sitcom on CBS, he plays the child who, in our 
version, is home from school because it's a snow day. And he feels totally helpless and totally 
bored; he's sick of drawing pictures, that's boring. And he's sick of doing, you know, playing with 
his toys, that's boring. And he realizes he wants to be the snow. And the snow comes and 



speaks to him and says, "All right, I'll let you take it for a whirl." He becomes the snow and it's 
the same story, just from a more youthful vantage point. And in the end, he becomes a 
mountain just like in the source material and we had this wonderful actress play the mountain 
and give this monologue saying, "I'm not the most powerful of all; I just sit here all day. I'm 
bored. You're the one who has the imagination. You are the one who can take your toys and 
play games with them. You're the one who can paint, and draw, and run around, and use 
creativity and have a blast. You are the most powerful of all." And it gives him a whole new 
perspective on his life. So, when we're looking at stories, like I said, there are versions that have 
existed through the ages, but then there's the “Circle Round” version that's really adapted for a 
modern audience. Likewise, many, many folktales, I would say too many folktales, but 
historically, the protagonist is a guy, a male, and for us, we want some more gender equity. 
There's a Romanian folktale called "Stan and the Dragon" where Stan proves that he is just as 
powerful as a dragon because he uses his mind; he uses his wit. Well Stan became Stella in 
“Circle Round”, and an actress named Katherine Hahn, who people might recognize from 
"Transparent" and "Bad Moms", played Stella and that has proven to be one of our most popular 
episodes with young girls and with young boys. I think it's refreshing for them to hear women 
being empowered in this way.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Well, let's get back to the morality tale accusation of these ancient stories. They 
do try to convey certain functional traits and attitudes that make for a society that can 
perpetuate itself--honesty, truth, tolerance. But let's be a little controversial here, what if you 
uncovered a terrific story for children titled "I Was Once a Mountain." And it's a story of a 
mountain that had wonderful trees and plants and animals frolicking all over it, springs and 
brooks, and it was bought by a coal company that strip-mined it--completely, denuded it of all of 
these living organisms, and actually cut the top off the mountain. Would you ever play 
something like that for a child when it had to go to the length of explaining on what the coal 
barons have done to nature in terms of strip mining?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  Wow. We might. We're not afraid to shy away from things like that. I mean 
don't you think, Eric? Don’t you think that we've been a little more bold?  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  Right. Certainly, the lesson at the end would be “Oh, my gosh, what have we 
done to ourselves,” and that would be the moral at the end of the story, wanting to take it all 
back and having the story be a cautionary tale.  
 
Ralph Nader:  I think that of course would push you to have more contemporary stories 
because you're not going to get a 2000-year-old story on strip mining, but there are a lot of 
poets and a lot of very imaginative people in places like the Ozarks and Appalachia, just to 
name two, who never get attention at all, never mind having communicated with children as you 
do. Anyway, it's just a thought to put in mind because I know in my travels around the country, 
some of the greatest voices in the literary environment, are never heard at all. They're never 
discovered. They're by poor people. And as you know, the greatest oral traditions remaining in 
our country that are actually transmitted from family to family are either by immigrants or by 



people in rural areas where they actually pass it down voice to voice. Steve and David, this is 
really a fascinating creativity here by Rebecca and Eric. And you've heard some of the stories, 
any comments or questions?  
 
Steve Skrovan:  Yeah, you guys, you're kind of rock stars in this field now, do you ever get out 
to meet the children and get their personal feedback? How do they respond to you? Are you like 
the Beatles, you have to run down the street away from mobs of kids?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  (laughs) I have to tell you, meeting our fans is maybe one of my favorite things 
in the world. Since the podcast launched, we've been doing live performances where we go and 
perform a couple of podcasts on stage. Sometimes we record them and release them as 
episodes. Most of the time we're just performing them and afterwards we always invite kids to 
meet us. And at recent performances, families have waited in lines upwards of an hour to talk 
with us, to take pictures, to tell us what their favorite stories are, to tell us what their favorite 
characters are. That one show over the winter, the line wrapped all the way around this theater 
and up the balcony stairs. And we had done an Alaska native story that day, so Eric had . . . 
what were the two instruments you had?  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  That was the Alaskan drum.  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  And then an ankle rattle. And so, as these families waited in line to talk with 
me, Eric went down the line and let the children play these Alaska native instruments. And they 
were just tickled pink. Yeah, it's the best fan mail; “Circle Round” fan mail is the best fan mail.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Well before you tell our listeners how they can access this program and maybe 
feedback on it, I want to just read a paragraph from one of your statements. And I don't know if 
it's a typo, I don't think it is, and you say the following: "We like to say Circle Round is for 
listeners ages four to 104 or for the young and young-at-heart. At present, we have about 
350,000 of those "young and young-at-heart listeners among from as far off as India and China." 
Was that a typo, 104?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  We welcome everyone to get in touch with their inner child and listen. I'd say 
even 104 plus if they're around and kicking and they listen to podcasts.  
 
