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The Canadian Medical Association (CMA) is the national voice of
Canadian physicians. Founded in 1867, CMA’s mission is to
serve and unite the physicians of Canada and be the national
advocate, in partnership with the people of Canada, for the
highest standards of health and health care.

On behalf of its more than 76,000 members and the Canadian
public, CMA performs a wide variety of functions. Key functions
include advocating for health promotion and disease/injury
prevention policies and strategies, advocating for access to
quality health care, facilitating change within the medical
profession, and providing leadership and guidance to physicians
to help them influence, manage and adapt to changes in health
care delivery.

The CMA is a voluntary professional organization representing
the majority of Canada’s physicians and comprising 12
provincial and territorial divisions and 51 national medical
organizations.

Introduction
The Canadian Medical Association (CMA) is pleased to provide this submission to the House
of Commons Health Committee for consideration as part of its study on drug supply in
Canada. The severe impact of the disruption in production at one pharmaceutical company’s
manufacturing facility has demonstrated the significant shortcomings in how drug shortages
are managed in Canada. This submission focuses on what is needed to ensure Canada’s
health care system delivers patient-centred care.
In order to deliver the best possible care to patients, physicians require timely, comprehensive
and accurate information about current and anticipated drug supply shocks and constraints.
With this objective in mind, we have provided input to the government and to the
pharmaceutical industries. Further, Canada requires an uninterrupted supply of medically
necessary medication for patients.
Impacts on Patients and the Health Care System
Canada’s doctors are deeply concerned about the persistent shortages of drugs that they and
their patients are encountering. Prescription drugs can prevent serious disease, reduce
hospital stays, replace surgical treatment and improve a patient’s capacity to function
productively in the community. Pharmaceuticals benefit the health care system by reducing
costs in other areas such as hospital stays and disability payments. Disruptions in the supply
of pharmaceuticals can impact patient care, patient health and the efficiency of the overall
health care system.
At the CMA, patient organizations are telling us about the anxiety, pain and harm that drug
shortages are inflicting on patients. Below are excerpts of these experiences:
According to the Brain Injury Association of Canada: “Any drug medication shortage
endangers Canadian patients. In the brain injury community, anti-depressants are
prescribed to some, as is pain medication, so if there is a shortage some members in
the community will be endangered even if the medication is altered.”
The interim-president of the Canadian Arthritis Patient Alliance, Louise Bergeron, wrote
CMA to say: “Actually, I have had this happen to me on three occasions and it is quite
scary when you know you will not have access to certain drugs for an extended period
of time, since you know your health will be on the line.”
Sharon Baxter, Executive Director, of the Canadian Hospice Palliative Care
Association, says: “All are encouraging the government to find a solution very quickly
as pain medication at the end of life is essential and urgent. I don't think we are at the
stage where people are dying without access, but getting to that end is totally
unacceptable in a country like Canada.”
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Among the impacts of drug shortages are:
delays in access to needed medication;
delays or disruptions to clinical treatment;
delayed or cancelled surgeries;
loss of therapeutic effectiveness when an appropriate alternate therapy is not
available;
increased risk of side effects when alternate therapies are used; and
increased non-compliance when patients, particularly those on long-term therapy,
find it harder to comply with a new medication regime.
Any one of these situations can impact patient health, particularly in patients with complex
problems. In many instances, this in turn leads to a greater demand on the health care
system, whether in physician visits or emergency room treatments.
In a survey of physicians conducted by the CMA in 2011, two-thirds of respondents said that
the shortage of generic drugs had had negative consequences for their patients or practice.
Of these physicians, 22 per cent indicated that the consequences were that their patient
suffered clinical deterioration because an alternate drug was substituted. Similarly, in a survey
of pharmacists by the Canadian Pharmacists Association in 2011, 69 per cent of respondents
indicated that they believed that patients’ health outcomes had been adversely affected by
drug shortages.
Notably, of the physicians who indicated the shortage of generics resulted in consequences to
their patients or practice, 28 per cent reported that their patient did not fill the substitution
prescription due to the cost of the medication. Numerous respondents raised concerns about
the financial impact of substitute medications on patients.
Survey responses also shed light on the increased demand on the health care system created
by the lack of information on drug shortages provided to physicians. When physicians are not
made aware of a drug shortage, and prescribe that medication, they later have to provide the
patient with a new prescription, which often requires an additional patient visit. Better
informing physicians about drug shortages can reduce demand on the health care system by
eliminating the inefficiencies associated with drug shortages.

