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Community Pharmacy Network Resilience Guidance  
 

Part 1a: Opening Hours  
 

Introduction  
 

1. The workload and other pressures on community pharmacy have been increasing during the 
COVID-19 outbreak, as have staff illness and absence. For remaining pharmacy staff to stay 
well and not be fatigued, contractors may need to consider steps to shorten the working day 
or have periods of time for staff to recover and catch up with any backlog of work. The same 
steps may be needed for a period of time, even if the pharmacy team is not reduced in 
numbers. 
 

2. In addition, the effect of the recently announced ‘lockdown’ and pharmacy delivery service 
may increase workload and other pressures on community pharmacy. The recent 
Government announcement makes clear that members of the public should leave their homes 
only for certain reasons, one of which is ‘for any medical need – for example, to visit a 
pharmacy or deliver essential supplies to a vulnerable person’ (NHS England and 
NHS Improvement (NHSE&I) website). 
 

3. These are unprecedented times and exceptional measures may be required to ensure 
patient and public safety, as well as the safety and welfare of the pharmacy team. This briefing 
considers the support for pharmacy staff to stay well at work, in the context of opening 
hours, during what are likely to be increasingly difficult and stressful times.  
  

Opening hours flexibility  
 

4. On 22nd March 2020, NHSE&I updated its COVID-19 Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for 
community pharmacies, giving pharmacies some flexibility in the hours in which they need to 
open to the public, specifically:  

  

• If under significant pressure, at the discretion of the responsible pharmacist, pharmacies 
may close their doors to the public for up to 2.5 hours a day, including lunch. 

• Community pharmacies are expected to be open to the public between 10am - 12 noon 
and 2pm - 4pm as a minimum (if these are contracted core or supplementary hours). 

• Similarly, 100 hours pharmacies should be open from 10am - 12pm and 2pm - 6pm as a 
minimum.  

 
A sign on the door must give information about how to contact the pharmacy if urgent help is 
needed (NHSE&I will be providing posters).  
 
No notification to NHSE&I is required for opening hours flexibility (closed-door working). 
There has been no temporary closure, as described in the terms of service.  
  

Temporary closures  
  

5. In the same update on 22nd March 2020, NHSE&I also reminded contractors that for 
temporary closures (not opening hours flexibility/closed-door working):  
  

https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/primary-care/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/primary-care/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/standard-operating-procedure-community-pharmacy/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/standard-operating-procedure-community-pharmacy/
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• NHSE&I must be informed of the temporary closure (and any arrangements for continuity 
of service with other contractors/pharmacies);  

• the pharmacy NHS 111 Directory of Services (DoS) profile must be updated; and  

• the NHS Website must be updated.  
  

6. NHSE&I is encouraging cooperation between community pharmacies and GP practices in 
primary care networks, to deliver the best care, and protect and maximise the capabilities of 
staff across practices and pharmacies. NHSE&I is also encouraging local pharmacies to work 
to maintain continuity of services in the event of temporary closures through ‘buddy’ 
arrangements, stating:  
  

Particular thought should be given to patients receiving services such as 
supervised consumption or monitored dosage systems. Consideration can be 
given to providing daily doses rather than supervised consumption on an 
individual patient risk assessed basis.  

 
7. The new guidance from NHSE&I is included in the community pharmacy SOP. 

 
8. If contractors close, they should consider using the community pharmacy emergency closure 

checklist attached separately, which has been prepared with NHSE&I (see PSNC’s Network 
Resilience webpage).  

  

Background  
  

9. As community pharmacy contractors maintain the continuity of supply of prescription only 
medicines and ‘Over the Counter’ (OTC) medicines, and other key pharmacy services, to 
patients and the public, they are encouraged to follow guidance from NHSE&I and 
the General Pharmaceutical Council (GPhC), which seeks to:  
  

• Free up capacity for patient care and medicine supplies – to ensure pharmacy staff have 
time for these key activities;  

• Support staff – for example by the use of barriers and screens and by social distancing 
(see the NHSE&I community pharmacy SOP); by ensuring that pharmacy staff are not 
fatigued as pharmacy staff numbers decrease through illness or other reasonable 
absence; and by supporting pharmacists’ reasonable professional judgements at this 
difficult time;  

• Ensure community pharmacy plays its part in wider measures by the Government – for 
example, through the delivery of medicines to identified groups of patients – the 
pharmacy delivery service;  

• Ensure business continuity plans and contingency planning are robust – to ensure the 
continued provision of pharmacy services and the availability of medicines in each local 
area, even if pharmacy closures occur; and,  

• Remove routine burdens – to facilitate the above.  
 