Ralph Nader:  I didn't think it was a typo, believe me. I thought it was very well done especially 
when you said young-at-heart. But how do people in India and China listen to it if they don't 
know English? Do you have translations?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  We don’t have translations. People have asked us about that before. It would 
be quite a task to go from English to all of the other languages, so that's why we're always so 
surprised when we hear about the places where people are listening. 
 
Eric Shimelonis:  A lot of people listen. They speak English in India.  



 
Rebecca Sheir:  Yeah. And a lot of schools, we've heard from schools in places like France and 
Brazil who are using “Circle Round” to teach English to kids.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Do you have a plan to have more translations for your program?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  I love that idea. Right now, we don't really have the resources or bandwidth, 
but I think that would be absolutely amazing.  
 
Ralph Nader:  How do people access it? 
 
Rebecca Sheir:  You can access “Circle Round” really anywhere that you get your podcasts. 
Apple Podcasts, formally known as iTunes, is pretty much the main platform, but a lot of people 
use Stitcher. There are a zillion podcast apps. We also have a website, which is 
wbur.org/circleround, that's one word, circleround. wbur.org/circleround. And we have all 65 of 
our episodes available for listening there.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Before we go, guys, do you have another little clip cued up for us that you could 
play?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  We absolutely do. Earlier in the conversation, we were talking about Eric's 
instruments coming from all over the world. And one of the instruments we've used is the oud, 
which is essentially a Middle Eastern lute, a beautiful instrument. I was working on a tale about 
a trickster named Nasruddin who you'll find in a lot of Middle Eastern folklore. And when I told 
Eric I was working on the story, he instantly ordered an oud from Istanbul, Turkey, which arrived 
at our house just in time to record this episode. We called our version of the story "The 
Unwelcome Guest" starring the very funny actor, Richard Kind who said, “Well you see, after the 
way each and every one of you treated me, I went back home and I changed into this coat. And 
I come back and I'm greeted with smiles. And it was the coat that made all the difference, so I 
realized it wasn't me that you wanted at your party, it was my coat. So, what else could I do, but 
feed all of your delectable foods to the coat. See, I'm the unwelcome guest at this party, so my 
coat must be the welcome one.” 
 
Rebecca Sheir:  And with that, he walked out of the banquet hall, puddles and pieces of food 
trailing behind him. From then on, everyone in town thought twice before treating people based 
on their appearance. They remembered it's what's inside that matters most. Just as the wise 
man had hoped, Nasiruddin’s lesson proved to be some very precious and very scrumptious 
food for thought.  
 
Ralph Nader:  That was wonderful.  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  Thank you.  
 



Ralph Nader:  Well, I think in another two or three years, you'll be all over the world and more 
and more children will have something wholesome to connect to instead of all this violent 
programming that they're exposed to at such a young age over commercial television and the 
internet. So, congratulations to you, Rebecca and Eric. And can you give that contact number 
once more?  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  Sure. Our website, one more time, is wbur.org/circleround.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Thank you and feedback, listeners. Give them some suggestions and ideas. 
Thank you very much, Rebecca and Eric and more power to you.  
 
Rebecca Sheir:  Thank you so much.  
 
Eric Shimelonis:  Thank you.  
 
Steve Skrovan:  We have been speaking with Rebecca Sheir and Eric Shimelonis, hosts of 
“Circle Round”. We will link to their work at ralphnaderradiohour.com. When we come back, the 
topic is Generic Drugs. The author is journalist Katherine Eban and the news is startling. But 
first, let's check in with our Corporate Crime Reporter, Russell Mokhiber.  
 
