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Dalton McGuinty’s Drug War

The McGuinty government’s recent decision to legislate away a substantial portion of the income that pharmacists receive from generic drug companies has created a storm of controversy. So what is it that has our neighbourhood pharmacists up in arms?  

For years, a portion of a pharmacy’s income has come from “professional allowances.”  These are payments to pharmacists by generic drug companies, based on the volume of their prescription drugs dispensed by the pharmacy.  The more generic drugs a pharmacy dispenses, the higher the professional allowance. Not only is there a financial incentive to the pharmacy, but by encouraging the substitution of generics for brand-name drugs, pharmacists have also been saving consumers and the government millions of dollars because of their lower prices.

These incentive payments have been an integral part of the commercial terms under which pharmacies do business in this province for many years. In fact, it was the McGuinty government that passed a regulation in 2006 that designated these payments as “professional allowances”, and prescribed that they could only be used for specific “patient-focused” services.  These services include counselling to patients with conditions such as diabetes, asthma and high blood pressure to manage their conditions and complex medication regimes.  As part of this direct patient care, pharmacists provide care for minor ailments and support to patients concerning their treatment and prescriptions for what are often complex medical conditions. 
These professional allowances are an essential part of the revenue of pharmacies, and it is this revenue source that the McGuinty government is now characterizing as a “kick-back” and is legislating away.
What does this mean to your pharmacist?  For the average-sized pharmacy in Ontario, it means a decrease in revenue of more than $300,000 per year.  The McGuinty government is arguing that this loss of revenue will be offset by a one dollar per prescription increase in dispensing fees and a new professional service fee.  But according to local pharmacists, these won’t even come close to offsetting the loss of revenue represented by the professional allowance.  
Now you know why your neighbourhood pharmacist is so concerned and is mounting an all-out effort to fight the McGuinty government’s so-called “drug reform bill.”  We should all stand with them, because there is a principle at stake that goes far beyond what is playing out between the pharmacists of Ontario and the McGuinty government.  Namely, what gives this government the right to dictate to a private sector business the commercial terms under which it conducts its business?  To wash our hands of this is to endorse yet one more intrusion of government into our lives, our businesses and into our private affairs.  Which profession or business is next in line for this “government knows best” attitude of the McGuinty government? 
I know many of our local pharmacists and I know them to be upstanding and responsible members of our communities, providing important health care services.  Dalton McGuinty’s assault on these professionals is unwarranted and an insult to them and to their profession.

I support and will defend our community pharmacies and will be advocating for a fair and responsible resolution to this dispute.  Within the next few days, I will be organizing a round table meeting with pharmacists in our community to develop a specific action plan. By standing with our pharmacists, we will also be defending a fundamental principle of free enterprise.  A principle we cannot afford to allow the McGuinty government to erode – regardless of how subtle the attack.
As always, I invite your comments and questions on this or any other issue of interest to you. Please feel free to contact me on my direct line at 416 509 8999 or through my website at www.frankklees.com.
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