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Letterhead of The Hong Kong Medical Association

24 September, 1999

Honorable members

LegCo Panel on Health Services
Legislative Council

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
Legislative Council Building

8 Jackson Road

Hong Kong

Dear Sir,

We write to provide further information and clarification on the views of Hong Kong
Medical Association regarding the Control and Safety of Prescription Drugs in Hong Kong.

We are of the view that the problem of control of prescription drugs in Hong Kong lies
mainly in the ineffective control of Authorized Sellers of Poisons (commonly known as
“pharmacies™) and, to a certain extent, Listed Sellers of Poisons (commonly known as
“medicine companies”) in Hong Kong.

Medicines are prescribed and supplied by the doctors only to their own patients for medical
treatment. They will only be supplied to the patients after a medical consultation and
diagnosis and the doctor will follow up and monitor the progress and outcome of the
treatment. In so doing, the doctor is taking full professional accountability and
responsibility over the professional services provided to the patient.

As part of the comprehensive services provided to patients for their convenience, and very
often as a matter of necessity, doctors and clinics in Hong Kong do supply, and when
necessary, administer the prescribed medicine to patients directly. In providing this full
range of professional services to their patients, the doctors are also subject to the regulatory
monitoring by the Medical Council of Hong Kong. Doctors are liable to disciplinary
proceedings by the Medical Council if they fail to provide an acceptable level and quality
of services to the patients including the conduction of appropriate clinical assessment and
prescription of appropriate medications. In supplying and administering medicines directly
to their patients, they are further expected to provide comprehensive labeling of medicine
according to the requirement of the Medical Council of Hong Kong and to administer the
drug in a safe and proper manner.
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In sharp contrast, however, the community pharmacies and medicine companies are
supplying medicines to the public as one-off commercial transaction. Medicines are sold to
the public without the establishment of doctor-patient relationship and on-going supervision.
Moreover, test purchasing conducted by various organizations and members of the media
had revealed that the current control and inspection system is far from satisfactory.
Prescription drugs such as steroid containing ointment or eye drops and antibiotics had been
purchased from pharmacies or medicine companies without proper prescription being
produced or just by refilling the original prescription.

We strongly believe that the above problems are the direct results of an ineffective control
and monitoring system over the pharmacies and medicine companies. According to our
representative on the Pharmacy and Poisons Board (See Appendix A), test purchasing and
inspection of pharmacies and medicine companies by public officers are carried out
infrequently and are perceived to be ad hoc in response to complaints made. The heaviest
penalty imposed on offenders in 1998 was suspension of one Authorized Seller of Poisons
for a period of 6 weeks only.

Apart from the inadequacies of the monitoring system, we also feel that the current system
have failed to give an appropriate level of accountability to the pharmacists, who should be
responsible for the quality of professional services provided at community dispensaries.
Pharmacies in Hong Kong are required to employ a pharmacist and prescription drugs could
only be sold to patients upon a proper prescription in the presence of the pharmacist.
However, they are not required to employ a pharmacist to cover all the operating hours of
the pharmacy. We are aware that some pharmacies have pharmacists serving there for a
certain period of time during the operating hours with prescription items being sold also
outside the period of the pharmacist’s duty. With the pharmacists being an employee of the
pharmacies covering only part of the operational hours, it would be difficult to assure the
professional input and accountability of the pharmacists over the services provided at
community pharmacies. We urge the Government to look into ways and means of ensuring
that pharmacists are made accountable for all dispensing and professional services provided
by community pharmacies. In this regard, the system of compulsory partial ownership of
pharmacies by pharmacists adopted by certain overseas countries could be taken for
reference. For the medicine companies, which are not required to employ any pharmacist, it
is even more difficult to ensure proper practice. Examples of the unsatisfactory pharmacy
practices, which have been reported in the press, are enclosed for reference (See Appendices
B, C, D, E & F). Our attention has also been drawn to the problem of drug labelling at the
public hospitals and clinics. (See Appendices G & H).

In summary, the real problem of control of prescription drugs lies in the ineffective
monitoring and inspection system, the ambiguous role of pharmacist in community
pharmacies, and the total absence of professional pharmacist input in the operation of
medicine companies. The Hong Kong Medical Association would like to put forward the
following recommendation:
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The right of patients to choose to obtain their medicine either from their doctors
directly or from the community pharmacies with a prescription should be protected.
(This is supported by a recent survey conducted by the Social Sciences Research
Centre of the University of Hong Kong, which revealed that 80% of the respondents
interviewed would like to uphold their right to choose where to get medicine after
consultation. For details, see Appendix 1.)

