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Social and administrative pharmacy

Challenges in accessing difficult-to-source
medicines
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Introduction: Shortages of medicines are experienced
worldwide, with the cause being both supply and demand
related. BREXIT heavily influenced the supply of medicines to
some countries whilst COVID-19 led to challenges in
accessibility to medicines. The development of long-term
mitigation strategies contributes to delivering patients their
required medicines, both critical medicines and others in a
timely manner

The aim of this study was to conduct an evaluation of the
situation in Malta regarding medicines shortages through
feedback from community pharmacists, and to identify
challenges in accessing difficult-to-source medicines.

Method: A semi-structured gquestionnaire consisting of 3
sections: Participant Details, Experience with medicine
shortages and Case Studies, was developed. The impact a
shortage had on both the patients and the pharmacists
themselves, as well as the solutions implemented in each
case were investigated. Following validation, the
questionnaire was registered with the University Research
Ethics Committee and dissemination to community
pharmacists chosen by convenience sampling was carried
out. After data collection and analysis, interviews with
national health service pharmaceutical procurement officers
were held to obtain further insight on difficult-to-source
medications.

Results: A total of 125 pharmacists answered the
questionnaire (35 male, 90 female). The greater part of
respondents (n=85) experienced 6 to 8 shortages per month.
Pharmacists listed 131 medications in the private sector and
44 medications in the national health service being in
shortage. In cases of shortage of medicines, pharmacists
either contacted the prescriber or else dispensed an
alternative: same medication but of a different strength,
same class or therapeutic indication of medicine but a
different active pharmaceutical ingredient. An alternative
medication was offered to 188 patients, 47 of which did not
accept alternative due to concern to their wellbeing.
Interviews held with procurement officers revealed 3 main
challenges in sourcing medications: 1) Malta, being a small
market. Suppliers many times prefer to supply medicines to
other countries having a larger population. 2) By grouping
small orders together, the supply would reach our country
however at a delay. These 2 challenges cause short-term
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shortages. BREXIT obliged wholesalers to outsource
medications from other countries other than the UK. Certain
medications are short in supply due to the lengthy process
involved in engaging alternative suppliers willing to deliver to
Malta. In justified health needs, medications with foreign
labels are accepted by wholesalers. Having to add English
labelling adds up to the cost of the medication, which is the
third main challenge faced by procurement officers in Malta.
Patients are also impacted since higher priced products are
put on the market.

Solutions offered include actively searching for alternative
suppliers, making and maintaining relationships with
procurement officers worldwide and having at least a 6-
month buffer stock for the projected consumption.

Conclusions: Results highlight the need of long-term
mitigation strategies, in view that even when a replacement
is available, patients do not always accept an alternative.
Challenges must be overcome. Developing guidelines and a
clear-cut crisis management plan is a way forward.
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