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Assembly News

In response to written questions in the Assembly, Health Minister Edwin Poots said of generic prescribing, in response to a question from Sinn Fein MLA Raymond McCartney, “it is estimated that the maximum optimal level of achievement possible for generic dispensing is approximately 70%. In Northern Ireland a generic dispensing rate of 62.2% was achieved in 2010-11. Generic substitution, whereby a pharmacist may substitute a generic product if one is available, in place of a branded product named on a prescription, may have a part to play in increasing the use of generics in Northern Ireland and delivering any associated savings. I have not ruled out taking steps to introduce generic substitution but I have no immediate plans to do so. If I decide that generic substitution arrangements should be introduced in Northern Ireland it will of course be necessary to consult on any such proposals. Any new arrangements would also need to ensure that specific branded medicines continue to be dispensed in certain circumstances where it is clinically appropriate to do so.”

During an Assembly debate on Tuesday, Members unanimously passed the following motion in relation to community pharmacies: That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety to put a contingency plan in place to protect pharmacy services in rural and socially disadvantaged areas following the introduction of new funding arrangements. The debate comes amid an ongoing legal dispute between Community Pharmacy NI and the Minister over the funding agreement in place for community pharmacies since April. Many Members, particularly from rural constituencies, expressed concerns that the proposed cuts in pharmacy budgets would lead to significant closures and job losses. Commenting on the drugs spend during the debate, Minister Edwin Poots said: “In my opinion, what we spend on drugs in Northern Ireland is out of hand. We have a cost, as regards community pharmacies and the drugs dispensed through them, of £459 million, and another £109 million is spent in hospitals: a total of £568 million is spent on drugs in Northern Ireland each year. I think that that sum is unacceptable…I believe that pharmacists can be part of the solution in identifying those savings, and that is why I would have liked to have got round the table with them as opposed to having people engaged on our behalf in a court of law.”
Committee News
Wednesday’s Health Committee saw an evidence session with the Minister, Edwin Poots, largely on the subject of bids his Department made in the October Monitoring Round for additional resources (further details of which are in the media section below). Remarking on his Department’s in-year budget, the Minister said that it was his hope that they would balance the books but that they still remained some £15 million short against projected expenditure. 

In further evidence, Minister Edwin Poots also noted that the worst case scenario for beginning to implement the outcomes of the ongoing Health and Social Care Review is June 2012. He would prefer to see the changes commence in April/May 2012. 
The Northern Ireland Assembly will now be in recess for a week, returning on Monday 7th November. 

Media News 

The Irish News reported on Tuesday that ‘a spectacular rise in the number of patients waiting for physiotherapy appointments in NI over a 6 month period has been revealed. New figures show that more than 3,600 people were facing delays at the end of August – compared with just over 400 in March. The Southern Trust had the biggest jump – going from zero to more than 1,150 patients for first outpatient appointments. The figures were revealed in an Assembly answer from the Health Minister to SDLP MLA Conall McDevitt. Health Minister Edwin Poots said of the figures that a ‘process of engagement’ is taking place to ‘establish the reasons’ for waiting lists and to work out ‘recovery plans’.
The paper also reported on Tuesday that ‘health staff facing the axe are to be offered payouts of £75,000 on average each if they take voluntary redundancy. Some 200 workers will be invited to quit early as Health Minister Edwin Poots tries to make savings. Officials are drawing up a redundancy and early retirement scheme under which administrative and support staff will be able to apply for lump-sum payouts.’
Further to this, the Department of Health noted that it had received an extra £25 million as a result of the October Monitoring Round. £15 million of this will go to the early retirement scheme noted by the Irish News, £5 million to unnamed capital funding projects and £5 million “to provide specialist drugs such as anti TNFs/ biologic treatment for rheumatoid arthritis and psoriasis, cochlear implants and also address the backlog in accessing drug therapies including treatment for cancer, hepatitis C, growth failure in children, rheumatoid arthritis and eye disease.” These drugs will however only be available until the end of this financial year, when further money will have to be found for their provision. 
Dates for your diary in November
4th/5th November – SDLP Conference (including Leadership election), Ramada Hotel Belfast

8th November – Health Minister answers Oral Question in the Assembly

9th November – Assembly Health Committee to be briefed on Primary Care Partnerships

23rd November – Health Review Team to brief Assembly Health Committee

26th November – DUP Conference, La Mon Hotel Belfast
For further information on any of the above please contact David Fry on david.fry@rcgp.org.uk or 028 9023 0055.
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