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It is with great interest that we learned of the special edition of your Journal to investigate the global medicines shortage problem. 

In respect of the international discussion we thought your readers might be interested in some of the work recently conducted in this area at the European level.

Responding to increasing concern from members about the problem, the European Association of Hospital Pharmacists (EAHP) conducted a survey in 2012-13 to better understand the scale and nature of the medicines shortage problem from the hospital pharmacy perspective. With over 300 responses from 25 countries, the results were stark:

· 99% of hospital pharmacists across Europe are experiencing problems with medicines shortages;
· 63% say the problem is a weekly, sometimes daily occurrence; and,
· 77% say the problem has become worse in the last year

The Pharmaceutical Group of the European Union (PGEU), representing Europe’s 400,000 community pharmacists, also surveyed their membership and discovered that although some countries are more affected than others, medicine shortages have been reported by all respondents to the survey and the problem is increasing. According to the survey, a broad range of medicines is affected, including even basic medication such as aspirin. The survey suggested that the prevalence of medicine shortages has increased in the past year-   just in the UK over 1 million branded medicine supply failures occur each year.

Armed with this information, EAHP and PGEU then combined with a range of patient organisations, such as the European AIDS Treatment Group, and Health Action International, in an initiative led by the European Public Health Alliance (EPHA) to present the problem to Members of the European Parliament, European Commission and others at a high profile event in Brussels in May 2013. Separate investigatory work is also being conducted via a patient and professional collaboration under the aegis of the European Medicines Agency.

With awareness of the problem now beginning to be raised in Europe, in the year ahead it is crucial that we move into a mode of solution-finding and implementation, if the end user of medicines, the patient, is not to suffer greater problems in terms of access and treatment. Our research has already revealed concerning stories of unnecessary treatment delays and switches endured by patients in acute conditions.

From a global perspective, some of the useful solutions we have discussed and proposed include:
· greater understanding by Governments and national regulators of the critical impacts medicines shortages have in relation to patient welfare and safety;
· better information collection and dissemination about the nature of the shortages problem;
· investigation of the impact that national strategies on medicines pricing and reimbursement are having on the operation of the supply chain; and
· sharing of best practices between countries in terms of responding to the problem (e.g. early warning systems and information portals)

On this last point, we note the action taken in the USA via the supply chain provisions of the 2012 Food and Drug Administration Safety and Innovation Act (FDASIA), such as enhanced early notification and reporting requirements. We look forward to future assessment of its impact, and the anticipated publication of FDA and Government Accountability Office reports on the problem mandated via sections of the Act. It is clear that what we are dealing with is a global problem, and so it is imperative that the lessons in regulatory response and research from one country are shared quickly and effectively with others.

It must also be hoped that special editions of Journals such as your own can play their part in disseminating relevant information and pin pointing the remedial measures that can be most effectively taken.

Thank you for the invitation to contribute. We congratulate the editorial team on their initiative and look forward to reading and learning from the publication. 
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