The Government should look at ways and means to enhance the effectiveness of the
monitoring and inspection of pharmacies and medicine companies.

Disciplinary measures and penalties imposed on pharmacies or medicine companies
which have committed illegal or improper practices should be adequate to create a
deterrent effect.

The professional accountability and responsibility of pharmacists over the sales of
prescription medicines at pharmacies should be enhanced. Several measures can be
adopted:

a. The pharmacist should be present at the pharmacy during all operating hours of
the pharmacy to supervise the operation of the pharmacy.

b. The pharmacist at the pharmacy should identify himself in order that patients who
opt for their prescriptions filled at the pharmacies do know who is responsible for
the prescription and accountability for their professional service can be
established.

Yours sincerely,
For and on behalf of the Council of
The Hong Kong Medical Association

Dr Ko Wing Man
Hon. Secretary
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Dr. CHOI Kin, Gabriel
Specialist In Nephrology F.H.K.C. Family Physicians
Rm. 502, Edward Mansio MB, BSMEL LMCC,
141 Prince Edwand Rood, Ko :; LR.CP.(Loncen). MR C.5 (England), MRCAUK ), Shop S3+34, 2nd Floor,
rince " . oon. BRC Boirviand), FHX.C.P., EH.XAM.Medicine), Wong Tai Sin Shopping Centre,
Tel: 2381 7322. 2381 8119 FRACGP, AHK.AM(Family Medicine), 1.C 4, (London), Lower Wong Tai Sin Estats, Kowloon,

Dip. Fam. Med (CUHK), Dip. Oce. Med (CUHK), Dip. Prac. Derm.(Wales).

20 July 1999
h.e.c. Fresident

Dr, Margaret Chan, B.¢.€ Vice-Presidents
Chatrperson, worg, [on. Secre:ry
Pharmacy & Poisons Board. (.7.99 '
Hang Kong SAR,

Dear Dr. Chan,

Re: Unlabeled medications and the sale of druw without preseription

On 17 July 1999. between noon and 5 pm, 1 instructed my staff to test-purchase medicines with and
without prescription from various pharmacies in Kowloon. 1am obliged to inform you, in your capucity

a8
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Chairperson of the Pharmacy and Poisons Board, of the results:

A test-purchase for Aldomer was made. 90 tablets were requested though the pharmacy stadf (ried 1o
persuade the buyer ta 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 antibioti¢ was anempted, The buyer just asked for antibiotic. 10 capsules of a
first generation cephalospovin 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
conswmed, the vendor just informed that buver that taking all the capsules (2 and a half days’ supply
of antibjotic) would be enough, A receipt for cleansing ageat was issued.

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

A 1est-purchase for prednisclone was attempted with a doctor’s empty but labelled medicine bug.
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 comtaining theophylling.
another prascription item which no prescription was asked for, nor ware the side effects of tremor of
hands, anxiery or cardia¢ amythynia suggested. No drug history was asked for to avoid drug
interaction.

A test-purchase for steroid eye drop,s was made with an empry botde of the same kind of eve drops.
No prescription was asked for or required. No history was asked for why the drug was required. No
warning was given that prolonged ase may lead to glaucoma and blindness, and may also aggravate
corneal ulcers, The successful test-purchase confirmed the announcement of the Federation of
Societies (or prevention of Blindness 2 weeks ago, that the increased incidence of blindness in Hong
Kong may be related to the illicit use of steroid eye dsops provided by pharmacics.
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Tel: 2726 0788 Fax: 2351 $325
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Dr, CHOI Kin, Gabriel

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

6) A test-purchase for a steroid ointment was made. Symalar-N cream was dispensed withowt a
prescription and without warning that prolonged use will lead fo skin atrophy. A receipt was refused.

7) - My staff went inte a pharmacy and requested medicine for sore throat. 2 medications were dispensed
without explanstion and without labels. I have been in practice for 27 years and I cannot identify the
medicine.

