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The Practising Estate Doctors Association Limited
c/o Room 502 Edward Mansion 141 Prince Edward Road, Kowloon
Fax 23515325 Tel 23817322

25 September 1999

The Hon. Mr. Michael Ho,
Chalrman,

Panel on Health Services,
Legisiative Caouncit,

Hong Kong SAR.

Dear Sir,
Re: Monitorjog of sale of drugs

The Practising Estate Dactors’ Association has been informed  that a discussion of the above issue
will take place on the 28 September 1999 in the Legislative Council. Practising Estate Doctors are all
primary care doctors working in public estates serving citizens of Hong Kong and deal with
prescription drugs everyday of our practice. We would like to share our views of the problem with
honourable members of the panel.

The problem of control of prescription drugs in Hong Kong lies in improper control of pharmacies and
medicine company, not of individual doctors.

'The 300 plus pharmacies in Hong Kong are run by licensed Authorised Sellers of Poisons. Fach
pharmacy must employ a pharmacist who must be on site  for certain hours and prescription drugs can
only be sold to patients in the presence of the pharmacist. Theoretically, all prescription drugs sold by
the pharmacies should be labelled by the pharmacist and failure to do so may result in disciplinary
action by the Pharmacy and Poisont Board. 1 have been informed by the Chief Pharmacist on 13
September 1999 that pharmacists do not yet have thelr own Profiessional Code and Conduct Guideline.
Complaints against pharmacists are brought to the Board only. [n professional disciplinary enquiry of
pharmacists, the meeting is not conducted in open, unlike the Disciplinary Enquiries of the Medical
Council.

The Medical Council has promulgated its own Profession Code and Conduct to the medical profession.
Cases of improper labelling have been brought before the Medical Council and doctors disciplined. The
Practising Estate Doctors’ Association had brought forward improperly labelled medicine bags from both
the Hospital Authority and the Department of Health Clinics to the Chairperson of the Pharmacy and
Poisons Board (1), The Association has not been informed of any penalty to the concerned pharmacists.
A recent label from & Government Chest Clinic also demonstrates that multiple drugs in a bag is
dispensed in a government clinic (2).

Although test-purchases have been done by the Department of Health, the low success rate contrast with
the efficient test purchase done by Dr. CHOI Kin (reported in his letter to the Director of the Department
of Heaith (3)) and the reporters of Next Magazine (reported on 18 June 99 and 30 July 99 in the 2 issues
enclosed (4)). - A similar successful test purchase of a steroid ointment by reporters of the Oriental Daily
News on {4 September 99, a drug which resulted in permanent damage of the skin ofa 9 year old child,
also suggests that there are flaws in our current system of test-purchase(S). On 17 September 99, a
reporter of Noxt Magazine successfully purchased ‘non-patent’ ciprofloxacin from a pharmacy, the same
drug a doctor was accused of prescribing earlier. The photo in the magazine demonsirated that
incomplete labelling was done by the pharmacy (6) (but who should be doing the labelling?), that the
antibiotic was sold without a prescription, and that an incomplete course of
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The Practising Estate Doctors Association Limited
¢ Room 502 Edward Mansion 141 Prince Edward Road, Kowloon
Fax 23515325 Tel 23817322

antibiotic was dispensed. On 19 September 1999, reporter from Orientat Daily News reported than 9
out of 10 pharmacies did not request a prescription for a prescription drug.  The reporter purchased a
proscription drug , FHismanol, without proscription from a pharmacy and was told that patients with

heart disease and diabetes meltitus can take the medicine when in fact the concurrent use of this drug
with a macrolide antibiotic or grapefruit juice may produce fatal arrhythmia.(7). On 3 July 99, the
spokesman for the Hong Kong Federation of Societies for Prevention of Blindness warned that more
patients in Hong Kong developed glaucoms and blindness because they obtained steroid eye drops
without prescription from the pharmacles. Patients obtain refills of these medications from pharmacies
though these are items restricted to prescription only. The percentage of blindness due to glaucoma
rose from 16% in 96 to 19% in 97 and became the number one cause of blindness.

