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The doctor is in the
pharmacy offering
virtual healthcare
By Miranda Cook
mcook@pharmacytoday.co.nz

T

en pharmacies across New
Zealand have signed up to a
virtual general practice service, that is meeting a range
of health needs, from emergency prescriptions to contraception and sexual
health.
Christchurch doctor Samantha Bailey
launched SwiftMed in December last year
and her team of three doctors conduct video calls from their home offices. As a result,
around 40 patients a week seek a medical
consultation from within a pharmacy.
The doctor-turned-entrepreneur set out
to build an online GP service after having
many discussions with pharmacists about
how patients – both residents and tourists
– are having a hard time getting a doctor’s
appointment.
Patients needing a medical consultation
can video call Dr Bailey’s team via a tablet
or mobile from the pharmacy at a cost of
$49.95. The patient is connected to the GP
via a video chat window that automatically
appears when the patient clicks on a link
sent via email. The consultation is usually
completed within 15 minutes.
Prescriptions are faxed to pharmacy staff
who will dispense the medications as per
the normal process.
SwiftMed is free to pharmacists, although
they don’t get a cut of the consult fee.
Dr Bailey believes the hosting pharmacies will benefit from increased prescription
volume, giving them a commercial advantage without overheads.
Owner of Unichem Cashel Pharmacy in
Christchurch, Annabel Turley, isn’t both-

Founder of SwiftMed Samantha
Bailey expects doctors to be able
to remotely treat patients for
a wider range of conditions as
demand for telehealth grows

ered by not being paid to offer the service,
because the value is in the benefits for patients, particularly tourists who might have
lost their luggage. She says her pharmacy is
the only one left in the CBD, which used
to be home to four before the earthquake.
SwiftMed is open until 10pm daily including public holidays, which, Ms Turley
says, complements her pharmacy’s sevenday trade operation. Most of her requests
for the service are at weekends.

I think we are
providing a good
public health service
because I would rather
people get treatment
than feel embarrassed
“People use the service for inhalers,
contraceptive pills or erectile dysfunction
drugs because they don’t want to go to their
normal doctor for sensitive reasons,” Ms
Turley adds.
SwiftMed, however, cannot treat children or write prescriptions for highly addictive or psychotropic medicines, due to
strict telehealth regulations.
Like other online GP consultation services, such as Doctor2Go, SwiftMed is
designed to assist people with simple requests, such as minor ailments and repeat
prescriptions. Patients needing a physical
examination are immediately referred to
the closest general practice.

SwiftMed has started women on
contraceptive pills because most
pharmacies involved in the initiative are
equipped with blood pressure machines,
Dr Bailey says.
Other patients have been treated for
chlamydia and gonorrhoea; however, this
can be done only if patients know they’ve
been in contact with an infected partner
and have no symptoms.
Once a patient is experiencing symptoms, he or she obviously needs a physical

examination due to the risk of other kinds
of infection, Dr Bailey says.
“Many of these patients live in small
towns and don’t want to talk to their normal doctor about what is going on.
“I think we are providing a good public
health service because I would rather people get treatment than feel embarrassed.”
She believes more opportunities will be
available for telehealth providers when regulators and policymakers become more comfortable with safety around such services.

Twenty years of challenges and triumphs for Phytomed
Herbal medicine company
Phytomed is celebrating two
decades in business. Reporter
Nerine Zoio tells its story
of successes and challenges
TWENTY YEARS AGO, Phytomed was
nothing more than an idea, a caravan office
in a backyard and a herb-milling machine
driven by a Morris 1000 motor.
Much has changed since then for the
company, which has grown from humble backyard beginnings to manufacture
more than 240 herbal extracts as well as its
own consumer brand of herbal medicine,
Kiwiherb.
The company’s range of herbal medicines is sold to trained practitioners, including medical herbalists, naturopaths,
pharmacists, GPs and specialists, for compounding followed by dispensing.
Others are produced for third parties
which sell them under their own brands in
New Zealand and Australia.
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Phytomed founder and technical director
Phil Rasmussen

Phytomed founder and technical director Phil Rasmussen was not keen to reveal
the company’s net profit or current financial value to Pharmacy Today but says on
average over the years it has grown between
20 per cent and 25 per cent annually; at
times as much as 40 per cent.
Right from the start, Phytomed’s focus
was clear: herbal extracts and medicines.
Exports were a logical early step in the

business, and getting Good Manufacturing
Practice (GMP) certification was a key part
of the process, Mr Rasmussen says.
The company executed its initial GMP
audit with “flying colours” 11 years ago
and proceeded to work towards getting its
products licensed as medicines in Australia
and Europe, he says.
With GMP in the bag, exporting of
Kiwiherb products to Australia began and
the company currently has one traditional
herbal medicine licence for Kiwiherb products in Europe and is working towards
others.
Mr Rasmussen prefers to use the term
medicines rather than dietary supplements
to describe the company’s products.
“I don’t like the word supplements as medicinal plants comprised of New Zealand
native plant species and European, North
American, Indian and Chinese medicinal
plants are just that: medicinal.
“Herbal (phyto) medicines are by nature
medicinal; they are used for health purposes