All the medicine as wall as their receipts are attached for your agtion. 2 tupes of the test-purchase ace
available on demand.
re

1 beg to remind you that [ have. on 2 occasions. submitted unlabeled medicine bags from the Hospital
Authority Pharmacy and the Department of Heulth Dispensiry for your action. According to Bewjamin
Kwong Yiu sun, president of the Pharmaceutical Society of Hong Kong in the Ciry Forum on 13 July
1999, it is a offence under the law if pharmacist do not label their medicine. | am not awuare of any
actions 1aken on the previous occasions and even though 1 am on the Pharnacy & Poisons Board for the
past 2 vears. [ am not aware of any standardised penalties for such offence. neither am I aware of tie
existence of 4 Professional Code and Practice guideline for the pharmacist in Hong Koung,

1 would like 1o bring you back [ year ago when a complaint was brought to the Board that a planuacisi
substituted a generic 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 actior and [ had 10 introduce
the practice guidelines for pharmacists in the United Kingdom to help settle the issue. 1 remember you
niled against the pharmacist but T do not remember any penalty dished. This confirmed my suspicion
that there was no Profescional Code and Practice for the Pharmacists, [t therefore surprised me when |
ead the Hong Kong Standard of the 19 july 1999, reponting on the City Forum. and quoting Mr.
Benjamin Kwong as saving ™ pharmacists would not change the drugs prescribed by a doctor as they are
16t involved in any conflict of interest with drug manufacturers”, )

Inn view of the fact that my testpurchases was a 100% successfl in obtaining dangerous drugs without
prescription, and the Department of Health. after doing 3352 test-purchases last year, was ouly able (o
inquire into the condugt of 23 Authorised Sellers of Poisons, L must have grave misgivings on the
efficiency of the test-purchases done by the Department of Health last year. It must be stressed that 1 am
not the only one to successfully perform these test-purchases. the medin have in the past reported
obtaining Viagra and Xenical with ease and without a preseription.

On the issue of complete divorce of dispensing from diagnosis, I have been informed by seaior doctors
that the system currently employed in the Hospital Authority and Department of Health clinics are not 2
irue divorce of dispensing from consultation. AIl patients actually obtained their medicine from 1he
pharmacy in the same clinic because of cost. It is weil known that certain medicine available 1o patients
i the HA are not available in the DH clinics and doctors are forced to initiate a substtute instad of
repeating the original medicine and allowing the patient to gt the proper medication in a private
pharmacy. Similazly. 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,

Ren. $02, Edward Mansion, M8, BSMK LMCC.
141 Frinec Edward Road, Kowloon, LRCPiLondon). MR.C.S (England), MRCR(UK.), ShoP-Sst"' an Fiear,
ot ma " - ER.C.P(ireland), FH.K.C.P, FH.KAM.(Medicing), Wong Tai Sin Shopping Centre,
Tel: 2381 7322, 2381 8119 FR.AC.G.P, FH.K AM (Family Medicine), D.C. H.(London), Lower Wong Taj Sin Estats, Kowloon,
Dip. Fam. Med,(CUHK), Dip. O, Med.(CUHK), Dip. Prac. Derma.(Wales), Tal: 2726 0788  Fax: 2351 5325

P i Er it



SEP 27 '95 17:11

. , 152 Pos
-
T .
. b 51 n
F S % %
.
Dr. CHOI Kin, Gabriel
Specialist In Nephrology FH.K.C. Family Physiciana
Rm, 502, Edward Mansion, LROD (bn:;;:g’g‘“mcc ¢ Shop $3+84, 2nd Floor
141 Prince Edward Road, Kowloon. o B R T A Ko ; Sin Sh i
P K ‘;322‘ oy s;’l";mﬂ FRC Polireland), FHK.C.E. FH.K AM (Medicire), Wong Tai Sin Shopping Centre,

_FRACGP. FHKAM.(Famity Medicine), D.C.H.(Landon), Lower Wong Tai Sin Estate, Kow!
Dip. Fam. Med (CUHK), Dip. Oce. Med.(CUHK), Dip. Prse. Derm.(Wales), Tek, 2726 0788 Fax: 2331 532\;“1‘

| must insist that the Pharmacy and Poison Board be more aggressive in penalising wrong doers.
Disqualification from being an Authorised seller of Poitons for 6 weeks as a maximum penalty will
bardly produced any deterrent effect  The Medical Council of Hong Kong is crasing drug peddling
doctors from the registrar . I have iterated in the past that illegal prescription of sterold is worst than
illegal prescription of cough medication containing codein¢. The increasing number of patiems gone
tiind as a result of misuse of stexoid 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 employ 2 pharmacist, the role of
monitoring preseription drugs and the job of reporting lllegal sales must be the responsibility of (he
pharmacist. abiet difficult because the pharmacist may be ratting on his own employer. But unless such
responsibilities are 2ssumed by the pharmacist. how can they be regarded as professionals and how can we
entrist our patients 1o them?

1 hope 1 have not provoke 100 much problems for you and I thank you for your attention.

