AIDS GROUPS FEAR PHARMANET PRIVACY BREACHES
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Support groups for people with AIDS (PWAs) are worried that a plan by the B.C.  Health Ministry to add HIV antiretroviral drugs to its online Pharmanet database could expose the confidential health status of PWAs.  For privacy reasons, HIV drugs were the only class of drugs exempt from Pharmanet when it was created in 1995 ( but it appears that could change. 


The College tried to have the government put HIV drug prescriptions online last year, but PWA groups complained to the Health Ministry, which then held a meeting with all stakeholders last July.  The Ministry has promised  a second meeting, but a date has not been set.  The PWA groups protest that the government's promised consultation is inadequate. Groups such as FIPA and the B.C. Coalition of Persons with Disabil-ities are also concerned and are considering action.


Pacific AIDS Network spokesperson Erik Ages wrote to Health Minister Corky Evans last Dec. 15 that, "An  understanding had been reached with the then Assistant Deputy Ministry for the Ministry of  Health, Mr. Mike Corbeil, that inclusion of HIV pharmaceuticals to Pharmanet would need to be voluntary, and an 'opting in" system was agreed upon.  This agreement should be honoured."


"Some PWAs in small towns would have a great fear of their status being exposed and the social stigma that would result," said Rick Barnes, spokesperson for Vancouver Persons with AIDS. He explained that some PWAs worry that not all small town pharmacists and their assistants would keep their health secrets, which is why some PWAs travel to large cities to pick up several months' supply of HIV drugs or have them sent by mail. 


All HIV drugs are sent out from the St. Paul's Hospital Centre for Excellence in HIV-AIDS, and its several "outreach pharmacies," which usually mails the HIV drugs to the local physician of the PWA who lives in a rural area. The Centre is wary of government putting these prescriptions online.


Barnes noted that a 1998 audit of Pharmanet security found large holes in the database's privacy protections. Pharmanet has been repairing these holes since then, a process that is still ongoing.  Linda Lytle, registrar for the B.C. College of Pharmacists, said that the self-regulating College has strict privacy rules for pharmacists. But there were still two or three privacy breaches in the past few years. As noted in the College's newsletter, this occurred when pharmacists peeked into the health files of some of their pharmacist-friends, from "curiosity." The College assessed fines against the errant members.


"We're determined to have these drugs included in Pharmanet," said Lytle.  "But our board hasn't instructed me yet on how to press government for it. Imposing it would not be effective.  We should find some common agreement." 


The College says it wants the Pharmanet change to allow pharmacists to check the patient's HIV drug prescription pattern for complications with other drugs, catch duplicate prescriptions, and prevent overdoses.  The B.C. government has always insisted that Pharmanet ( the most comprehensive online drug database in Canada ( is essential to increase efficiency, uncover fraud and save healthcare costs.


In 1995 the B.C. government told the province's 2,800 pharmacists they must sign on to the government's computer and check the customer's drug file before they fill a prescription. The file, listing all drugs prescribed to the customer in the past 14 months, pops up on the pharmacist's in-store computer.


Privacy advocates warned that such drug profiles would soon be subpoenaed by lawyers and police, and might be requested by employers of job applicants. (
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