In the realm of modern pharmacy operations, terms like decommissioning often raise questions, especially as
electronic systems replace traditional paper processes. Understanding what decommissioning a medicine pack

entails is crucial for pharmacy staff, healthcare IT professionals, and supply chain analysts alike.

This blog post unpacks the concept of decommissioning within the pharmacy setting. We'll explore how it fits into
the broader ecosystem of electronic transmission of prescriptions, dispensing workflow integration, and advanced
dispensing technologies such as robotics and barcode traceability. Along the way, we'll focus on core themes like

verification systems and the regulatory necessity to prevent identifier reuse.

Context: The Shift from Paper to Electronic Prescribing

Let's start with the backdrop: the United Kingdom's healthcare system is steadily moving from paper-based
prescriptions to digital solutions. Electronic Prescribing (e-prescribing) enables prescriptions to be sent directly
from a prescriber’s system to the pharmacy's dispensing platform. This transformation is far from cosmetic; it

fundamentally changes how medicines are authenticated, tracked, and managed at every stage.

* Paper prescriptions: Require physical handling, manual verification, and prone to transcription errors.

® E-prescribing: Offers secure, verifiable transmission directly into dispensing workflows.

But electronic prescribing alone is incomplete without an integrative dispensing workflow that manages
prescriptions end-to-end, from arrival to sale or supply. This integration underpins the process of

decommissioning.

Defining Decommissioning in Pharmacy

Decommissioning a medicine pack is the technical and regulatory term for marking that a specific pack of
medication has left the legal supply chain at the pharmacy level. It involves scanning and electronically recording
the unique identifier (like a 2D barcode) to indicate that the pack is no longer available to be dispensed or sold

again.

Why is this important? It is a key step in:




* Ensuring traceability through the verification system.
* Preventing identifier reuse, which helps avoid falsified medicines entering circulation.

* Maintaining accurate stock control and demand forecasting models.

In short, decommissioning finalises the medicine's status as 'dispensed' or 'supplied’ within the pharmacy’s

electronic records.

Regulatory Drivers Behind Decommissioning

The Falsified Medicines Directive (FMD) and related legislation in the UK and EU make serialised tracking
mandatory. The rules stipulate that every medicine pack must have a unique identifier scanned and recorded at

the point of dispensing or supply.
This scanning and recording process:

* Verifies the product is genuine through a link with national verification systems.
* Decommissions the pack so its identifier cannot be reused or duplicated downstream.

® Protects patients and pharmacies alike.

So when pharmacy staff decommission a pack, they are complying with legal requirements set by the MHRA and
adhering to GPhC standards.

How Decommissioning Fits Into Dispensing Workflow Integration

Modern pharmacy software systems integrate e-prescribing with dispensing workflows and stock management,

streamlining decommissioning:

1. Prescription arrival: An electronic prescription is received.

2. Nomination and demand forecasting: The system predicts medication needs based on patient nomination,

history, and scheduled repeats.

3. Picking and robotic dispensing: The system can trigger automated dispensers that extract the correct pack,
identified by barcode.

4. Verification scan: The pack barcode is scanned to confirm its identity and integrity against the national

verification database.

5. Decommissioning: Scanning the pack again in the dispensing workflow records its removal from stock and

marks it as supplied in the verification system.

This tightly-integrated flow avoids extra manual steps. Each scan has to balance regulatory compliance with

operational throughput costs — avoiding "one extra scan" fatigue among staff.

Example: Repeat Dispensing Scheduling and Decommissioning

For patients on repeat prescriptions, decommissioning plays a role in ensuring that medicine releases align with

schedules:



* The system schedules repeat dispensing dates and quantities, forecasting demand.

® When the pack is dispensed, the system uses the decommissioning scan to update both supply status and

repeat cycle progress.

* This helps pharmacists prevent premature dispensing or duplicate supply of the same pack identifier.

Such integration means pharmacy teams rely on automated tracking rather than manual double-checks, relieving

workload and improving safety.

Barcode Traceability and the Role of the Verification System

Barcode traceability is foundational to decommissioning. Using standardised 2D matrix barcodes (e.g., GS1 Data
Matrix), each medicine pack embeds a unique serial number. Scanning this at the point of supply communicates

with the central verification system to:

¢ Verify authenticity — matching identifier information with legitimate manufacturer data.
® Check status — ensuring the pack has not already been dispensed or reported missing.

* Decommission the pack — marking it as supplied in national databases, preventing reuse.

Without barcode traceability, pharmacies could neither meet regulations nor guarantee patient safety effectively.

Handy Things That Look Like Logistics But Are Actually Licensing

* Decommissioning is often mistaken for stock write-off or inventory reduction, but it's actually about licensing

and regulatory compliance.
* Scanning identifiers serves a dual purpose: operational logistics and legal verification.

® Forecasting demand based on repeat dispensing nominally appears operational but is also critical for ensuring

legal supply alignment.

Among pharmacy IT pros, keeping track of these nuances is essential.

Common Misconceptions About Decommissioning



* “Decommissioning is the same as discarding expired medicines.” No. Expired or damaged medicines are
usually returned to wholesalers or destroyed. Decommissioning applies strictly to packs supplied to patients.

* “It's just a scan, so it's not a big deal.” That extra scan represents a critical legal checkpoint mandated by
MHRA under FMD, not just a routine inventory step.

* “Decommissioning is separate from the dispensing workflow.” In modern systems, it should be a

seamless, integrated step, ideally automated or delegated through robotic dispensers.

Conclusion

Decommissioning a medicine pack in the pharmacy is a pivotal process at the intersection of electronic prescribing,
regulatory compliance, and operational efficiency. It involves scanning and electronically marking medicine packs as
supplied, ensuring packs cannot be reused fraudulently and that pharmacies remain within MHRA and GPhC

guidelines.

Through integration with dispensing workflows, nomination systems, and repeat dispensing schedules,

decommissioning helps maintain seamless supply chains while protecting patient safety.

From barcode traceability to robotic dispensers, the future of pharmacy leans heavily on well-understood,

compliant decommissioning steps embedded into everyday practice.

Always remember to ask: “What regulatory requirement is this step satisfying?”. For decommissioning, the
answer is clear — keeping medicines safe and genuine, right up to the patient's businesscomputingworld.co.uk
hands.
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