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Pharmacists’ Defence Association Response to the General 

Pharmaceutical Council’s Discussion Paper on Making Sure 

Patients and the Public Obtain Medicines and Other Pharmacy 

Services Safely Online 
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About the Pharmacists’ Defence Association 

The Pharmacists’ Defence Association (PDA) is a not-for-profit organisation which aims to act upon 

and support the needs of individual pharmacists and, when necessary, defend their reputation. 

The PDA has more than 27,000 members, making it the largest pharmacists’ membership 

organisation in the UK and the PDA Union is the only independent Trade Union exclusively for 

pharmacists, in the UK. 

The primary aims of the PDA are to:  

• Support pharmacists in their legal, practice and employment needs  

• Represent the individual or collective concerns of pharmacists in the most appropriate 

manner  

• Proactively seek to influence the professional, practice and employment agenda to support 

members  

• Lead and support initiatives designed to improve the knowledge and skills of pharmacists 

in managing risk and safe practices, so improving patient care  

• Work with like-minded organisations to further improve the membership benefits to 

individual pharmacists  

• Provide insurance cover to safeguard and defend the reputation of the individual 

pharmacist 
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Summary of the General Pharmaceutical Council’s (GPhC’s) proposals 

The GPhC is consulting from 26 June 2018 until 21 August 2018 on the regulation of online 

pharmacy services. 

 

The GPhC has proposed that it will specify provisions relating to online pharmacy services and 

medicines supply in guidance form. Guidance is by definition optional, and so the PDA makes the 

following overarching recommendation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The PDA’s recommendations are: 

• In order to help ensure the safety of patients and the public, any provisions made by the GPhC in 

relation to online pharmacy services and medicines supply must be set out in the form of 

enforceable requirements.  

• Patients should be informed of the indemnity and regulatory arrangements applicable to all 

prescribers, irrespective of whether they’re based inside or outside the UK. This should include 

contact details for the regulator and indemnity provider. 

• In order for a patient to be able to choose a prescription-only medicine and its quantity before 

having a consultation with a prescriber, the PDA recommends that, in addition to legislative and 

regulatory requirements, the following conditions, at least, should be met: 

o The medicine must have been previously prescribed 

o The previous prescribing must be recent (considering the medicine), making the medicine 

suitable for repeat prescribing 

Recommendation 

In order to help ensure the safety of patients and the public, any provisions made by the 

GPhC as a result of this consultation in relation to online pharmacy services and 

medicines supply must be set out in the form of enforceable requirements.  



P a g e  | 4 

 

| representing your interests |                                     
 

o The prescribing must not have been discontinued 

o It must not be available for selection if the patient is due for a review which could affect 

the prescribing of that medicine 

o The patient’s GP must be aware that the patient is taking the medicine and be informed 

again after each supply 

o Appropriate checks must be in place to verify the patient’s identity and that the person 

requesting the supply is the patient 

• In the consultation document, “antimicrobials (antibiotics)” is listed as one of the categories of 

prescription-only medicine for which further safeguards are needed. This could appear to suggest 

that the term “antimicrobial” has the same meaning as “antibiotic”. “Antimicrobial” has a broader 

definition. Antimicrobials should be included as a category of prescription-only medicine for which 

further safeguards are needed, including (but not limited to) antibiotics – because resistance can 

develop. The name of the category should therefore be changed from “antimicrobials (antibiotics)” 

to “antimicrobials”. 

• The safeguard “the patient has given consent for the prescriber to contact their GP” that the GPhC 

has proposed for the other categories of medicines in the consultation should also apply to 

antimicrobials. There are various antimicrobials that can interact with the other medicines a patient 

may be taking and which may not be suitable for certain patients. 

• The GPhC must strengthen the requirements for verifying patient identity, to reduce the possibility 

of a person impersonating a patient or providing a false identity. 

• Patients and prescribers should have the option to request a video consultation if required, and it 

should be clear which online providers offer this service. 

• The GPhC should ensure that online pharmacy websites are accessible to patients with cognitive, 

sensory and learning difficulties by setting a minimum standard of accessibility. 
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Questions 

1. Do you think our proposals on transparency and patient choice should be included in our 

guidance? 

Yes 

 

2. Do you have any comments about our proposals on transparency and patient choice?  

We are supportive of the proposals, but make the following recommendation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. 

a)  Do you think it is appropriate for pharmacy websites to be arranged in such a way that a 

patient can choose a prescription-only medicine, and its quantity, before having a consultation 

with a prescriber? 

No. An online consultation should mirror a physical one, so it should not be possible to choose a 

medicine prior to an initial consultation (subject to the caveats in our response to part b of this 

question). 

 

b) Please describe the circumstances when it would be appropriate for a patient to choose a 

prescription-only medicine, and its quantity, before having a consultation with a prescriber. 

Recommendation 

Patients should be informed of the indemnity and regulatory arrangements applicable to 

all prescribers, irrespective of whether they’re based inside or outside the UK. This 

should include contact details for the regulator and indemnity provider. 
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4.  We want to explore the risks and benefits of patients being able to choose a prescription-

only medicine, and its quantity, before having a consultation with a prescriber.  

