
1 
 

 
 
COVID-19 Escalation Planning – Community Pharmacy 
Services  
 

1.0 Introduction 

    
The purpose of this guidance is to provide a series of contingency 
/escalation measures to support community pharmacies to continue to 
provide services during a second wave of the pandemic.  
 
With the introduction of contact tracing, community pharmacies may 
experience an increased level of staff absence during a second wave, 
placing further pressure on them to be able to deal with the presenting 
demand, and in some cases presenting challenges in remaining open.  
 
It is important to follow the advice from the PHA’s Contact Tracing 
Service with regards to staff isolation. Guidance for employers is 
available at the PHA Website Contact Tracing Section: 
 
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/covid-19-coronavirus/testing-and-
tracing-covid-19/contact-tracing 
 
In order for community pharmacies to be able to respond effectively to 
such challenges, it is necessary to have a responsive plan detailing the 
actions to be taken and when.  
 
The aim of the plan is to ensure, as far as possible, that no patient goes 
without essential pharmaceutical services. The primary objective is to 
ensure the ongoing supply of acute and repeat medications. 
 
 
2.  Preparation 
 

(i) Business Continuity Planning 
 
In 2019, the HSCB Pharmacy and Medicines Management Team 
worked in conjunction with Community Pharmacy NI (CPNI) to ensure 
that all community pharmacies have a business continuity plan in place.   
 
The business continuity plan covered the following topics: 
 

 Loss/closure of main premises 

 Loss of computer system/patient medication records/essential 
data 

https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/covid-19-coronavirus/testing-and-tracing-covid-19/contact-tracing
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/covid-19-coronavirus/testing-and-tracing-covid-19/contact-tracing
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/covid-19-coronavirus/testing-and-tracing-covid-19/contact-tracing
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 Loss of telephone system 

 Loss of or inability to access essential resources including 
prescriptions and dispensed medicines. 

 High incidence of absence of Pharmacist/Technician/Staff  

 Loss of utilities 

 Who needs to be informed e.g. HSCB, local GP practices, Trusts 

 List of key contact numbers – PHA etc. 

 Feasibility of remote access to clinical system from home or 
alternative location 

 
It is important that contractors review their business continuity 
plans to ensure that they are appropriate in light of experiences 
from the first wave of COVID-19. 
  

(ii) Clustering and Buddying Arrangements  
 

A point may be reached where despite efforts to maintain the day-to-day 
operation of individual community pharmacies, levels of absence of key 
workers mean that they cannot continue to operate safely, or may be 
required to close. 
 
At that stage, there is a need to consider either bringing in additional 
staff if possible, or transferring some or all services temporarily 
elsewhere. 
 
To prepare for this community pharmacies should make a ‘buddy 
arrangement’ with other pharmacies in advance. Having more than one 
buddy will provide resilience. You should aim to have at least one 
‘buddy’ aligned to each key service should it be needed. Together this 
will form the ‘pharmacy cluster’ in an area. 
 
Particular attention should be given to groups of patients who rely on 
the pharmacy for a service beyond routine dispensing. Contingencies 
should be put in place should some or all of these services not be 
possible within the pharmacy, for example: 
 

 MDS  

 Instalment dispensing  

 Care Homes 

 Palliative Care 

 Opioid Substitute Treatment 

 Delivery Service 

 Oxygen 

 Needle and Syringe Exchange  
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HSCB and CPNI would encourage contractors to liaise with 
neighbouring community pharmacies as soon as possible in relation to 
the arrangements outlined above.  
 
If any contractor has difficulty in securing ‘buddying arrangements’, 
he/she should contact a Pharmacy Adviser at the local Integrated Care 
office. 
 
Should it be necessary to activate the buddy system, contractors should 
ensure that appropriate notifications are provided to patients, GP 
Practices, HSCB, Addiction Units etc. Good communication systems are 
essential to ensure joined up working and support for patients in the 
area.  
 

(iii) Change to community pharmacy opening hours and levels 
of service provision  
 

HSCB local office should be notified if: 
 

 The pharmacy must close.  

 The pharmacy opening hours are reduced from contracted 
hours. 

 Contracted services are stopped or transferred elsewhere. 

 The public cannot access the pharmacy (entry control measures 
for social distancing excepted). 

 
In line with the first wave of the pandemic, the HSCB may decide to 
‘stand down’ certain non-essential services. HSCB will ensure all 
contractors are notified of any changes.  
 
Likewise, if a contractor wishes to cease a particular service, or transfer 
elsewhere, he/she should discuss with their local Integrated Care office 
in the first instance. 
 

(iv) Reporting to HSCB – Sit-Reps 
 

It is essential that there is sufficient information coming from community 
pharmacies to HSCB to ensure continuity of services as far as possible 
at local level.  During the first wave, sit-reps were submitted on a daily 
basis, and proved to a valuable source of information in relation to the 
status of individual contractors and also the network as a whole.  
 
The HSCB is currently considering the most appropriate method of 
reporting during a second wave and this will be communicated to 
contractors in due course. 
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(i) Information for Community Pharmacies  

 
The HSCB in conjunction with PHA, DOH provided regular information 
throughout the first wave of the pandemic. This information is intended 
to support community pharmacy teams and to explain the actions a 
community pharmacy should take in managing contact with, and 
presentations of, patients who suspect they may have COVID-19.  This 
information can be accessed on the BSO website at: 
 
 http://www.hscbusiness.hscni.net/services/3149.htm   
 
All future information/communications will also be available via this link. 
 

(ii) Maintenance of remuneration to Community Pharmacies 
 

HSCB are working with BSO colleagues to ensure contingency 
arrangements are in place to maintain remuneration to community 
pharmacies if BSO staff are not available to process payments in the 
normal way. 
 
Likewise, arrangements have been put in place to address financial 
implications for community pharmacies associated with a second wave. 

http://www.hscbusiness.hscni.net/services/3149.htm