Russell Mokhiber:  From the National Press Building in Washington, D.C., this is your 
Corporate Crime Reporter “Morning Minute” for Tuesday, June 11, 2019. I'm Russell Mokhiber. 
Boeing learned that a cockpit warning light on its 737 MAX jetliner was defective in 2017, but 
decided to defer fixing it until 2020. The defective warning light alerts pilots when two sensors 
that measure the angle between the airflow and the wing disagree. Faulty "angle of attack" data 
is suspected of playing a role in two deadly crashes involving Boeing’s 737 MAX in Indonesia in 
October and in Ethiopia in March. Those crashes killed all 346 people on board. Boeing decided 
in November 2017, to defer a software update to correct the so-called AOA [Angle of Attack] 
Disagree alert defect until 2020, three years after discovering the flaw. For the Corporate Crime 
Reporter, I'm Russell Mokhiber.  
 
Steve Skrovan:  Thank you, Russell. Now the development of generic drugs has undoubtedly 
saved countless lives over the years, but like many good things, they can also break bad. Here 
to tell us about that is our next guest. David?  
 
David Feldman:  Katherine Eban is an investigative journalist, a Fortune magazine contributor 
and Andrew Carnegie fellow. Her articles on pharmaceutical counterfeiting, gun trafficking, and 
coercive interrogations by the CIA have won international attention and numerous awards. She 
lectures frequently on the topic of pharmaceutical integrity. Her new book is entitled Bottle of 
Lies: The Inside Story of the Generic Drug Boom. Welcome to the Ralph Nader Radio Hour, 
Katherine Eban.  
 
Katherine Eban:  Thanks so much for having me; pleasure to be on with you.  



 
Ralph Nader:  A caution note for our listeners, Katherine, I don’t want our listeners to be totally 
discouraged here and overwhelmed. We're going to give you some tips before the end of the 
interview on how you can somehow protect yourself from what is about to be discussed in terms 
of importation of drugs that are contaminated or not properly inspected for their safety and 
effectiveness.  So just to give the listeners a flavor of how detailed this book is, eyewitness 
accounts, you went all over four continents, you interviewed people, you have talents as a 
novelist in setting local color, like gleaming labs in India that have to be traveled to by workers in 
white coats through pockmarked roadways with wagons, and animals, and bicycles, and 
motorcycles and dust before they get into the 21st century of these labs. I just want to read a 
few paragraphs for our listeners from your prologue. This is the way the book starts, "Peter 
Baker, a drug investigator for the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, traveled 200 miles east of 
Mumbai along a highway choked by truck traffic and down a road with meandering cows to get 
to his assignment. Behind a metal fence lay a massive biotech park run by the Indian generic 
drug company, Wockhardt Limited. Amid the dozens of buildings, Baker's job was to inspect the 
particular area of the plant, Plot H-14/2, to ensure that it would safely make a sterile injectable 
drug used by American cancer patients. Baker, 33 years old, had arrived lightly provisioned. He 
had just a few items in his backpack--a camera, a gel ink pen, a green U.S. government-issued 
notebook, and his FDA identification. He had a graduate degree in analytical chemistry and a 
command to the code of federal regulations Title 21, ‘The Rules That Govern Drug 
Manufacturing.’ But more importantly, he had his instincts, a strong sense of what to check and 
where to look after completing 81 inspections over four and a half years at the FDA." And then 
you describe his first day on the job, but Peter Baker is one of the heroes in your book, the FDA 
inspector. In an article in the New York Times recently that you authored, you summarized that 
during his 27 months in India, of the 38 drug plants he inspected, and I'm quoting "Mr. Baker 
found fraudulent or deceptive data in 29 of them. And he moved to China in February 2015, 
"where he found similar data fraud and deception in 38 of the 48 drug plants he inspected." Now 
people might not know that they cannot discover the country of origin when they are prescribed 
drugs by a doctor or a hospital or they go through a pharmacy. They pick up the medicine and 
there's no labeling on where these drugs were manufactured. And I spoke to a pharmacist 
recently in Washington, D.C., and I said, what happens if someone walks in and says “I don't 
want any of these drugs that are made in India and China; I want brand-name drugs made in 
the U.S.” What do you do? You say, “And so, I give them brand-name drugs but the price is 
much, much higher”. So why don’t you tell our listeners the range of danger that they're being 
exposed to and why?  
 