With warinest regards,
v VT

r, CHOI Kin, FRCP(Ireland), FHKAM (Medicine & Family Medicine)
Board Member, Pharmacy & Poisons Board

PS5 [ understand if [ were to be kicked out of the board next term,

FPS 1 would be obliged if you can reimburse me with the cost of the medicine, Otherwise, please return
alt the medicine 10 me after you have done with the investigation, They cost a jortune. And that is
probably the reason why citizens and doctors do not report test-purchase - the expense.

/--'—> o/C.c. President, Hong Kong Medical Association
Chairman. Hong Kong Medical Council
Chairman. Estate Doctors’ Assoctation
Profassor 1. Critchley, CUHK
Professor Kumana, HKU
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23/4/97
The Cheirman,
Preliminary Investigation Committes,
Hong Kong Medical Couneil,
Hong Kong.

Dear 8lr,

e ———

e

Wewouidlihlobﬂns'yﬁrmmdontommmmmlowmbycmofwrwm The
bags containing medications with these drug labels attached are eaclosed for your examinstion,

As you can sex from the details on the drug labels, the petivat, Kwok Yin Fan ¥/28, DOB 14/10/68 , was séen
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 ani any precautionary messures for the use of
the drugs were not visible on the labels.

Our Association is all for uphoiding drug labeling and has been encouraging our members working in the
private sac107 (0 comply with the regulations. However, it woukd seem unfair if only privata doctors are
brought to the investigation committee, The Hospital Autharity, despite its immense resources, made the
similar mistake of omission in its lsbels, and thus bringing up the questiont of whether the Medical Councit has
been too demanding or harsh on those in the private sector without similar clerical and computer backups.

Thera has been suggestions thae ths complaint should be lodged against the plarmacist board because he is &
professionat. Since the prescription could have been filied only by » dispenser in the night time, the complaint
sould also be lodged agsinst the Hospital Authority which covers for all its s, We hope you can look into
this complaint and give us a clear answer.

Yours sincarely,

Honotary Secretary,
Practiting Estate Doctors’ Asseciation

.. Chairman, Pharmacy & Poisons Board
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Letterhead of The Hong Kong Medical Association

27 September, 1999
Press Release

Survey revealed patients upheld their own choice of
where to get their prescribed medicine filled

An independent survey on “Patients’ View on Means to Obtain Medication after
Consultation in Private Clinics” conducted by the Social Sciences Research Centre in
August this year revealed that a majority, or 80%, of the respondents interviewed in the
survey upheld their right to choose where to get medicine after consultation, a privilege
which is now enjoyed by members of the public in Hong Kong. Moreover, 56% of patients
opposed to the suggestion that they could no longer obtain medicine directly at doctors’
offices after seeing their doctors. The Hong Kong Medical Association (“the HKMA”) and

the Social Sciences Research Centre jointly announced the results of the survey today.

The Social Sciences Research Centre of the University of Hong Kong, commissioned by
the HKMA, designed and conducted an independent telephone survey in August on
“Patients’ View on Means to Obtain Medication after Consultation in Private Clinics”. A
total of 1,015 Chinese-speaking adult respondents, who had sought consultation from
private doctors within the six months period immediate before the survey, were randomly
selected and interviewed by telephone. The results indicated that respondents considered
“convenience and time saving” the most crucial consideration when deciding whether they
would obtain the medicine prescribed direct at the doctors’ offices or at outside pharmacies.
41% of the respondents cited this factor when making the decision. Two other major factors
are “confidence towards the doctor/pharmacies” and “cost of medicine” which were cited

by 35% and 34% of the respondents respectively. (Question 2)

Figures showed more than half, or 56%, of the respondents opposed or strongly opposed to
the idea that patients could no longer obtain medicine straight at the doctors’ after
consultations and prescriptions were all that they could get. This clearly demonstrated the

public’s

/P2



opposition to the proposal of “separating the medical practice and drug dispensing”. The
same survey told that only 20% of the respondents do not oppose the suggestion doctors
could only give out prescriptions and patients had to purchase their own medicine at
pharmacies. (Question 3)

At the same time, a dominating majority of the respondents maintained that the decision of
where to get the medicine should retain in the patients’ own hands. When asked whether
they agreed or disagreed, after taking all relevant considerations into account, that patients
should be given the choice to decide where to go for their drugs, 80% gave a confirming
reply while less than 9% answered negative. (Question 4)

It was clear that the public did not subscribe to the proposal of separating medical practice
and dispensing, remarked the Social Sciences Research Centre of the University. What was
commonly accepted was that patients should have the freedom to choose where to obtain
their drugs. The HKMA highlighted that the results of this survey corresponded to another
one of the same kind which was commissioned by a third organisation and carried out
earlier by the Social Sciences Research Centre. This showed that, generally speaking,
patients were highly aware of their right to choose.

