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Dear Colleague 
 
SWINE FLU 
  
Background  
  
Yesterday, the Chief Medical Officer (CMO) issued a Public Health Alert regarding Swine Flu. 
It highlights that the current status is Pandemic Alert Level 5, meaning that a pandemic is 
considered imminent. We are aware that many pharmacy staff will be having to respond to 
anxious patients and members of the public. Therefore, all pharmacists will need to clearly 
understand the current medicines supply arrangements to be able to advise patients and to 
make stock ordering decisions. This letter aims to support you in these activities.  
  
Patient access to antivirals at this time 
 
As highlighted in the CMO alert, at this stage the antiviral medications, Tamiflu (Oseltamivir) or 
Relenza (Zanamivir) are only indicated for supply on the NHS, for individuals who are 
suspected to have influenza on clinical grounds and on travel or contact history. Seasonal 
influenza finished circulating in the UK several weeks ago. Health Protection Units (HPUs) 
have access to supplies of antivirals that are to be used in the initial mitigation steps for 
individuals who comply with the details described in the Health Protection Agency (HPA) 
algorithm. (The algorithm can be downloaded at: www.hpa.org.uk. Be aware that this algorithm 
may get updated so it is worth checking the website.) 
 
The Emergency Preparedness Division (EPD) of the Department of Health are monitoring 
stock levels in conjunction with the Health Protection Agency and are ready to support HPU 
with central stocks if this is considered necessary. 
  
Supply of oseltamivir liquid (15mg/ml) 
  
Designated NHS hospital pharmacy manufacturing units will be manufacturing oral oseltamivir 
solution (15mg/ml) from the active ingredient, which DH has stockpiled.  The solution is for the 
treatment of children under the age of one. Until these arrangements are in place (which 
should be soon), commercially available Tamiflu (oseltamivir) suspension will be available 
through HPUs.   
  
Advice that can be given to patients at this time 
  
Pharmacists should use their role as trusted healthcare professionals to provide simple, high 
quality information to worried patients and members of the public. The advice should enforce 
good practice guidance related to respiratory and hand hygiene (available at www.hpa.org.uk). 
  
If asked whether an antiviral is needed, reassure patients that antivirals are currently only 
being used for those with symptoms whose onset is within seven days of travel from an area 
known to have cases of swine flu or those who have been in close contact with confirmed 
cases (as outlined in the HPA algorithm). If you consider that the patient may need 
assessment please refer them to their GP.    
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It is important that at this pandemic alert level (5), the HPA algorithm has been followed 
before antivirals are supplied. This is because the HPU must be aware of all patients 
who may have, or be at risk of having, swine flu and be able to test and monitor whether 
they are in fact carrying the virus. Therefore,  should patients present in community 
pharmacies with NHS prescriptions for antivirals - recognising you may neither have any stock 
nor be able to access supplies from wholesalers - it is recommended that patients are referred 
back to the prescriber. In the main patient access to antivirals at this stage is through 
HPUs following discussion with the GP, who has assessed the patient.   
  
Future supplies of antivirals 
  
Should the state of alert be increased or the situation change, supply of antivirals may change 
to local Antiviral Collection Points (ACPs). Community pharmacies and hospitals may be 
identified by their local PCTs, to be an ACP. In these situations, the supply of the antivirals 
including the oral oseltamivir solution for use in children under one year will be made available 
to the ACPs /hospitals via the PCT, who will receive the supply from the DH stockpile. 
  
Securing the medicines supply chain 
  
It is important, that pharmacists whether in a community or hospital setting adhere to normal 
ordering patterns and avoid stock piling any medicines.  
  
Steps are being taken nationally to secure antibiotics that may be required for secondary 
infections in the short term and strengthen the supply chain in general for the longer term.   
  
All pharmacists should continue to show due care for the on-going treatment of their patients 
by continuing to acting responsibly and professionally in maintaining stocks of medicines for 
their patients. Failure to do so, for example by entering into arrangements or agreements 
which reduce the volume of medicines in the UK medicines supply chain, could compromise 
the ability of the NHS to respond appropriately to this situation, as well as potentially adversely 
affecting individual patient care and health. 
  
Future developments  
 
It is important to note that this advice is current for the position that we are in now, however 
this obviously may change. We will endeavour to keep you updated.  
 
 
Regards 
 

 
 
Jeremy Holmes 
Chief Executive & Registrar  