Katherine Eban:  So, when you go to a pharmacy, you'll be given almost certainly a generic 
drug. I mean generics are 90% of our drug supply. It's also quite likely that you are going to be 
switched between different generic manufacturers or switched from a brand to a generic, really. 
So, all of us don't think about this; we don't look at the manufacturer on the label; we don't know 
who has made our drugs. What I uncovered in a Bottle of Lies is widespread falsification of 
quality data, in the generics that are manufactured overseas. These are in plants that are 
making our drugs 7,000 miles away from FDA headquarters. The FDA is giving these plants 



advance notice that they're coming because of logistics overseas and diplomatic concerns. 
Those plants are cleaning up, preparing, fabricating data, shredding documents all in advance 
of the arrival of the FDA. And the end result is that the FDA is getting a sanitized view of what's 
happening in these plants and they're approving these drugs on the basis of what is far too often 
falsified bio-equivalence data. What that all means for the consumer in the U.S. is that they may 
be getting drugs that are not bio-equivalent, which means they're not clinically or therapeutically 
equivalent to the brand-name drug. They may have toxic impurities, which was just the case 
with these widespread recalls of blood pressure medication, Valsartan and Losartan, which had 
carcinogens in them. They may be getting drugs with glass fragments, metallic fragments, 
unapproved ingredients, and they may find that, in fact, their symptoms are not under control or 
they may not notice any difference at all.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Let's take the drug Lipitor. On page 383, you have this startling assertion that 
“Preston Mason, a Harvard-affiliated scientist, collected 36 samples of generic Lipitor from 15 
countries manufactured by more than two-dozen generic drug companies. When he tested the 
chemical composition of each, Mason was stunned by his findings. Thirty-three of the samples 
had impurity levels high enough to render them ineffective. Even samples manufactured by the 
same company, but sold in different countries, contained widely different impurity levels, proof 
that some generic companies are making different versions of the same product--a high-quality 
drug for the west and a poor quality one for low-income countries”--double standard. Well just in 
case people think that these are all hypothetical warnings, tell us about the drug heparin and 
what came from China to contaminate it and how many people lost their lives?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Right. So, in China, what was happening is that companies were adding a 
version of heparin; it wasn't actually pure heparin, but it was an adulterated version that 
increased the yield of the drug. So this is an issue of seeking profits, and as a result of that 
contaminant in the drug, which was undetected by our own regulators, at least 81 Americans 
died.  
 
Ralph Nader:  At least. Some say much more--some right on the operating table. That was 
about 10 or 11 years ago. Is it true that Peter Baker, at one time, was the only FDA inspector in 
China trying to cover dozens and dozens of plants?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Yeah, that is true. So the thing is, is that after the heparin debacle, what the 
FDA aimed to do was open up foreign offices with basically a recognition of the fact that you 
can't hope to regulate a product made in a country where you have no physical presence. So it 
tried to open up foreign offices and these were terribly understaffed. In India, it was partly 
because nobody wanted to be stationed there. But in China, there was an additional problem, 
which was that the government didn't want to grant visas to our investigators. Basically they 
were worried that any FDA investigator could be a spy. And in fact at that point, Vice President 
Biden had to intervene to try to get more visas approved. But basically, at the moment in time 
that the book chronicles when Peter Baker arrives there in 2015, he is alone on the ground.  
 



 
 
I mean there were other investigators who were being flown in, but there he is, you know one 
lone policeman in a huge country, trying to inspect these plants. But he is an exceptional 
character and a really important figure in the book, because he actually figured out a very 
different way of inspecting that really laid bare some of these falsifications. So instead of just 
asking plants to print out copies of documents, he looked in the computer systems of these 
plants and once he did that, he was able to see that they were operating hidden laboratory 
systems that were aimed at pre-testing the drugs, figuring out if they would pass or not, then 
making alterations to the tests so that by the time they tested the drug on the computer system 
that the FDA typically looks at, they had figured out how to make failing drugs pass. And that is 
what he figured out through tracking; it's quite complicated, the metadata in these computer 
systems.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Before we get to more detail in your book, listeners might want to ask the 
following. Before the importation of drugs came to this country from India and China, and by the 
way, in your book you say we don't even produce any more antibiotics in America. That's a 
national security issue when you can't even produce penicillin in America anymore.  
 
Katherine Eban:  Absolutely, yup.  
 