Thera is suggestion of & double standard.  We agree that there is. Doctors have, in their Professional
Code and Conduct, specifications of how to label dispensed medicines. Thus in Section 5,
5.1 :As from 1 January 1995, all medicines dispensed to patlents directly or indirectly by a medicul

practitioner should bde properly labelled with the following essential information:

a) Name of patient

b)  date of dispensing

o) trade name or pharmacolagical name of the drug

d) dosage per unit

¢) method and dosage of administration and

f) precaution wkere applicable
Any patient or person who found improper {labelling of dispensed medicine by a registered doctor may
report the case to the Medical Council directly. The doctor is solely responsible for the drug dispensed
in his clinic. He cannot argue his case by blaming the clinic staff who did the dispensing becauss he is
professionally responsible for everything happening in his clinic. Furthermore, doctors are compelled to
keep & record of all dangerous drugs dispensed as well as an inventory of the dengerous drugs used.
"These are subjected to on on-site checks by the Department of Health. No such clear and specific
guidelines exist for the practising pharmacist because there is no Professional Code and Conduct created
for their profession yet. Even if prescription drugs are sold without his supervision and drug labelling
are Improperly done, the pharmacist can always be exonerated if he i not present in the pharmacy.
Even if one suspects improper labelling, one has to write to the Department of tlealth and we have yet
to know how the system works as we have explained earller concerning our previous submission.

Although the blame has been put on the Medicine Companies and not the Pharmacies, based on the
number of successful test purchase, this is probably not true. Any citizen can do a test-purchase similar to
what the media has done and will obtain the prescription drug that he wants, from a pharmacy more
often than a medicine company. This is because the pharmacies carry the prescription drugs, while
medicine companles are not supposed to and prabably only hoard some smuggled medicines. A picture
has been painted that if a patient Is given 8 prescription, he will get the proper drug from a pharmacy with
the prescription scrutinised, the side effects explained, the mode of administration taught, and all drugs
labelled by a professional pharmacist. This has been challenged in open by citizens who claim  that
they have never seen a pharmacist when they go to a dispensary and nobody in the shop identifies himgelf
as the pharmacist. In an interview with the Hong Kong Economic Times, Ms. Scarlett Pong admitted
that pharmacist may employ dispensers to do these jobs to cut cost.
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The Practising Estate Doctors Association Linutsd
co Room 302 Edward Maasion 141 Prince Edward Road, Kowloon
Fax 23515325 Tel. 23817322

The real problem of contro! of sales of preseription and dangerous drugs lies in the ditficult role of the
pharmacist in the retail pharmacies. On the one hand, he has to safeguard the  public. On the
other, he has to be loyal to his employer, the authorised selter of poisons.  As the bible says, you cannot
serve two masters at the same time, Unless the pharmacist assumes the responsibility of checking on
the illegal sale of prescription drugs In his pharmacy and reporting on the wrong doers, his role swill
remain dubious and he will not obtain the trust of the public. Unless he practice what he preach, he
cannot hope for patients to go to him to have their prescriptions filled.,

We admit that we are ignorant that 8 generic drug registered by the Hong Kong Government may still
violate the patent right of the original brand drug,  As demonsteated with the example of ciprofloxacin,
pharmacies also sell these generic drugs, probably not reatising that the patent right of the brand has not
yet expired.  We hope that the various departments of'the Hong Kong Government can sort out  the
problem to prevent doctors and pharmacies from buying drugs that may pose legal inconvenience.

b L\

Dr. CHOL Kin

Chairman, Practising Estate Doctors’ Assoclation
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23/4/97

The Chairman,

Preliminary Investigation Committes,
Hong Kong Medical Couneil,

Hong Kong, ’

Dear 8,

We would like to bring your attention to two drug labels brought to our attention by one of our patients. The
bags containing medications with these drug labels attached are enclosed for your examination.

As you can ses from the details on the drug labels, the patient, Kwok , was seen
in the A & E Department of Caritas Medical Centre on 25 March 1997 at 2230 hours, However, the name of
the drugs, the name of the doctor who issued the prescription and any precautionary measures for the use of

the drugs were not visible on the labels,

Our Association Is all for upholding drug labeling and has been encouraging our members working in the
private sector to comply with the regulations, However, it would seem unfair if only private doctors are
brought to the investigation committes, The Hospital Authority, despite its immense resources, made the
similar mistake of omission in its labels, and thus bringing up the question of whether the Medical Council has
been too demanding or harsh on those in the private sector without similar clerical and computer backups.

There has been suggestions that the complaint should be lodged against the pharmacist board because he is a
professional. Since the prescription could have been filled only by a dispenser in the night time, the complaint
could also be lodged against the Hospital Authority which covers for all its staff. We hope you can look into
this complaint and give us a clear answer.