Founded in June, 1991, the Social Sciences Research Centre of the HKU has been
conducting surveys on various social and political issues. It also provides research services
to local or overseas institutions on condition that all surveys, from designs to
methodologies, are to be conducted independently by the centre and that results will be
made available to the public. This survey commissioned by the HKMA was, as all others
were, conducted independently by the centre after the HKMA had provided the necessary
background information of the issue to the centre.

It is the stand of the HKMA that patients’ rights could not be jeopardised. What’s more, to
impose the model of drug dispensing in some other countries was not only unnecessary but
unwise, which in turn might hamper the flexibility of the present one-stop-shop service
offered by the medical profession in Hong Kong. Coupled with the deficient monitor
exerted on the retail pharmacies, which brought about cases after cases of illegal sale of
drugs, any such move would surely bring the public more detriment than protection.

End

For enquiries, please contact Ms. Samantha Wong (2527 8285)
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Question 3: “After taking into account all the above factors, do you agree or disagree thit
private clinics could no longer provide medicine to patient but a prescription for filling out at
outside pharmacies?”

Mgz T AR LAR AL RRBEANAA LR RBETRGHA
Rettish BREGERTRARARY RAERALE &7 RS N R,

Frequency %  Percentage T4 %

Strongly Agree 4t ¥ B &, 46 4.5% )20.7%
Agree R %, 163 16.1% )

Half and half — % 3 143 14.1%

Oppose % & % 464 458% ) 564%
Strongly oppose 7k % % - 107 106% )

Don’t know 4§ Ko/ 3 ik 89 8.8%

Total s 4t 1,012 100%

Question 4: “After taking into account afl the above factors, do you agree or disagree that
patients could choose to obtain medicine straight at the doctor’s clinic_or to obtain a
prescription for filling out at outside pharmacies?”

MAw: "ARARAFARS  FRECEHAEATHUREALREMEBAL D E

SRFBAFERGRRT
Frequency #i#t  Percentage T 5%
Strongly Agras s %% 4 238 235% )79.8%
Agree AL 570 56.3% )
Half and half - % 64 6.3%
Oppose # K9 1 74% 38.5%
Strongly oppose sk % A ¢ 1 1% )
Don’t know 5 fo/gR 1% 55 5.4%
Total $8.8 1,013 100%%
L‘Wﬁfﬂ;ﬁmmxarwﬁwmamsrwmww g T A 4 I T T R AN BN R R R
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& 2 B # &
T Hong Rong Medienl Association

FOUNTIFT B 1820 - INCORMORATED IN 1080 Ay A COMPANY LIATED 9Y GUARANTER
MEMBEH OF WONLD MEDICAL ATION O MEDICAL TN ABIA & OULANIA

Duke of Windsor Social Service Buiiding, 5th Floor, 15 Hennessy Road, Hong Kong
E-madl; hkma@hima.ory Homa Page: hitp//www.hkma.org
Tl Mo.: 2527 8285 {6 lines) Fax: (852) 2885 0943

Question 1: “Have you consulted any private doctors in the past 6 months?”

M- TRk rEAA0sERE LB,

Frequency A& Percentage T 4

Yes 1,015 56.8%
No # 762 42.5%
Unsure <% 12 % 15 0.6%
Total 48 $ 1,787 100%

Question 2: “If you are free to choose, after consulting a private doctor, whether you get the
medicine at the doctor's clinic or obtain a prescription from the doctor for purchase of
medicine at outside pharmacies, what factors would you take into consideration when making
the decision?”

MB: TRReSHaEREABLLMEE SAe SR RARERL TS
EHEE SRS R AR TERE) |

Frequency #i3t  Percentage ¥ 5 #

Convenience and time saving ¥R AE/ L5 43 418 41.2%
Confidence towards the doctor/pharmacies ¥ 3 4 /8 4 8545 351 34.6%
Cost of the medicine {f 4/ % R 349 34.,4%
Safety of the medicine #8454 K154 116 11.4%
Quality and types of the medicine sy M/ K % 92 9.1%
Medical conditlons suffering from & #4/% 2 41 40%
Qut of habit ¥4 21 2.1%
Others Jt & & % I9 1.9%
Don't know 3 o/ 62 6.1%
Total 4 4% 1,469
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