Ralph Nader:  So here, the drug companies, let's go back 20 years. The drug companies are 
making record profits in U.S., a lot of them based in New Jersey. Number two, they were given 
tax credits to do what they should do, anyway, for their own research and development, 
therefore reducing the taxes they had to pay. Number three, they were given free research and 
development right down to clinical testing of drugs developed by you, the taxpayer, through the 
National Institutes of Health--drug like AZT, and they were given these drugs free, without any 
royalty payments back to Uncle Sam. And fourth, they were allowed, unlike almost all other 
countries in the world, they were allowed by Washington, D.C., to charge whatever they want to 
American patients, which is why American patients pay the highest drug prices in the world 
even though the drugs are produced here with all these subsidies. Now somebody listening to 
this program would ask why--with all of these benefits, all of these profits, all of these 
charge-whatever-you-want--did the drug companies want to make even more by exporting to 
manufacture these drugs to China and India where the inspection process is, let's say, quite 
disturbingly inadequate?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Well, I think you may have just answered your own question, which is it's not 
just about profits. It's about evading regulatory scrutiny. So, yes, they can increase their profits 
hugely with low-cost labor and supplies, but they can also avoid the very negative regulatory 
consequences of warning letters if they can go to plants overseas and trick the FDA and get 
away with substandard conditions. So that is part of the motivation for companies moving their 
manufacturing processes.  
 



Ralph Nader:  All right, so the next question our listener might ask us is where are the 
prosecutors? Are any of these plants being prosecuted in China and India? Maybe they have 
operations in the U.S.? Any U.S. prosecutions occurring? I mean, we are really talking about 
premeditated fraud, adulteration, contamination. I mean, some of the things that Peter Baker 
found in these drugs you wouldn't want to mention on the air in terms of disgusting 
contamination. So where are the law enforcement people?  
 
Katherine Eban:  So, for example, the book chronicles an investigation into the company 
Ranbaxy, which was India's largest drug maker. And a whistleblower had approached the FDA 
in 2005, to expose this widespread fabrication of data inside the company. It took the FDA eight 
years to bring that company to task. And in the meantime, it kept on approving Ranbaxy's drugs.  
And at the end of that, Ranbaxy pleaded guilty to seven felonies related to this data fabrication 
scheme. But part of the problem is a lack of jurisdiction overseas. So, if Peter Baker had been 
finding some of this stuff in the U.S., there would have been law enforcement raiding the facility. 
We don't have jurisdiction overseas to do that. We don't have U.S. attorneys. We can't issue 
search warrants. It's hard to extradite people to interview them or to prosecute them. We have 
no way to serve subpoenas. So this is a really structural problem with relying for life and death 
drugs on countries where we're not in charge.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Give our listeners an idea of what proportion of finished drugs in the pharmacies 
throughout America, what proportion of active ingredients in drugs are produced outside of our 
country, in places like India and China mostly?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Right. So, the active ingredient, 80% of the active ingredient in all our 
drugs--brand or generic--comes from overseas, the majority, India and China. A clear majority of 
our generics are manufactured overseas, 40% alone from India. So what you can figure out 
from those numbers is that we are totally reliant on these distant manufacturers. And you 
couldn't make a single drug in this country without those ingredients. 
 
Ralph Nader:  Now generic drugs, which save money because they're cheaper and they're out 
of patent, they're supposed to be bio-equivalent to the brand-name drugs. And when I criticized 
the auto industry, Katherine, the only accusation it could throw against me was, of course, false, 
which was, it said I must be representing an inventor who has patented a safe car and therefore 
that's why I'm going after General Motors, Chrysler, Ford, etcetera. Well, of course, that was 
completely false. Your critics are trying the same approach. They're saying you are basically 
helping the brand-name companies who charge much, much higher for pharmaceuticals that 
are bio-equivalent with much lower generic drug competition. And we know many of the 
brand-name drug companies have bought up generic drug companies; hard to draw the line 
between the two industries at the present time.  
 
Katherine Eban:  It is, that's right. I mean . . .  
 



Ralph Nader:  How would you answer two questions here--one, are you helping the 
brand-name drug companies inadvertently by casting doubt and fear about generics and their 
importation deficiencies from India and China. And do you recommend, because law 
enforcement is not helping patients, do you recommend people buying much higher-priced 
brand-name drugs? And what about the VA and Medicare, I mean, how about those two 
questions?  
 
Katherine Eban:  So first of all, let me say, I am in no way anti-generic. But what I am is 
pro-quality, right? So, we need high-quality drugs. I don't know how much this book helps the 
brand industry. First of all, I feature a lot of cases in the book, in which brand companies have 
gone overseas, bought manufacturing plants, and don't have a clue what's going on in them. 
And Peter Baker has walked into these plants, which are owned by brand-name companies and 
found extensive fraud. That's number one.  
 
