
View this article online at: patient.info/news-and-features/getting-malaria-
tablets-from-your-pharmacist

Getting malaria tablets from your
pharmacist
In July 2017 the government body that regulates medicines in the UK, the
MHRA, announced its decision to re-classify a widely used antimalarial
tablet as a Pharmacy medicine (P). This means it can now be bought from
a pharmacy without needing a prescription from your doctor. The MHRA
hasn't taken this decision lightly, having considered the benefits and risks
and consulted with doctors, nurses and pharmacists as well as members of
the public.

The MHRA took the decision saying "Pharmacists are experts in medicine,
and have the necessary skills and training to ensure the safe and efficient
supply of pharmacy medicines ... [they] will be able to advise if [the
medicine] is suitable to protect from malaria depending on which countries
are being visited, pre-existing medical conditions, and any other medicines
being taken."

Over the years, lots of medicines have been re-classified in this way. Even
ibuprofen was once a prescription-only medicine (POM), but was re-
classified in 1988 and is now a staple of most people's medicine cabinets.

The new pharmacy medicine in question contains the ingredients
atovaquone and proguanil; you might know it better as Malarone®, the
original branded medicine prescribed by doctors. Why is this new 'POM to P'
switch worth finding out about? Let me explain why I think this is such an
important new development.
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What's the risk?
Whilst it might not be the first thing on our minds when planning our dream
holiday or visiting family, malaria can be fatal - even for travellers from the
UK - and infection rates are on the rise again. Public Health England reports
that 1,618 people in the UK contracted malaria whilst abroad in 2016. That is
a 15% increase on 2015 and 4.5% above the average for the last ten years.
For those people where data are available, 83% had not taken any
antimalarial medicine. Six people in the UK died from malaria in 2016 so it's
really important to take the right medication and get up-to-date travel
advice before you go.

Fiona Genasi, Nurse Consultant in Travel Medicine for Health Protection
Scotland said: "These days we're travelling abroad more than ever, both for
recreation and work. The recent change from prescription-only
atovaquone/proguanil to pharmacy over-the-counter sales of the drug,
opens another route for travellers to access important malaria prevention
medication.

"This change is welcomed on the understanding that malaria prophylaxis
(taking preventive tablets) is just one element of pre-travel preparation.
Importantly, travellers should obtain a full travel consultation and individual
risk assessment prior to their trip, irrespective of where they are presenting
for medication or advice."

Health Protection Scotland's travel health website fitfortravel.nhs.uk is
packed with vital travel advice, a key feature of which are the country-
specific malaria maps and advice on recommended antimalarial drugs for
particular destinations.

Atovaquone/proguanil on prescription
Up until now this combination has only been available with a prescription
written by a doctor. Apart from in exceptional circumstances, doctors have
to write private prescriptions so that the cost of antimalarials, considered a
'luxury' medicine, is not borne by the NHS. Of course, you still need an
appointment with a doctor or nurse and you will usually be charged a fee
for the prescription to cover costs, in addition to the cost of medication.
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Once you have the prescription you need to take it to a pharmacy to be
dispensed. Because it is a private prescription you pay for the actual cost of
the medicine rather than the standard NHS charge of £8.60. The
pharmacist will also add on a percentage to the price to cover their own
costs and time involved - all private prescriptions need to be recorded in a
register and stored for two years.

Atovaquone/proguanil from a pharmacy
So now you can buy this medication over the counter, what might the
benefits be? Well first, you should save some money. You won't be paying
the extra costs added on by the doctor and pharmacist for private
treatment, so it just depends on the price of the medicine. The current price
looks to be around £45 for a two-week trip (three weeks of medication);
compare that to potentially £65-70 on prescription.

Secondly you will save time; you won't need to book or attend a doctor's
appointment and you won't have to wait for your prescription to be
dispensed. More importantly perhaps, you will have freed up a doctor's
appointment for the NHS.

You will still need a consultation with the pharmacist to make sure the
medicine is right for you and to give you the proper travel advice; this will
take five to ten minutes. You could even do this from the comfort of your
own home by using an online pharmacy and having it delivered. Always
look for the 'green cross' registered pharmacy logo when buying medicines
online.

Protect yourself before you go
Chloroquine, alone or with proguanil, has been available over the counter
for years. Unfortunately chloroquine's usefulness has decreased due to
widespread drug-resistant malaria parasites, as described by the
American Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). In many
countries around the world chloroquine no longer works to prevent malaria
and, where the risk is high, atovaquone/proguanil is the recommended
therapy.
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This new Pharmacy medicine will provide cheaper, quicker and easier
access to a potentially life-saving medicine, alongside professional advice
for staying healthy abroad. The hope is that more people will protect
themselves before they travel and so reduce the numbers coming home
with malaria. Make sure you don't become a malaria statistic, visit your
pharmacy first.

Always take the recommended antimalarial for the whole duration of your
trip and continue upon your return as instructed. No medicine is 100%
effective, so avoiding mosquito bites as much as possible and using insect
repellent is also essential to reducing your risk. And malaria isn't the only
tropical disease carried by mosquitoes: dengue, Zika virus, yellow fever -
the list goes on. Whilst some diseases can be prevented by vaccines or
medication, many can't, yet.

Importantly, if you develop any fever or illness up to a year after returning
from a tropical country, you should get it checked out by your doctor.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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