Scope of Drug Shortages
In an attempt to outline the scope of the problem, the Canadian Agency for Drugs and
Technologies in Health (CADTH) stated that:
“It is difficult to quantify and determine the extent of drug shortages in Canada
because manufacturers are not required to report disruptions in drug supply to Health
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Canada and because there is no single accountable Canadian organization that
provides system-wide drug distribution oversight.”i
Surveys by the CMA and the Canadian Pharmacists Association (CPA) shed light on the lack
of drug shortages management in Canada. Taken together, the results of these surveys paint
an alarming picture of drug shortages management in Canada and underscore the need to
improve our system.
In terms of notification, the majority of physicians and pharmacists indicated they never (51
per cent and 29 per cent) or infrequently (32 per cent and 33 per cent) receive advance
notice of shortages. Ironically, given the high proportion of pharmacists reporting they never
or infrequently receive notice, 65 per cent of physicians indicated that they receive notification
from pharmacists. Meanwhile, 30 per cent of physicians also indicated that they were notified
of drug shortages by their patients.
Alarmingly, 81 per cent of the pharmacists surveyed indicated they had trouble locating
medications to fill a prescription during their last shift prior to completing the survey and 93
per cent had difficulty over the week prior.
This is not a new problem, but since we surveyed CMA members in the fall of 2011, the
situation has worsened. Currently about 250 medications are listed on Canadian drug
shortage websites. Before the dire impact of the loss of production at Sandoz, Canadian
hospitals were already dealing with shortages in the supply of sterile injectables - critical in
specialties like surgery, oncology and anesthesia.
What Canada’s Doctors Require to Provide Care
Physicians have expressed their frustration at the time it takes to find an appropriate drug for
substitution – time taken from the physician, the pharmacy and the patient. Time better spent
with patients is being used by physicians to work with pharmacists to identify alternative drugs
and therapies.
Of greatest concern are those drugs that are single sourced. When single source medications
are in short supply, there are no clear substitutes. The impact of this is being felt now in
hospitals across the country as they grapple with the loss of numerous Sandoz products and
are forced to ration the remaining stock.
The majority of physicians surveyed by the CMA indicated that greater knowledge of drug
supply issues would allow them to deliver better patient care.
To this end, the CMA strongly supports the development of a comprehensive system for
monitoring and responding to domestic shortages of medically necessary drugs. Canada
needs a sustainable, adequately resourced system to: identify shortages, rapidly and
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proactively inform health care professionals, and respond quickly to allocate supply as
needed to resolve shortages.
The CMA has provided input to both industry and government on the key information needs
of doctors. These are:
Information about the product in short supply;
Expected duration of the shortage;
Therapeutic alternatives;
Regions affected;
Notification of the end of the shortage.
While the recent establishment of the online inventories by the pharmaceutical industry
associations marks an improvement in Canada’s management of drug shortages, significant
issues remain to be addressed. These include the need for: complete and more consistent
information; automatic notifications to alert physicians, pharmacists and other health care
providers; a mechanism to prevent potential disruptions; and a mechanism to seek new or
interim sources of supply during a shortage.
The CMA recognizes that other countries are also grappling with drug shortages. Canada
must also work with its partners abroad to find an international solution to this phenomenon.

Conclusion
Drug shortages management in Canada has significant shortcomings that impact patients,
doctors and the health care system. With the current shortage of injectable drugs teetering on
the verge of a crisis, quick action and cooperation are required to address the supply shock.
The CMA calls on Members of Parliament to exercise leadership to ensure that Canada’s
health care providers have access to the information necessary for them to care for their
patients, and that Canadians have access to medically necessary drugs.

i
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