 
Ralph Nader:  Are they producing brand-name drugs there or generics?  
 
Katherine Eban:  A mixture. So, for example, one company, Fresenius Kabi, is a German 
brand-name company that bought a manufacturing plant in Kalyani, India, which was 
manufacturing active ingredient that was going into generic oncology drugs. So, as you point 
out, these markets are so intertwined now and brand-name companies are overseas. They’ve 
bought up generic companies. They're producing these drugs; they, too, are reliant on active 
ingredients manufactured overseas. So it's really an indictment of a system in which 
manufacturing companies are seeking reduction in operating costs and compromising patients' 
safety in the process.  
 
Ralph Nader:  What you're saying is although the vast majority of drugs people take are 
generics now, what you're saying is that the same problems of quality-control failures and cover- 
ups and fraud apply to brand-name drugs produced overseas just as they apply to generic 
drugs. How about brand-name drugs and generics in the U.S.? Are they safer if they were 
properly labeled; people could say I want to buy this drug or have this prescription filled by 
made in America drugs; is that a way you can advise people?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Well, let me say this, which is, we are all essentially at the mercy of the 
vigilance of the company that is making the final formulation, so everybody is buying these 
active ingredients made overseas. But then it's going to come down essentially to the culture, 
and the vigilance, and the quality of the company that is doing the final formulation. They're the 
ones that have to do all this testing to make sure that the active ingredients are free of 
impurities, and so there's a question about the consumer's relationship with those companies. 
How afraid are those companies of reputational risk? How afraid are those companies of being 
sued? Now you can say that there are, sort of, stronger quality restraint on these very 
forward-facing companies and everybody knows their names, whereas with Indian generics 
they’re not afraid of reputational risk in the same way. Nobody even knew the name Ranbaxy in 



this country when I started reporting on. So, there are some issues like that. As far as how 
consumers can protect themselves, I have a guide up on my website, which is 
katherineeban.com, a guide to investigating your own drug. And basically what it tells 
consumers is, you’ve got to know who the manufacturer of the drug is, and then you've got to do 
a little research on that company, which is have they been in hot water with the FDA? Are there 
sterility lapses in their plants? If you are concerned about a manufacturer, you can actually ask 
your pharmacist to switch to a different company and I do it all the time. I switch from one 
generic manufacturer to another. The other thing that consumers can look for is something 
called an authorized generic. So, this is a generic that the brand-name company has signed off 
on, given the recipe to the generic manufacturer; sometimes those drugs are made even in the 
same plants. But look, these are not perfect solutions, and part of what makes this frightening is 
that there are real risks here.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Will pharmacists in your community cooperate if you walk in with your advice?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Yeah. I think you have better luck if you go to an independent pharmacy, 
which I do. I think when you're in the big-chain pharmacies, they're locked into a certain 
formulary. And a lot of the times, that formulary is the lowest-cost generics.  
 
Ralph Nader:  And what's that website again, it's k, katherineban, E-B-A, "N as in "Nancy"… 
 
Katherine Eban:  Yup, .com.  
 
Ralph Nader:  katherineeban.com.  
 
Katherine Eban:  Yeah.  
 
Ralph Nader:  How about the consumer groups in the U.S. who are exposing unsafe drugs, 
ineffective drugs like the Public Citizen's Health Research Group. What's their situation with 
what you've discovered?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Well, it's good you're bringing this up because I have interviewed people for 
my book who really would like to sit down with these groups and would like to talk to them about 
what some of the issues are and what some of the solutions could be. But there is no question 
that those groups need to get on board with this issue. I mean, there needs to be a consumer 
revolution in which the FDA is held to account and does way better inspections and where 
consumers are given more information.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Well you know consumer groups who work in the pharmaceutical area have 
been very critical of Dr. Janet Woodcock, who has been for years in the Food and Drug 
Administration, they think, favoring the drug companies. I sent you a letter that Dr. Woodcock 
sent to me. I was complaining about unsafe drugs coming in from China and India. And she sent 
me the most reassuring three-page letter and I sent it to you for comment. It seems to be 



completely contradictory to the warnings that you have in your book that are so well 
documented.  
 