10. Key guidance can be found in the community pharmacy SOP, which NHSE&I is updating as and 
when required; and ‘preparedness letters for community pharmacy’ issued by the Chief 
Pharmaceutical Officer. All the national guidance for primary care is available on the NHSE&I 
website. 
 
 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/standard-operating-procedure-community-pharmacy/
https://psnc.org.uk/the-healthcare-landscape/covid19/network-resilience/
https://psnc.org.uk/the-healthcare-landscape/covid19/network-resilience/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/standard-operating-procedure-community-pharmacy/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/standard-operating-procedure-community-pharmacy/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/preparedness-letters-for-community-pharmacy/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/primary-care/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/primary-care/
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11. Key guidance from the GPhC, which it has issued in conjunction with other regulators, includes 
recognition that:     

  
… in highly challenging circumstances, professionals may need to depart 
from established procedures in order to care for patients and people using 
health and social care services. Our regulatory standards are designed to be 
flexible and to provide a framework for decision-making in a wide range of 
situations.  

  
12. The GPhC has also issued guidance indicating a degree of flexibility in the application of the 

legislative rules around supervision and the responsible pharmacist regulations, including:  
  

Where no locum cover can be secured at the pharmacy, and recognising the 
potential effects of the current pandemic, it would be in the patient’s best 
interest for medicines already dispensed to be supplied from the pharmacy 
rather than not supplied at all, even though this may not be in strict 
accordance with the law as normally understood.  

   

Temporary closures – terms of service  
  

13. The NHS (Pharmaceutical and Local Pharmaceutical) Regulations 2013 (NHS 
Regulations) provide that where a community pharmacy contractor is prevented by illness or 
other reasonable cause/a reason beyond their control from opening the pharmacy, if the 
contractor…  
  

• makes arrangements with one or more NHS community pharmacies … situated in the 
same area for the continued provision of pharmacy services and medicine supplies, if this 
is practicable; 

• notifies NHSE&I of the suspension as soon as practical; and,   

• uses all reasonable endeavours to re-open the pharmacy;  
  
… the contractor will not be in breach of the terms of service under the NHS 
Regulations (Paragraph 23 of schedule 4 of the NHS Regulations). 
 
Considering each relevant aspect:  

  
illness or other reasonable cause/a reason beyond their control.  

  
14. Staff illness with COVID-19, or suspected staff illness, self-isolating for public protection; or 

other reasonable cause associated with the coronavirus pandemic, for example, closure of the 
pharmacy for a deep clean, are clearly circumstances beyond the control of the contractor 
that may result in closure of the pharmacy for a shorter or longer period of time.  

  
makes arrangements with one or more NHS community pharmacies … situated in the same area  
  
15. Community pharmacy is committed to providing pharmacy services and the provision of 

medicines to patients and the public, particularly during this crucial time. If it is necessary for 
a pharmacy to close, the continued provision of services in the area is expected, so far as this 
is practicable. Therefore, pharmacy contractors are encouraged to have ‘buddy 
arrangements’ with one or more other NHS pharmacies in the same area, so that when they 

https://www.pharmacyregulation.org/news/how-we-will-continue-regulate-light-novel-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.pharmacyregulation.org/news/regulatory-approach-challenging-circumstances-gphc-and-psni-joint-statement
https://www.pharmacyregulation.org/news/regulatory-approach-challenging-circumstances-gphc-and-psni-joint-statement
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2013/349/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2013/349/contents/made
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are closed temporarily, members of the public can obtain medicines from one or more other 
nearby pharmacies. Such arrangements may already be part of a contractor’s business 
continuity arrangements.  
  

16. The longer a pharmacy is closed, the more likely it will be practicable for a pharmacy 
contractor to make such arrangements with other pharmacies in the area. Local 
Pharmaceutical Committees (LPCs) are willing to advise contractors, as appropriate.   

  
notifies NHSE&I of the suspension as soon as practical  

  
17. NHSE&I should be informed of the temporary closure as soon as practicable using 

the relevant form (annex 14 – unplanned temporary suspension of services), which is 
available on the NHSE&I website; or by using another suitable form.   
  

18. NHSE&I should also be informed of the arrangements made with one or more NHS community 
pharmacies for the period or temporary closure - the ‘buddy arrangements’.  
  

19. Pinnacle Health Partnership is providing a PharmOutcomes module to all community 
pharmacies in England free of charge during the outbreak, which can be used to notify your 
LPC of your current business stress level and can also generate a notification form, for you to 
print and send to NHSE&I as formal notification of any temporary closure.  

  
uses all reasonable endeavours to re-open the pharmacy  

  
20. Pharmacy contractors are expected to use all reasonable efforts to re-open for the contracted 

core and supplementary hours, subject to ongoing pressures associated with the outbreak.   
  

