
A s t r a Z e n e c a 's strategy o f c h o o s i n g
two agency partners has failed to
pacify pharmacy representatives.

Welsh contract negotiators
Community Pharmacy Wales said it
would be seeking to meet with the
company ªat the earliest
opportunityº to discuss the proposals.

Chief executive Peter Haydn Jones
said: ªWe are concerned at the
general direction of travel being taken
by the manufacturers and the long-
term implications of this for both
patients, the NHS in Wales and
pharmacy contractors.º

Scottish contract representative,
the Scottish Pharmaceutical General
Council, has also highlighted

AZ deal triggers concern
W h o l e s a l e Fears of `copycat' activity across industry

ª We support C+D Stop
the Switch campaignº

Wesley Yin-Poole

Pharmacy chiefs have
overwhelmingly backed C+D's
campaign to defend contractors
against plans to reclassify medicines
containing pseudoephedrine and
ephedrine as prescription-only.

Hemant Patel, president of the
RPSGB, said: ªI am behind C+D's Stop
the Switch campaign, as is the
RPSGB's Council. It's vital we oppose
reclassification and focus on how we
can make pharmacists more aware of
the potential problem.º

Rob Darracott, chief executive of
the CCA, added: ªAn important
question is how do we get to the
point where everybody in pharmacy
understands what this issue is about.
C+D's campaign will play its part in
achieving that. It is very helpful.º

Under the banner of Stop the
Switch, C+D will push for the
Medicines and Healthcare products
Regulatory Agency (MHRA) to
reconsider its radical suggestion to
switch medicines from P to POM.

The campaign will also champion
the important role pharmacy can 
play in controlling the supply of 
such medicines, which can be used 
to manufacture the highly
addictive drug methylamphetamine
(crystal meth).

Leading MPs endorsed C+D's call on
the government to rethink
reclassification plans.

Sandra Gidley, Liberal Democrat
spokesperson for health, said: ªYou can
count on my support for this campaign.
Whilst I recognise the government's
concern over crystal meth abuse it
appears they are using a sledge hammer
to crack a nut.º

The deadline for submitting evidence
to the MHRA's consultation has been
pushed back from June 1 to June 29 ªin
light of external interest and questionsº.
The MHRA is making more details on
the evidence available next week.

C a m p a i g n I n d u s t ry unites behind our bid to make the
MHRA rethink POM switch

AstraZeneca shortlists AAH and
UniChem as pre f e rred part n e r s
W h o l e s a l e D rug manufacturer awards exclusive distribution rights to two wholesalers

Tom Hawkins

The rapidly changing medicines
s u p p ly chain took another dramatic
twist this week after AstraZeneca
signed up AAH and UniChem as
exclusive distribution agents. 

Chris Brinsmead, AZ's UK company
president, told C+D the decision was
made after a rigorous review of how
the firm's medicines are made
available to patients.

ªOur critical issue is, how do we
absolutely make sure a patient gets
the drug they need? That's at the core
of it,º he said.

ªThe way the wholesale chain is set
up, we're quite a long way from our
customers. We want to get more
interaction ± closer to the people
doing the dispensing.º

Andy Carr, supply chain director,
said AZ did not have a preconceived
outcome when the review was
initiated. ªWe kept our options open
right to the end. We decided rather
late on that two was the route we
wanted to go down.º

AZ has not finalised details of its
discount structure. It is expected to
communicate its plans within eight
weeks. Mr Brinsmead insisted that AZ
will comply with the OFT's recently
announced investigation into UK
medicine distribution: ªWe don't
think there are any concerns from 
our point of view.º

Steve Dunn, group managing
director of AAH, said: ªBy selecting

more than one agency partner, the AZ
model will ensure that flexibility and
choice is maintained.º

David Coles, managing director 
of UniChem, said: ªPharmacists are
assured of a partner that understands
their business and can maintain ease
of ordering and frequency of
delivery.º

Other drug companies, including
Lilly UK and Novartis, are known to
be reviewing their distribution. It is
anticipated more agency deals could
be introduced before the OFT is
scheduled to deliver its report at the
end of the year.
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S u p p o rt from across the country

Peter Haydn Jones, chief
executive, Community Pharmacy
Wales (CPW): 

ª We support C+D's campaign.
Any campaign that points 
out the key issues to the 
MHRA must be a good thing. º

Steve Lutener, head of regulation, Pharmaceutical
Services Negotiating Committee (PSNC):

ª PSNC supports C+D's Stop the
Switch campaign. It has highlighted that
the pharmacy bodies are united in their
opposition to legislative intervention,
where professional controls are more
than adequate, and we hope that the
MHRA reconsiders the options. º

Harry McQuillan, chief executive
officer, Scottish Pharmaceutical
General Council (SPGC): 

ª We're fully supportive of C+D's
campaign, because, especially in
Scotland, our new contract is about
opening access to care, and this goes
against that. Reclassification would
be a retrograde step. º

Sandra Gidley MP, Lib Dem spokesperson for health: 