Katherine Eban:  They are. I mean what Janet Woodcock likes to talk about is a culture of 
quality that can be promulgated around the world that will drive companies to do the right thing 
and be vigilant and with the goal of having minimal regulation, because companies are so 
motivated. And that is a really, I hate to say it, it is a fairy tale. 
 
Ralph Nader:  I've written two letters to Donald Trump on this subject and I know the White 
House has received them and I have received no answer. Trump tries to portray himself as 
tough on China with putting tariffs on and so on, but he's kept his mouth shut completely on this 
serious threat to all the people in this country who take medicines including Trump voters. How 
do you explain that?  
 
Katherine Eban:  You can't talk about being tough on China and at the same time be 
weakening regulations in your agencies that allow consumers to be protected. Whether you're a 
Trump voter or not, if you've seen what I've seen and know what I know, you are not going to 
want to take a pharmaceutical product that is made in a plant that the FDA has not inspected 
and not inspected carefully because the dangers are just too great.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Well, I think the first requirement is to get Congress to pass a bill requiring 
country-of-origin labeling on the medicines that you buy in the pharmacy. That's the first step. 
There are a lot of heroes in this book. In fact, you credit one of our staffers, Jamie Love along 
with Bill Haddad and a few others, who broke the monopoly price of AIDS medicines. The big 
drug companies demanded that African patients afflicted with AIDS would have to pay $10,000 
to $15,000 a year and they found a drug company in India who produced it for $300 per patient 
per year. And I'm glad you credited Jamie. He's never gotten enough credit and he's really 
worked the longest years and all kinds of trips everywhere and he's a big hero on our book. I'm 
glad you credit him along with Bill Haddad. 
 
Katherine Eban:  He's a hero as is the company, the first Indian company that stepped forward 
to manufacture AIDS drug so cheaply which was Cipla.  
 
Ralph Nader:  That's right and you have that outlined in the book. One last hero, Dinesh 
Thakur, who got the Moral Courage Award by the Joe A. Callaway award in 2014. Tell us about 
him and his incredible courage right to this day.  
 
Katherine Eban:  Absolutely. He was a young scientist at Bristol-Myers Squibb in New Jersey 
in 2003, when he was recruited to join India's largest drug company, Ranbaxy. And it was 
actually Ranbaxy was the fastest growing generic drug company in our market at the time. He 
went over to India, moved his family there, and he hadn't been there very long when his boss, 
who had been recruited from Glaxo-Smith Kline, said to him, "I am concerned about the quality 
of the data that the company is submitting to regulators to get approval for our drug products. I 



want you to take your team and investigate all these applications around the world and figure 
out, is the data in these applications real? Is it high-quality data?" So, Dinesh Thakur began this 
investigation and discovered Ranbaxy's secret, which is that it had falsified data for 200 drug 
products being sold in 40 countries around the world. And in some cases, had just made up 
data, so had literally taken the brand-name drugs, crushed them up, tested those, and 
presented the data as their own. And once this information was presented to Ranbaxy's board 
of directors, what they did is just buried it; destroyed the laptop on which the presentation was 
presented, and falsified minutes of the meeting. They just tried to make it go away. And Dinesh 
was forced out of the company, but he ended up he couldn't let it go, and he ended up 
contacting a whole number of regulators around the world. And to its credit, the FDA was really 
the only ones who followed up on his information and that began this eight-year investigation 
into the company.  
 
Ralph Nader:  And the result was a $500 million fine, right, on this company?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Yup.  
 
Ralph Nader:  And under the False Claims Act, he recovered a certain proportion for being a 
certified whistleblower and being right. And any moves to India to try to challenge the Indian 
establishment and they stonewall him--the regulatory agencies, the Indian Supreme Court, and 
he never gives up and . . .  
 
Katherine Eban:  He never gives up.  
 
Ralph Nader:  And that's sort of the way you end the book. I always look at the last page of any 
book even one I just peruse and you end up with a rather pessimistic tone, I might say. Your last 
sentence was "The experiment was over. From now on, for all routine inspections, the FDA 
would notify India's companies in advance." Notifying them of inspections in advance means 
they're not going to find out anywhere near what they would have found out if they arrived at the 
plant unannounced the way Peter Baker did for a few years. How are you leaving your readers?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Well, I think I am reflecting for my readers the reality of the situation, which is 
that right now, the FDA did this experiment where they did a pilot program. For a year and a 
half, they did all the inspections in India unannounced or with short notice. And what they 
uncovered was just staggering: bird infestations, lizard infestations, snakes in laboratories, 
fabricated sterility data, data fabrication teams that would come in in advance and falsify 
documents, and that increased by almost 60% the serious sanctions against these plants. But 
the FDA decided not to pursue that and ended up going back to pre-announced inspections, 
which is where we are today.  
 
