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Introduction 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the Health and Social Care Board (HSCB) review 

of oxygen supply in primary care in Northern Ireland. 

Pharmacy Forum NI is the professional leadership body for all pharmacists registered to 

practice in Northern Ireland.  Our role is to lead, promote and support pharmacists in 

Northern Ireland. We are an arm’s length body of the Pharmaceutical Society NI and are the 

leadership body for all registrants.  

This consultation response has been shared and commented on by pharmacists from 

different backgrounds, including community, hospital and academic settings from all sectors 

of our profession. 

Comments: 

In light of our specific remit, we intend to focus our comments and observations principally 

on the aspects of the review which focus on the Domiciliary Oxygen Service, which is 

currently supplied through community pharmacy.  

Firstly, in compiling our response, we would wish to highlight that our organisation has a 

number of fundamental concerns regarding the consultation document itself and the focus 

of the review. Specially, the document states that, the consultation is focused on the 

“adequacy” of oxygen provision in Northern Ireland and that the “costs of provision” will be 

considered separately. (P.13) The Forum would contend that the consultation document is 

framed in a manner which is not only leading but which makes it impossible to address 

adequacy of provision without commenting on the cost implications.  Further, we are 

concerned that the stated “Factors to be considered to determine adequacy of service” (P.8), 

are in a number of respects, directly related to cost and levels of investment. 

For example, the consultation document states that 393 community pharmacies on the 

Pharmaceutical List provide Domiciliary Oxygen Services, with all 533 pharmacies able to 

supply ambulatory (portable) oxygen cylinders against a request from a prescriber on an 

HS21 prescription form. (Pg.2) The document goes on to observe that “Pharmacies do not 

supply concentrator therapy or paediatric low flow meters as they are not listed on the NI 

Drug Tariff.” (Pg.3) This is stated in the context of a wider observation that “Advances in 

oxygen technology, especially portable and transportable concentrators and liquid oxygen, 

mean that patients with high oxygen demands of up to 15 litres per minute, can be 

supported to live at home, be active and have greater freedom and autonomy in managing 

their oxygen needs;” (Pg.1) and the stipulation that one of the factors to be considered 

when determining adequacy of service is the, “Use of technology” and the “high tech 

modalities compared to oxygen cylinders and available through specialist suppliers.” (Pg.8) 
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Among the list of “high tech modalities” outlined, are concentrators. By this measure 

therefore, the corollary is that in the absence of these facilities, the service provided by 

community pharmacy cannot be assessed as adequate. We would also contend that it is 

inviting a like for like comparison between community pharmacy and specialist services 

(specifically BOC), which is neither appropriate nor sustainable. 

The Pharmacy Forum agrees that as a result of demographic demand, the increase in long 

term conditions and patients being supported for longer in the community, there will be an 

increasing need for medicinal oxygen supply in primary care (Pg.8) Further, we agree that 

there will also be a requirement to enhance the provision of palliative care.  We would 

strongly contend that pharmacists are uniquely placed to play a vital role in this regard, 

supporting patients to live independently in their communities.  Community Pharmacy 

provides patient centred care and is convenient, easily accessible, trusted and at the heart 

of local communities. Community pharmacists are able to reach a wide demographic of the 

population, throughout the week and without appointments, including older people, 

individuals living with a disability and those with chronic, long term conditions. Community 

pharmacies are accessed by those seeking healthcare advice and support, often as a first 

point of contact with the Health Service and are visited regularly both by those who are 

unwell and by those in good health. Community Pharmacy NI (CPNI) states that an 

estimated 500,000 adults in Northern Ireland visit a pharmacy each week.  Furthermore, we 

are of the strongly held opinion that the provision of oxygen should not be isolated from 

other services and patient needs, including palliative support, medication review and 

counselling. As clinicians we realise that oxygen therapy will not be received by the patient 

in isolation of other treatment interventions for the management of their disease. As such, 

community pharmacy provides a more holistic and integrated treatment pathway 

supporting the patient than those offered by specialist services. We would also contend that 

any focus on specialist services, which results in a diminution of oxygen supply via 

community pharmacy, runs the risk of significantly reducing the capacity of community 

pharmacy to fill the gap when specialist services are unable to deliver.  

While the consultation document acknowledges the Adverse Incident Reporting Mechanism 

in place for community pharmacies and that “from January 2016 to December 2016 no 

adverse incidents were reported by community pharmacies to the HSCB in relation to 

oxygen2, (Pg.4), we would also suggest that any comprehensive review of the adequacy of 

service provision, should include a comparative study of cost and activity. 

The Forum is of the view that community pharmacy requires a much greater degree of 

support from the Business Services Organisation (BSO) to deliver a service that meets 

patient need. This includes the provision of additional training, a more streamlined 

administrative process, improved links to General Practitioners (GPs) and fire safety 

support. The Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority (RQIA) recommended 
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improved working practices between community pharmacists and GPs, in respect of home 

oxygen services, in their Review of Community Respiratory Services.1 Additionally, there 

would be considerable value in improved links with Trust respiratory teams. This work 

should be actively facilitated.  

 

Conclusions: 

We do not dispute the need to review oxygen supply in primary care in Northern Ireland, to 

ensure that it is fit for purpose both now and in the future.  However, we have fundamental 

concerns regarding the structure and content of this review. It appears to be predicated on 

an unsustainable direct comparison between community pharmacy and specialist suppliers. 

Additionally, we would contend that the decision to separate issues of cost and funding 

from an assessment of the adequacy of the service is fundamentally flawed, as those issues 

are directly conflated in the consultation document.  

Further, there is a failure to acknowledge the very significant role of community pharmacists 

in supporting patients using oxygen, to improve their health and live independently. With a 

full scale review, incorporating gaps in service provision, proposals for long term sustainable 

funding and investment, and recognising the vital role of community pharmacists as part of 

a multi-disciplinary team, delivering high quality, accessible care; there is the potential to 

develop a sustainable, clinically focused Domiciliary Oxygen Service delivered by community 

pharmacists. One which is accessible, safe and effective and is delivered in a patient centred 

environment. 

For further information about this response, please contact: 

Gillian Clifford 
Pharmacy Forum Policy Advisor 
 
Pharmacy Forum NI 
73 University Street 
Belfast  
BT7 1HL 
 
Tel: 44 (0) 28 90326927 
Fax: 44 (0) 28 90439919 
E-mail: Gillian.Clifford@psni.org.uk   
 

 

                                                           
1
 The Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority (2016): “Review of Community Respiratory Services in 

Northern Ireland”, Pg. 16 
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