• Please describe any risks in this approach. 

Outside of the conditions in our response to question 3 b above, allowing patients to choose a 

prescription-only medicine and/or its quantity would involve treating patients as consumers. It 

would fail to convey that “medicines are not ordinary items of commerce” (as the GPhC stated in 

the consultation documents) and carry risks. An online consultation with a patient should mirror a 

physical one as far as possible. 

 

Recommendation 

In order for a patient to be able to choose a prescription-only medicine and its quantity 

before having a consultation with a prescriber, the PDA recommends that, in addition to 

legislative and regulatory requirements, the following conditions, at least, should be 

met: 

• The medicine must have been previously prescribed 

• The previous prescribing must be recent (considering the medicine itself), making the 

medicine suitable for repeat prescribing 

• The prescribing must not have been discontinued 

• It must not be available for selection if the patient is due for a review which could affect 

the prescribing of that medicine 

• The patient’s GP must be aware that the patient is taking the medicine and be informed 

again after each supply 

• Appropriate checks must be in place to verify the patient’s identity and that the person 

requesting the supply is the patient 
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• Please describe any benefits of this approach. 

Our view is that the conditions set out in our response to question 3b above would make it easier 

for patients who met those criteria to secure a repeat supply of medicines online. 

 

5. Do you think our proposal to add further safeguards for certain categories of medicines 

should be included in our guidance? 

Yes 

 

6. Are there any other categories of medicine we should include in our guidance? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Do you have any comments about our proposal to add further safeguards for certain 

categories of medicines?  

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation 

In the consultation document, “antimicrobials (antibiotics)” is listed as one of the 

categories of prescription-only medicine for which further safeguards are needed. This 

could appear to suggest that the term “antimicrobial” has the same meaning as 

“antibiotic”. “Antimicrobial” has a broader definition. Antimicrobials should be included 

as a category of prescription-only medicine for which further safeguards are needed, 

including (but not limited to) antibiotics – because resistance can develop. The name of 

the category should therefore be changed from “antimicrobials (antibiotics)” to 

“antimicrobials”. 
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8. Do you think our proposals on regulatory oversight for services or prescribers not based in the 

UK should be included in our guidance? 

Yes 

 

9. Do you have any comments about our proposals on regulatory oversight for services or 

prescribers not based in the UK?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation 

The safeguard “the patient has given consent for the prescriber to contact their GP” that 

the GPhC has proposed for the other categories of medicines in the consultation should 

also apply to antimicrobials. There are various antimicrobials that can interact with the 

other medicines a patient may be taking and which may not be suitable for certain 

patients. 

Recommendation 

The GPhC must strengthen the requirements for verifying patient identity, to reduce the 

possibility of a person impersonating a patient or providing a false identity. 

Recommendation 

Patients and prescribers should have the option to request a video consultation if 

required, and it should be clear which online providers offer this service. 
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10. What kind of impact do you think the proposals will have on people using pharmacy 

services? Please give comments explaining your response. 

Subject to our other comments and recommendations, including the need to set out the 

provisions proposed in this consultation in an enforceable form, we support the GPhC’s proposals 

because we believe they could help make online services safer and more effective. 

 

The PDA is aware of a recent case where a prescriber wanted to introduce such protocols but a 

business director refused on the grounds that it would decrease sales. Regulatory requirements 

from the GPhC could help ensure that the care and safety of patients and the public are prioritised 

and the desire for higher profit and sales is tempered. 

 

 

11. What kind of impact do you think the proposals will have on the owners of registered 

pharmacies?  Please give comments explaining your response. 

We believe this will have a positive impact on the owners of registered pharmacies. An online 

consultation should mirror a physical one, and the safeguards for patients and the public when 

accessing online pharmacy services should be the same as for face to face pharmacy services as far 

as possible. 

 

12.  What kind of impact do you think the proposals will have on the pharmacy team? Please 

give comments explaining your response. 

Positive. We anticipate that pharmacists would be pleased to see the introduction of requirements 

that help to make the provision of online pharmacy services safer and more effective. 

 

We want to understand whether our proposals may discriminate against or unintentionally 

disadvantage any individuals or groups sharing any of the protected characteristics in the 

Equality Act 2010. These characteristics are: 

• age 
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• disability 

• gender reassignment 

• marriage and civil partnership 

• pregnancy and maternity 

• race 

• religion or belief 

• sex 

• sexual orientation 

 

13. Do you think anything in the proposed changes would have an impact – positive or negative 

– on certain individuals or groups who share any of the protected characteristics listed above? 

Please give comments explaining your response. 

Yes, patients with some disabilities may be negatively affected/at risk if the website is not fully 

accessible because they may miss information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14. Do you think our proposals will have any other impact which you have not already 

mentioned?  

Subject to our other comments and recommendations, we think the proposals, if enacted, should 

have a positive impact on the providers of online pharmacy services. We expect that they would 

feel reassured by the improvements in regulation and in being provided with requirements that 

assist them to provide a safe and effective service. 

Recommendation 

The GPhC should ensure that online pharmacy websites are accessible to patients with 

cognitive, sensory and learning difficulties by setting a minimum standard of 

accessibility. 
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