Yours sincerely,

Honorary Secretary,
Practicing Estate Doctors' Assoclation

¢.c. Chairman, Pharmacy & Polsons Board
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Dr. CHOI Kin, Gabriel

Specialist In Nephrology F.ILK.C. Family Physiclans

Encl. (3)

Rm. 502, Fdward Mansion, 1LR.C.P(Loadony MR C & Aoty VRGN, Shop 83484, 2nd Floor,
141 Prince Edward Road, Kowloon. FR.C.P(lrelond), RH.K.C.P, RH.K.AM.(Medicine), Wong Tal Sin Shopping Centre,
Tel: 2381 7322, 2381 8119 FR.A.C.G.P, RH.K.AM.(Funily Mediclne), D.C.i{.(London), l.ower Wong Tai Sin Bstate, Kowloon,
Dip, fam. Med.(CUNK), Dip. Oce. Med (CULIK), Dip. Prac. Denn{Walcs), Tek: 2726 D788 Pax: 2351 5328

20 July 1999

Dr. Margaret Chan,
Chairperson, ‘
Pharmacy & Poisons Board,
Hong Kong SAR.

Dear Dr, Chan,

Reai Unlabeled medications and the sale of drugs without prescription

On 17 July 1999, between noon and 3 pm, [ instructed my stafY to test-purchase medicines with and
without prescription from various pharmacies in Kowloon. 1 am obliged ta inform you, in your
capacity as  Chairperson of the Pharmacy and Poisons Board, of the results:

1

2

3

4)

5)

A test-purchase for Aldomet was made, 90 tablets were requested though the pharmacy stalf
tried to persuade the buyer to buy 100, The medicine was COMPLETELY UNLABELLED. No
advice was given on the side effects of the anti-hypertensive and the mode and time of

administration.

A test-purchase for antibiotic was attempted, The buyer just asked for antibiotic. 10 capsules of
a first generation cephalosporin  was supplied. No prescription was asked for or required. No
question was asked as to the symptoms and why antibiotic was needed.  When asked how the drug
should be consumed, the vendor just informed that buyer that taking all the capsules (2 and a half
days’ supply of antibiotic) would be encugh. A receipt for cleansing agent was lssued.

A test-purchase for Cozaar was attempted with an empty box of the medicine. No prescription was
asked for or roquired. No question was asked of the lady buyer concerning pregnancy. No
warning was given of possible side effects and the teratogenic effect on the fetus

A test-purchase for prednisolone was attempted with a doctor’s empty but labelled medicine bag.
When told that the purchase was for an asthmatic father, no prescription was asked for or required.
The vendor persuaded the buyer to buy an extra bottle of anti-asthmatic containing theophylline,
another prescription item which no prescription was asked for, nor were the side effects of tremor of
hands, anxicty or cardiac arthythmia suggested. No drug history was asked for to aveid drug
interaction.

A test-purchase for steroid eye drops was made with an empty bottle of the same kind of eye drops.
No preseription was asked for or required. No history was asked for why the drug was required.
No warning was given that prolonged use may lead to glaucoma and blindness, and may also
aggravate corneal ulcers. The successful test-purchase confirmed the announcement of the
Pederation of Societies for peevention of Blindness 2 weeks ago, that the increased incidence of
blindness in Hong Kong may be related to the illicit use of steroid eye drops provided by pharmacies.
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Dr. CHOI Kin, Gabriel

Speciallst In Nephrology F.H.K.C. Fanuly Physlclans

MB., B.S(H.K), LM.CC., A .
Rnp. 502, Edward Manslon, LR.C.P(London), MR.C.$England), MRCPUK), Shop $3+S"‘. 2ng! Floor,
““ Pﬂn¢° Edwm’d Rm\d. Kowloon. F.R.C.P.(lrc!nnd), l'll.K.CP.. FH.K.AM.(Medicine), Wung Tal Sin bhopplng Ccn"o.
Tel: 2381 7322, 2381 8119 PRA.CQ.P, FH.K.AM(Pamily Mcdlcine), D.C.H.{Loudun), Lower Wong ‘Tai Sin Estute, Kowtoon,
Dip. Furn. Med.(CUHK), Dip. Oce. Med{CUHK), Dip, Prac. Derm{Waules), Tel: 2726 0788 Fax: 2351 3328

6) A test-purchase for a sterold ointment was made. Signaller-N cream was dispensed without a
prgjscription and without warning that prolonged use will lead to skin atrophy. A receipt was
refused.

7) My staff went Into a pharmacy and requested miedicine for sore throat. 2 medications were
dispensed without explanation and without labels, I have been in practice for 27 years and I cannot
Identify the medicine.

All the medicine as well as thelr receipts are attached for your action, 2 tapes of the test-purchase are
available on demand.

I beg to remind you that I have, on 2 occasions, submitted unlabeled medicine bags from the Hospital
Authority Pharmacy and the Department of Health Dispensary for your action.  According to Benjamin
Kong Yin sun, president of the Pharmaceutical Society of Hong Koug in the City Forum on 18 July 1999,
it is a offence under the law if pharmacist do not label their medicine. 1 am not aware of any actions
taken on the provious occasions and even though I am on the Pharmacy & Poisons Board for the past 2
years, [ am not aware of any standardised penalties for such offence, ncither am I aware of the cxistence
of'a Professional Code and Practice guideline for the pharmacist in 1long Kong.

