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I was really pleased to discover that the Health and Sport Committee of the Scottish 

Government are carrying out an inquiry into the management of medicines. I think it’s vitally 

important that the Scottish Government takes steps to address the problem of medicine 

wastage. As global temperatures rise due to climate change, reducing medicine wastage is 

one way in which the NHS could reduce its large carbon footprint – I’ve read that it’s 

estimated that pharmaceutical products currently account for about a fifth of the UK NHS’s 

overall carbon footprint. Reducing medicine wastage would obviously lead to monetary 

savings. It would also make a lot of sense to focus on this area when there are looming 

risks of medicine shortages due to Brexit. 

Here are two ways in which I think the government could go about addressing this issue: 

 

1) Resourcing primary care to improve their prescribing practices 

As a recently qualified GP, I am aware that a growing proportion of the population are 

prescribed multiple medications for chronic diseases. I am also aware from personal 

experience that it’s a real challenge for GPs to find the time to actively review these patients 

to ensure they aren’t being prescribed medicines they don’t need or aren’t actually even 

taking. I’m encouraged that the new GP contract in Scotland proposes to enhance the role 

of pharmacists and pharmacy technicians in primary care. I hope this plan is delivered soon 

and that pharmacists are enabled to conduct medication reviews in primary care settings or, 

through carrying out other tasks, free up time for GPs to carry out this work. 

 

2. Changing dispensing regulations 

Under current UK dispensing regulations, any unused, unopened medicines which are 

handed back to pharmacies must be destroyed. I recently signed a petition to the UK health 

secretary which suggested that a change in the law should be considered so that some of 

these medicines could be re-dispensed. I realise that there are potential safety issues which 

need to be considered before contemplating such a change – in particular the possibility 

that medicines could be tampered with prior to being handed back to pharmacies. I would 

propose that in the first instance, regulations are changed in relation to medicines 

dispensed to care homes. Care home staff are already trusted to handle and deliver 

medicines to their residents, so I don’t see why they could not be trusted to hand boxes of 

unopened medicines back to pharmacies to be re-labelled and re-dispensed, provided the 

medicines were still in date.  
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