21. This approach and procedure for notification has been agreed between PSNC and NHSE&I.  
 

Community pharmacies situated in other premises  
  

22. Community pharmacies situated in other premises, for example, GP practices, supermarkets 
and shopping arcades may have other reasonable cause to close, due to circumstances 
beyond their control: for example, the other premises in which they are situated may 
close, which may mean the pharmacy must close. In discussion with NHSE&I there may be a 
decision to relocate staff to another pharmacy for a period of time, to relieve work 
pressures in the contractor’s other community pharmacies or elsewhere in the community 
pharmacy network. PSNC is still in discussion with NHSE&I on funding for pharmacies that 
have to close during the outbreak (and how any displaced pharmacy staff may be able to 
support the network as a whole), but:  

  
the NHS has committed to make payments where required to contractors who are required to 
close due to COVID-19  
NHSE&I letter: Next steps on NHS response to COVID-19 (17th March 2020)   

 

100-hour pharmacies 
 

23. 100-hour pharmacies and 40-hour pharmacies are subject to the same considerations, as set 
out above, and for example, must makes arrangements with one or more NHS community 
pharmacies … situated in the same area if they close temporarily. However, there may be 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/pharmacy-manual-chapter-36-annexes/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/wp-content/uploads/sites/52/2020/03/20200317-NHS-COVID-letter-FINAL.pdf
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fewer pharmacies available for ‘buddy arrangements’ to cover extended opening hours, 
beyond normal working hours. If this is the case, it may be a priority for 100-hour pharmacies 
to maintain their extended opening hours.  

 

Reducing supplementary hours – at the contractor’s request  
  

24. Separate to the terms of service provisions on temporary closures, contractors may reduce 
supplementary hours by either giving 3-months’ notice to NHSE&I or a shorter period of time 
if NHSE&I agrees. 
 

25. During these difficult times and mindful of the need to maintain continuity of service for 
patients and the public and the health and welfare of pharmacy contractors and the pharmacy 
team, NHSE&I may agree a shorter period of notice to reduce supplementary hours. NHSE&I 
may be more likely to agree a shorter period of notice than 3 months, if a contractor is seeking 
to maintain the central hours in normal working days (10am - 12 noon and 2pm - 4pm as a 
minimum (for 100 hours pharmacies 10am - 12pm and 2pm - 6pm as a minimum).  
 

26. PSNC is seeking permission for contractors to reduce supplementary hours with immediate 
effect and notification to NHSE&I as soon as practicable.   

  

Key Actions  
  

27. You are encouraged to ensure you and your pharmacy staff practice safely and do not become 
fatigued and:  

  

• use opening hours flexibility for up to 2.5 hours a day if needed, to ensure pharmacy staff 
are not fatigued and prepare for, or catch up with, current workloads (no notification to 
NHSE&I required) (informing you patients and the public with a sign on the front door); 
see also our associated guidance for responsible pharmacists during the outbreak 
(available from PSNC’s Network Resilience webpage). ; 

• follow NHSE&I guidance on ensuring that even with the use of opening hours 
flexibility (for 2.5 hours a day), your pharmacy is open for the hours 10 am - 12 noon and 
2 - 4pm (2 - 6pm for 100-hour pharmacies), on days the pharmacy is normally open, to 
ensure a consistent message to the public on opening times (see community pharmacy 
SOP); 

• keep up to date with local and national NHSE&I announcements on opening 
hours (see NHSE&I website); 

• make ‘buddy arrangements’ with one or more nearby NHS pharmacies and consider 
reducing your supplementary hours; 

• seek advice from your LPC and consider notifying your LPC of your current business stress 
level using the relevant PharmOutcomes module, which, if required, can also generate a 
notification form for you to print and send to NHSE&I as formal notification of any 
temporary closure; 

• consider temporary closure if though illness or other reasonable cause the pharmacy is 
not able to stay open; and if you close temporarily, notify NHSE&I (and 
provide your ‘buddy arrangements’ to NHSE&I) The pharmacy NHS 111 Directory of 
Services (DoS) profile must be updated, as must the NHS Website; and 

https://psnc.org.uk/the-healthcare-landscape/covid19/network-resilience/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/standard-operating-procedure-community-pharmacy/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/standard-operating-procedure-community-pharmacy/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/primary-care/
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• If you close, consider using the community pharmacy emergency closure checklist 
attached separately, which has been prepared with NHSE&I (see PSNC’s Network 
Resilience webpage). 

https://psnc.org.uk/the-healthcare-landscape/covid19/network-resilience/
https://psnc.org.uk/the-healthcare-landscape/covid19/network-resilience/

