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Dear Ian,  

 

Thank you for your email of 4 May containing an open letter signed by a number of 
medical professionals and others, about the Misuse of Drugs (Coronavirus) (Amendments 
Relating to the Supply of Controlled Drugs During a Pandemic etc.) Regulations 2020 (“the 
2020 Regulations”).  You and your co-signatories suggested that all three of the measures 
should be implemented immediately. 
 
As you are aware, the measures in the 2020 Regulations would:  
 

• allow registered pharmacies to supply certain substances without a prescription, 

where the patient has been receiving them as part of ongoing treatment;  

• allow the supply of substances under a Serious Shortage Protocol to enable 

ongoing treatment with alternative products where prescribed items are unavailable 

or are in short supply nationally; and  

• allow pharmacists without prescribing rights to change the frequency of instalments 

on instalment prescriptions without the immediate need for a new prescription. 

 
The amendments are enabling and are only intended to be used in limited circumstances 
where demand or workforce pressures during a pandemic meant that local health services 
were at imminent risk of failing to fulfil their duties or there is a national shortage of a 
specified controlled drug. There will be no changes to practice until an announcement is 
made by a Secretary of State.  The supply of medicines is the policy responsibility of the 
Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) and the NHS and it would therefore be the 
Secretary of State for Health and Social Care who will decide when to use these powers 
and make the announcement setting out the conditions of supply.   
 
Although the measure enabling the supply of medicines without a prescription, for 
example, may be applied across the whole of Great Britain, or the whole of England, 
Wales or Scotland, it could also be implemented in a relatively small geographical area, for 



 

 

example, a specific town or the area from which a GP practice that has been forced to 
close has accepted patients onto its patient list.  The geographic scope will be determined 
by the extent of need.  An announcement which affects all or any area of Scotland or 
Wales would be made following consultation with Scottish or Welsh Ministers.  
 
I would also encourage you to read the thoughtful advice from the Advisory Council on the 
Misuse of Drugs (ACMD) on the measures.  The ACMD expressed support for the 
measures but also urged caution on a number of aspects of their implementation, which 
will be taken into account in any future use of the measures.  The Royal Pharmaceutical 
Society has also issued guidance on these new measures and the NHS is developing 
operational guidance in consultation with the relevant professional representative bodies. 
 
I have shared your letter with the Health Secretary.  I can assure you that the Government 
is working hard to ensure the supply of all essential medicines where there is urgent need 
and that the Government will continue to make every effort to ensure that all patients 
receive the best possible care during the pandemic. 

 

 

 
 

Rt Hon Priti Patel MP 