ª The switch proposals counter the
government's desire to give
pharmacists extra responsibility.
There may be more controls 
needed but that's something that 
can be addressed by the profession. º

Paul Bennett, chairman, English
Pharmacy Board (EPB):

ª I applaud C+D for raising the
argument. This is an opportunity for
pharmacy to demonstrate it has the
ability to prevent inappropriate sales, as
we do already, particularly in community
pharmacy at the moment.º

Colette McCreedy, acting chief
executive, NPA:

ª C+D's Stop the Switch
campaign is very important and the
NPA is totally behind it. We need to demonstrate we can
tackle this problem with increased awareness and training. A
POM switch is not the way to tackle crystal meth abuse. º

What is it all about? 
See p16

Consumer watchdog
slams switch plans
C a m p a i g n Which? adviser says switch `reduces choice'

A consumer watchdog has spoken
out against the MHRA's plans to
change medicines containing
ephedrine and pseudoephedrine from
pharmacy to prescription-only status.

Speaking at a meeting between the
primary care and public health and
drugs misuse parliamentary groups in
Westminster last week, Kate Webb,
Which? principal policy adviser,
warned that a switch would ªreduce
consumer choiceº and give a
ªconfusing messageº.

Ms Webb described the MHRA's
proposals as ªcounter to government
policiesº and ªnot an appropriate
responseº.

Ms Webb's comments were echoed
by Dr James Kennedy of the Royal

College of General Practitioners (RCGP),
who said a switch ªwouldn't necessarily
solve this problemº.

Dr Kennedy said it ªwould have a 
big impact on doctors' workloads and
NHS costsº.

Summing up the debate, which saw
representatives of the police, the
MHRA, the RPSGB and pharmaceuticals
industry offer their thoughts on the
controversial proposals, chairman Dr
Howard Stoate predicted the change in
status would hinder his work as a GP.

He said: ªWhenever I see patients
with ailments that could be treated by
their local pharmacist I send them back
there. That's the aim we're trying to
achieve with the NHS and these
proposals go against that.ºWYP

Drugs such as S e roquel will be
supplied exc l u s i ve ly by AAH and
U n i C h e m

Andy Carr, supply chain director at AstraZeneca, gives C+D the
lowdown on the new system:

· There is no end date to the AAH/UniChem contracts. They will be
reviewed on a regular basis. AZ has the ability to add new agents.
· AZ is in talks with AAH and UniChem over a `go live' date. It hopes to
communicate this within eight weeks.
· Existing AAH/UniChem customers will continue to order as normal and
cut off times won't change.
· In the event of a stock shortage, AZ retains control to redistribute stock.
· There will be no links between AAH and UniChem's delivery systems.
· Existing delivery frequencies won't change.
· AZ is in ongoing discussions with pharmacy bodies.
· Pharmacists have been informed by letter. There will also be a website.

ªcontinuing concernº over competition
and choice for pharmacists and
patients, product supply, increased
administration and discounts.

NPA chief executive John D'Arcy
said: ªWhat we feared is that Pfizer's
decision would open the floodgates
to similar schemes. The AZ decision
means we are now seeing `copycat'
activity across the industry ± how
many more different distribution
schemes will follow?º

Numark managing director Simon
Colebeck criticised the OFT for not
preventing further changes. He said:
ªIf the OFT had seen a way of halting
all this and reflecting then it would
have been a sensible move.ºAC

Pharmaceutical wholesalers have
been rocked by AstraZeneca's
decision to sign up AAH and 
UniChem in an exclusive distribution
agreement.

The move deals another blow to
wholesalers already excluded by
Pfizer's solus distribution
arrangement with UniChem. Paul
Smith, chief executive of Phoenix,
said the move would have a ªmajor
effectº on its business.

ªIt's going to mean some major
changes to wholesalers. How severe
that is depends on how we can move
our business,º he said.

Phoenix said its comprehensive
full-line service was in question as a

Another blow to wholesaling
W h o l e s a l e BAPW warns changes could destroy sector

result but that it had yet to make
a decision on where to introduce 
cost savings.

ªWe're not going to overreact to
this change. We've got our customers
and staff to think of and we regard
them very highly,º said Mr Smith.

Ian Brownlee, managing director of
Mawdsleys and chairman of the
British Association of Pharmaceutical
Wholesalers, said the move further
upsets the framework of the
wholesale sector and could
contribute to it being destroyed.

ªUltimately, you're moving down
the profit leagues so at some point
you break even and then you lose
money.º TH

It will mean more work and from 
an environmental point of view
there will now be four vans driving
to our shops. Bryan Kidd,
Ashludie Pharmacy, Dundee

Too many pharmacists are making
too much of a hoo-ha about this.
However, there will have to be
better discounts. Rajesh Vithlani,
Peel Green Pharmacy, Greater
Manchester

There's no point in questioning
AstraZeneca because they're just
like politicians ± they tell you 
what they think you want to hear
and then do nothing. Sharshi
Amin, Langley Pharmacy,
Beckenham

Your views

To support Stop the Switch sign the petition at:
www.dotpharmacy.com/stoptheswitch
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