
As community pharmacies continue to adapt to advancing technologies and evolving regulations, the concept of
decommissioning medicine packs has become a critical part of the dispensing process. But what exactly does
decommissioning mean in this context? How does it fit within electronic prescribing, dispensing workflows, and
advanced automation like robotic dispensers? And importantly, what regulatory requirements are these processes
satisfying?

This blog post unpacks the meaning of decommissioning medicine packs at the pharmacy, referencing the
electronic transmission of prescriptions, dispensing workflow integration, and key related themes such as
nomination and forecasting, repeat dispensing, barcode traceability, and verification systems.

Understanding Decommissioning: A Primer
In the regulated environment of UK pharmacy, decommissioning a medicine pack refers to the act of scanning
the unique identifiers on a medicine pack and electronically marking it as "supplied" or "used." This removes the
pack's unique serial number from active circulation within the national medicines verification system (NMVS). The
aim is to prevent identifier reuse or falsification and ensure traceability throughout the supply chain.

To clarify, this is not a simple barcode scan for stock control; it’s a regulatory requirement under the EU Falsified
Medicines Directive (FMD), transposed into UK law. The verification system establishes a check against a national
or European database to confirm the medicine is genuine and has not been dispensed previously.

Why Decommissioning Matters

Combatting falsified medicines: Scanning and decommissioning directly combats counterfeit medicines
entering patient hands.

Regulatory compliance: The MHRA requires medicine packs to be decommissioned at point of supply.

Enhanced patient safety: Ensuring medicines supplied are authentic reduces risk.

Supply chain integrity: Tracking packs helps identify any breaches or irregularities in supply.

How Decommissioning Fits Within E-Prescribing and Dispensing
Workflows
The evolution from paper prescriptions to electronic transmission has transformed where decommissioning occurs
in the dispensing process.

Electronic Transmission of Prescriptions

Electronic Prescription Service (EPS) seamlessly transmits a patient's prescription from their GP to the nominated
pharmacy. This reduces errors related to handwriting, speeds up processing, and integrates with pharmacy
dispensing software.

Within this system, the workflow pulls the prescription details directly into the pharmacy's system, enabling
nomination-based demand forecasting — more on that shortly — and setting up repeat dispensing schedules
electronically.

Integration into Dispensing Workflow



Decommissioning is integrated into the final stages of the dispensing workflow. Pharmacies typically install
scanners linked with their dispensing software that communicate with the national verification system.

Here’s a simplified example workflow demonstrating where decommissioning fits:

1. Prescription received electronically (EPS).

2. Pharmacist or technician prepares medicine (human or robotic workflows).

3. Medicine pack scanned via barcode reader to verify authenticity.

4. The system confirms the pack is genuine.

5. Medicine pack is decommissioned — its unique identifier flagged as supplied in the national database.

6. Pack is handed over to the patient with records updated.

This integration ensures every pack dispensed is verified and tracked, maintaining compliance with the FMD and
MHRA requirements.

Key Themes in Decommissioning Practice

Nomination and Forecasting Demand

With EPS and electronic repeat dispensing, pharmacies accumulate rich data on patient nominations and medicine
consumption patterns. This enables forecasting of demand with accuracy, reducing stock holding and wastage.

Understanding which patients have nominated your pharmacy allows:

Pre-ordering stock aligned to predicted needs.

Automation of repeat dispensing schedules triggered by dosage timings.

Improved workflow efficiency by syncing decommissioning with demand.

Decommissioning feeds into this cycle because each scanned pack depletes your recorded stock, informing you
when to reorder.

Repeat Dispensing Scheduling



Dispensing software linked with EPS often enables repeat dispensing — automatically generating prescriptions at
preset intervals for chronic conditions. The ability to decommission medicine packs reliably ensures that supply
matches these schedules and flags any deviations (e.g., missing supplies) quickly.

Pharmacists must carefully plan decommissioning to:

Prevent premature decommissioning before supply.

Avoid errors that might cause missed dose alerts.

Integrate with robotic systems managing pack selection.

Robotic Dispensing and Barcode Traceability

Many modern pharmacies employ robotic dispensers to fulfil prescriptions. These systems use barcode scanning
for picking and packing medicines. Decommissioning fits naturally in this context, where each pack barcode is
scanned by the robot and verified before being packaged for patient collection.

Benefits of https://businesscomputingworld.co.uk/how-technology-is-reshaping-the-uk-pharmacy-and-
healthcare-supply-chain/ robotics combined with decommissioning include:

High accuracy in identification and traceability.

Throughput efficiencies despite the extra scan step ( but watch throughput costs!).

Facilitated audit trails for compliance inspections.

Key Practical Considerations
Consideration Description Regulatory Link Timing of decommissioning Decommission only at point of supply to
patient (not on inward receipt) MHRA guidance, FMD Article 30 Scanner integration Scanner must communicate
with NMVS in real time for verification UK Medicines Verification Organisation (UKMVO) Chain of custody
Maintain audit trail between receipt, storage, picking, and decommissioning GPhC Standards 2021 Error handling
Have protocols for suspected falsified packs or scanning failures MHRA Pharmacovigilance Training personnel
Ensure staff understand regulatory reasons behind decommissioning GPhC Continuing Professional Development

Common Misconceptions

Decommissioning Is Not Just a Stock Check

Some pharmacies treat scanning a pack as only stock control. While stock management is a side benefit, the legal
obligation is to deactivate the pack's serial number in the national registry to prevent falsification.

https://businesscomputingworld.co.uk/how-technology-is-reshaping-the-uk-pharmacy-and-healthcare-supply-chain/
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Not All Scanning Triggers Decommissioning

Scanning in picking or sorting stages (e.g., within robotic dispensers) may verify the pack but does not
decommission until dispensing to the patient is confirmed.

Decommissioning Is Separate from Prescription Verification

Verifying the authenticity of prescription data (EPS) and verifying the pack's authenticity via barcode are distinct
but linked steps. Both are necessary for comprehensive safety and compliance.

Conclusion: Decommissioning As a Pillar of Safe, Efficient Pharmacy
Practice
Decommissioning medicine packs at the point of supply is a critical verification step embedded within modern
pharmacy workflows, tightly integrated with electronic prescribing and dispensing software. It is neither a token
"digital transformation" nor a mere logistic scan but a regulatory linchpin for preventing counterfeit medicines and
ensuring patient safety.

Pharmacies should always ask, "What regulatory requirement is this step satisfying?" — and for
decommissioning, the answer lies in UK and international law directing the verification system to prevent reuse
of identifiers and guarantee authenticity at supply.

As technologies like robotic dispensing and repeat scheduling become more prevalent, proper integration of
decommissioning scans ensures compliance without compromising throughput or service quality. Far from a
bureaucratic hurdle, decommissioning represents a tangible safeguard in the complex journey of medicines from
manufacture to patient.

Remember: Always align your pharmacy's scanning and decommissioning processes with the MHRA, GPhC
standards, and UKMVO technical guidance to maintain confidence — legally, clinically, and operationally.