Ralph Nader:  And under Trump, the situation is likely to get worse unless there's enough 
pushback in the coming presidential year to say "Trump, you talk tough on China, why don’t you 
focus on the importation of hazardous pharmaceuticals from China and India?" 



 
Katherine Eban:  Right. I mean if he really wanted to get tough on China, what he could say is 
"Okay, you won't have access to our pharmaceutical market anymore unless we have a cadre of 
inspectors in there doing unannounced inspections." 
 
Ralph Nader:  And one quick thing, listeners, you can do, is just email your Senators and 
Representatives, very simple, you demand country-of-origin labeling on all medicines sold in the 
U.S., so that you can at least reject what you fear might jeopardize your own health and that of 
your families. How is this affecting you, Steve and David?  
 
David Feldman:  I'm curious about pharmacy compounding. That's where a local pharmacist 
can put together his or her own mixture of medications for the customers. Could the production 
of these generic drugs be localized? Could you go to a pharmacist and have the pharmacist mix 
the pills for you?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Well, I think in that case, you're really talking about a compounder and there 
are compounding pharmacies who do make specialized formulations, but they can't do 
manufacturing to scale because they're not regulated for that.  
 
David Feldman:  But could they be regulated and could there be a movement? I mean, Ralph 
touched on this. We have local breweries and local vintners; could there be pharmacists who 
could manufacture to scale locally?  
 
Katherine Eban:  Well unfortunately, that takes us into a huge scandal which occurred not that 
long ago with a compounder called the New England Compounding Center, which was doing 
just that, and because they were not adequately regulated for sterile manufacturing, ended up 
causing a horrible meningitis outbreak. I think the answer might be like having nonprofit drug 
manufacturers operating to scale and manufacturing in the U.S. 
 
David Feldman:  Once you have the recipe, is it that hard to fulfill the prescription?  
 
Katherine Eban:  There is a lot that goes into it. And unless you're an authorized manufacturer, 
you never have the recipe. You have to invent it. You have to break down the innovator drug 
and try to figure out how to manufacture it and that has proved very, very difficult. I mean, some 
of these generics have time release mechanisms so the dissolution is very complicated, so 
there's a lot of challenges to that.  
 
 
David Feldman:  When I was a kid, was the pharmacist mixing up whatever pills I was taking? 
Was he going into the back room and making those pills himself?  
 
Katherine Eban:  I don't know what the regulations were at that time, and again there are 
pharmacists who are regulated to do compounding, of special formulations. But as far as getting 



close to scale, I'm not sure that's the answer and we're also already facing massive drug 
shortages in this country, so going more artisanal as it were, might not be the solution.  
 
Ralph Nader: We've been talking with Katherine Eban, author of Bottle of Lies: The Inside Story 
of the Generic Drug Boom, published by HarperCollins. She also previously wrote a book called 
Dangerous Doses: A True Story of Cops, Counterfeiters, and the Contamination of America's 
Drug Supply. Well on that note, listeners, all you can do is minimize the risks until we get a 
government of by and for the people instead of a government of Pfizer by Eli Lilly for Merck. 
Thank you very much, Katherine Eban.  
 
Katherine Eban:  Thank you.  
 
Steve Skrovan:  We have been speaking with Katherine Eban. Her new book is Bottle of Lies: 
The Inside Story of the Generic Drug Boom. We will link to that ralphnaderradiohour.com.  
 
That's our show. We want to thank our guests again, Rebecca Sheir, Eric Shimelonis, and 
Katherine Eban. For those of you listening on the radio, we're going to cut out right now. For you 
podcast listeners, stay tuned for some bonus material we call The Wrap Up where Ralph is 
going to answer a bunch of your questions.  
 
David Feldman: Thank you, Ralph.  
 
Ralph Nader:  Thank you, everybody. If you want to join the growing consumer boycott of the 
deadly Boeing 737 MAX, which had two crashes in Indonesia and Ethiopia already and is 
grounded worldwide. You want to get buttons, just go to nader.org and you'll get yourself 10 
buttons pretty inexpensively to put on your lapel or on your hat and put the picture up on the 
web. Spread the word. 
 
 


