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DOUBLE VISION FOR PHARMACY

hile politicians were packing their bags and thinking of their

summer holidays, the Government produced not one but two

visions for community pharmacy in England. However, this
double vision does not, at present, make the future much clearer; if anything,
the picture remains rather blurred.

The first vision is the long-awaited response to the Office of Fair
"Trading report on control of entry (see p105) produced by the Department of
Trade and Industry. This paints a picture of increased competition among
pharmacies and will introduce some new loopholes into the regulations cov-
ering the “necessary or desirable” test for granting new contracts. The second
vision, produced by the Department of Health, is an update to the pharmacy
plan launched in September 2000. This predicts a growing range of roles for
pharmacists (see p106). The problem lies in trying to match the two together.

The “balanced package of measures” is, as has been long suspected, a
typical fudge: a compromise put together by at least five Government depart-
ments and overseen at the highest political level. It is woefully short on detail
and, as the Pharmaceutical Services Negotiating Committee points out, raises
more questions than it answers. The PSNC is now suggesting openly that
unless some of the vagaries of the statement are clarified urgently then the
new pharmacy contract that both sides want is not going anywhere (see p105).

The Department of Health’s “vision for pharmacy” is a mixture of
past achievements (not all of which can be credited to the Government), recy-
cled announcements and some blue sky thinking from the chief pharmaceuti-
cal officer, Dr Jim Smith. His renewed proposals to revise the way in which
supervision takes place in pharmacies do appear to reflect a realisation among
pharmacy contractors that current supervision rules and the new contract are
not compatible. However, Dr Smith’s idea of local terms of service for phar-
macy contractors may not be so well received. On patient packs, Dr Smith
fails to rise to the challenge, suggesting only the same half-baked compromis-
es we have been given before.

Matching the visions is difficult. Until much more detail is given
about how the revised control of entry regulations will work, uncertainty will
continue to surround the future of community pharmacy. Dr Smith’s vision of
a brave new world for pharmacy cannot be put in place until clarity is forth-
coming. The PSNC says that it managed within an hour to produce 40 ques-
tions on the proposed changes to control of entry. The Government may take

a bit longer to answer them, but its double vision will not resolve until it does.
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