[ would like to bring you back 1 year ago when a complaint was brought to the Board that a pharmacist
substituted a generi¢ drug without first consulting the doctor who prescribed a brand drug on his
prescription form. There was a difference of opinion as to the ethics of this action and I had to
introduce the practice guidelines for pharmaclsts Ia the United Kingdom to help settle the issue. |
remember you ruled against the pharmacist  but I do not romember any penalty dished.  This confirmed
my suspicion that there was no Professional Code and Practice for the Pharmacists, 1t therefore
surprised me when I read the Hong Kong Standard of the 19™ July 1999, reporting on the City Forum,
and quoting Mr, Denjamin Kong as saying “ pharmacists would not change the drugs prescribed by a
doctor as they are not involved in any conflict of interest with drug manufacturers™.

In view of the fact that my test-purchases was a 100% successful in obtaining dangerous drugs without
prescription, and the Department of Health, after doing 3352 test-purchases last year, was only able to
inquire into the conduct of 23 Authorised Sellers of Polsons, I iust have grave misgivings on the
cfficiency of the test-purchases done by the Department of Health last year. [t must be stressed that |
am not the only one to successfully perform these test-purchases, the media have in the past reported
obtalning Virgo and Xenlcal with ease and without a prescription.

On the issue of complete divorce of dispensing from diagnosis, I have been informed by senior
doctors that the system currently employed in the Hospital Authority and Department of klealth clinics
are not a true divoree of dispensing from consultation. All patients actually obtained their medicine
from the pharmacy In the same clinic because of cost. It is well known that certain medicine available to
patients in the HA are not available in the DH clinics and doctors are forced to initiate a substitute instead
of repeating the original medicine and allowing the patient to get the proper medication in'a private
pharmacy.  Similarly, there are restricted medicine in the HA because of price and doctors do not inform
their patients of these better alternatives not available in the HA pharmacies or write out a prescription
for these patients to obtain there required medicine elsewhere.
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Dr. CHOI Kin, Gabriel

Specialist In Nephrology F.H.K.C. Family Physiclans

M8, BS.(LK), LMCC,
Rim. ‘502' Edward Mansion, LRC.P(London), M.R.C.8.(Bngland), M.R.CP{U.K), Shop $3+54, 2nd Floar,
141 Prince Edward Road, Kowloon. FR.CP(lrefand), FH.K.C.R, BHL.K.AM.(Mcdicine), Wong Tai Sin Shopping Cenire,
Tek: 2381 7322, 2381 8119 #RA.C.G.P, FH.K.A.M.(Mamily Medicine), D.C.H.(Landon), Lower Wong Tui Sin Bstate, Kowloon,
Dip. Pam. Med (CULK), Dip. Oce. Med (CUHK), Dip. Prag, Derm (Wales), Tel: 2726 0788 Rax: 2351 5328

[ must insist that the Pharmacy and Polson Board be more aggressive in penalising wrong doers.
Disqualification from being an  Authorised seller of Poisons for 6 weeks as a maximum penally will
hardly praduced any deterrent effect. The Medical Council of $long Kong is erasing drug peddiing
doctors from the registrar . [ have iterated in the past that illegal prescription of steroid is worst
then illegal prescription of cough medication containing codeina. The increasing number of patients
gone blind as a result of misuse of steroid eye drops support my belief. Since all pharmacies in Hong
Kong (authorised sellers of poisons and totally 295 at the end of last year) must cmploy a pharmacist, the
role of monitoring prescription drugs and the job of reporting illegal sales must be the responsibility of
the pharmaciat, albeit difficult because the pharmacist may be ratting on his own employer. But unless
such responsibilities are assumed by the pharmacist, how can they be regarded as professionals and how
can we entrust our patients to them?

I hope [ have not provoke too much problems for you and £ thank you for your attention.

With warmest regards,

-

Dr. CHLOI Kin, FRCP(Ireland), FHKAM (Medicine & Family Medicine)
Board Member, Pharmacy & Polsons Board

PS I understand if I were to be kicked out of the board next term.

PPS I would be obliged if you can reimburse me with the cost of the medicine. Otherwise, please
return all the medicine to me after you have done with the investigation. They cost a fortune. And
that is probably the reason why citizens and doctors do not report test-purchase - the expense.

c.c. President, Hong Kong Medical Assoclation
Chairman, Hong Kong Medical Council
Chairman, Estate Doctors’ Association
Professor J. Critchley, CUHK
Professor Kumana, RKU
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