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Ethical Medicines Industry Group (EMIG) – Written submission in response to the House of Lords Sub-Committee on the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland’s request for further evidence for its follow-up work on the provision of medicines to Northern Ireland.  

Introduction

In June 2021, the Ethical Medicines Industry Group (EMIG), a pharmaceutical trade association for small and medium sized companies, submitted written evidence to the European Affairs Sub-Committee On The Protocol On Ireland/Northern Ireland. In our written evidence, EMIG outlined our concerns with the end of the ‘grace period’ in respect to medicines on 1 January 2022.

Our previous submission, drawing on the findings of a survey of our membership, found that 56% of respondents planned to withdraw products from the market in Northern Ireland following the end of the Northern Ireland Protocol grace period. Of the respondents who planned to withdraw or cease trading those products following the end of the grace period, the volume of products affected varied by company although the most popular answer indicated that 41-60% of medicines by volume were likely to be disrupted.

Since this submission, we note the developments that have occurred in relation to medicines and the operation of the Northern Ireland Protocol, including the publication of the United Kingdom (UK) Government’s Command paper and the European Union’s (EU) Non-Paper. To establish the likely impact of the latest developments, the Committee has requested EMIG provide follow-up written evidence. 

This document briefly outlines EMIG’s latest position on the supply of medicines in Northern Ireland from 1 January 2022.  

EMIG updated position on the Northern Ireland Protocol

Since our original submission, EMIG has been encouraged by the latest developments regarding the operation of the Northern Ireland Protocol. Notably, this includes the UK’s decision to continue to operate the Protocol on the current basis, including the extension of the grace periods currently in force, and the EU’s decision not to pursue infringement procedures.

Provided this period of standstill is maintained, we are confident that products supplied from Great Britain (GB) to Northern Ireland will continue unimpeded. We have heard from some of our members that their intended plans to withdraw products from Northern Ireland have now been placed on hold.  

However, despite this period of standstill, we are increasingly unsettled about the risk of this fragile situation being undermined following statements from the UK Government that the Protocol could be unilaterally suspended. The suspension of the Protocol, or the imposition of any unilateral or un-negotiated solution, threatens to undermine the delicate trading situation that currently exists  between GB and Northern Ireland, and could provoke retaliative measures.

We remain hopeful that a negotiated long-term settlement between the UK and EU can be achieved. However, until such a resolution is reached, the current status quo must be preserved.

We are clear that the removal of the grace period, the unilateral suspension of the Protocol or the introduction of any measures that increases the burden placed on pharmaceutical companies, will result in products being discontinued from the Northern Ireland market. This will have a devastating impact on patients and patient care in Northern Ireland.

Looking ahead

In line with our earlier submission, EMIG would support the negotiation and implementation of a Mutual Recognition Agreement (MRA) for the supply of medicines, as part of the Northern Ireland Protocol. For the time it takes for such a deal to be brokered, EMIG supports the continuation of current arrangements around the acceptance of GB medicines in Northern Ireland. Due to the differences between GB and EU medicines packs, we argue that the risk of GB medicines entering the Single Market is low. 
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