[bookmark: _Hlk175733783]Community Pharmacists’ Perspectives Regarding Discontinuation of Essential Health Products in South Africa

Nothando Cebekhulu, Kiara Chetty, Thandeka Mabuyakhulu, Sibusiso Mhlongo, Nonjabulo Mntambo, Siphumelele S. Phewa, Lehlohonolo J. Mathibe

Division of Pharmacology (Therapeutics), Discipline of Pharmaceutical Sciences, School of Health Sciences, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, South Africa

Introduction. Discontinuing essential health products negatively impacts individual patient outcomes and healthcare systems (Bain et al., 2008). The implications of discontinuing essential medicines extend beyond immediate access to life-saving health products to the economic prospect of retail pharmacy as a business (Thio et al., 2018).  Although the extent and consequences of the withdrawal of essential health products have been studied globally, there is insufficient scientific research regarding this challenge in South Africa.  
Aim. Therefore, this study investigated the community pharmacists’ perspectives on the implications of discontinuation of essential health products in South Africa.  
Method. This was a prospective, cross-sectional, and descriptive questionnaire-based study. The Google Forms link was used to disseminate questionnaires, consisting of a 5-point Likert scale and open-ended items, to pharmacists in South Africa. The University of KwaZulu-Natal Bioethics Committee approved the study proposal. 
Results. Thirty-six (n = 36) community pharmacists participated in this study. Altogether, 56% (n = 20) and 44% (n = 16) were females and males, respectively. The median age of participants was 45 years (IQR 30 – 51 years); with a median period of 6 years (IQR 3 – 19 years) as practicing community pharmacists.  Ninety-one percent (n = 32), 78% (n = 28), and 65% (23 = 15) of participants agreed/strongly agreed that the discontinuation of essential health products has led to an increase in healthcare costs for patients; felt confident in their abilities to help patients with alternative therapies; and that essential health products should never be discontinued when an appropriate alternative therapy is unavailable, respectively.
Discussion. These findings suggest that discontinuation of medicines is driven by patient safety, regulatory requirements, therapeutic inefficacy, pricing issues, and supply chain disruptions. However, there is a need for improved communication with patients and for the South African Health Products Regulatory Authority (SAHPRA) to play a more proactive role in ensuring the availability of alternatives and enhancing supply chain management to minimise healthcare interruptions.