and sometimes for treating very serious
conditions.”
Mr Rasmussen says the company is “going down challenging regulatory pathways”
to get Kiwiherb sold in the UK and Europe.
He feels the lack of world-class regulation in New Zealand around the natural
health industry is “embarrassing”.
“The world is big and New Zealand is a
very small country; if we had a similar lack
of regulation around our dairy industry,
we wouldn’t have one [a dairy industry],”
he says.
“In all, I think regulations are essential
for our industry and that is part of the company’s overall philosophy.”
Mr Rasmussen says regulatory issues go
way back to when he was the New Zealand
chair of the proposed Australia New Zealand Therapeutic Products Agency (ANZTPA) interim expert advisory committee,
established under the former Labour Government in 2006.
The New Zealand and Australian gov-
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What will tax
changes mean
for your business?
Inland Revenue is poised to launch sweeping changes
to the tax system, including changes to how businesses
must pay employees, writes Moore Stephens Markhams
Christchurch director Belinda Canton this month

KEY POINTS
• SwiftMed is a medical service that

allows pharmacy customers to have
an on-the-spot consultation with a
doctor via video call
• About 10 pharmacies around
the country have partnered with
SwiftMed since its launch last
December
• About 40 patients a week are
using the SwiftMed service

Other people also see value in what the
service is trying to achieve. SwiftMed won
the Emerging Business Award at this year’s
Champion Canterbury Business Awards.
The gong is awarded to a company that
has achieved significant growth as a result
of effective business practices and delivery.
PT

ernments spent 12 years developing a
planned trans-Tasman regulatory agency,
the ANZTPA, but it was not to be.
The effort failed after the legislation
didn’t pass its second reading in the
New Zealand Parliament.
The government changed
and the ANZTPA legistlation
was succeeded by the Natural
Health Products Bill which was
also never passed by Parliament
after attracting criticism from
New Zealand First leader Winston
Peters and some sections of the New
Zealand natural products industry.
This bill was crafted by the National Party and Green Party, and again Mr Rasmussen was chair of a government-appointed
interim expert advisory committee charged
with approving ingredients deemed as suitable and safe for the approved ingredients’
list.
While that legislation never came to
fruition, health minister David Clark has
recently asked for advice on creating new
legislation for natural health products.
Despite having existed for longer than

ON 5 NOVEMBER, Inland Revenue
ting the right amount.
announced it was kicking off a major
For those with investments, the new
public information campaign to tell
system will see dividend and interest
New Zealanders about the bigpayments reported to IRD more fregest changes to the tax system in a
quently by the banks and others who
generation.
make the payments, so that taxpayers
Almost every household and busireceiving them don’t have to.
ness will be affected by the raft
The commissioner has said that
of changes proposed and
although IRD recognises there
so the campaign will conare many changes being made,
tinue well into next year.
most people would pay and
Inland Revenue’s
receive the right amounts durcommissioner has stated
ing the year without having to
that, subject to Parliament
do anything.
passing all the proposed
That’s the point of all these
BELINDA CANTON changes: To make tax easier and
legislation, the tax year
commencing April 2019
more accurate for New Zealanders.
will see a fundamental shift in the way
In conjunction with the new IRD
New Zealanders interact with the tax
systems being implemented, the days
system.
of being able to pay your tax bill with a
The introduction of automated tax
post-dated cheque are coming to an end
assessments will see around 1.67milas the department moves away from
lion New Zealanders getting a tax
cheques towards electronic payments.
refund paid straight into their bank
IRD spokesperson Meade Perrin
account.
says the plan is to stop accepting postApproximately 720,000 of those peodated cheques in February 2019.
ple will not have had any recent contact
Statistics show that 67 out of every
with IRD, some not for 20 years or
68 payments in New Zealand are
more, so it may come as a surprise.
made electronically and there’s a 20
More than 330,000 Working for
per cent decline year-on-year in the use
Families customers are estimated to
of cheques generally.
benefit from the new “payday filing
On the back of these figures, the
process” whereby the IRD receives
IRD is encouraging customers to go
their wage and salary information
with the trend and move to the simimmediately, thus allowing it to adjust
pler, easier and more certain electronic
payments so customers are always getpayment methods. PT
many conventional drugs, and being increasingly supported by compelling scientific evidence, herbal medicine continues to
contend with resistance from the medical

fraternity, Mr Rasmussen says.
But with ageing populations, increasing healthcare budgetary constraints and
growing evidence of effectiveness of many
herbal medicines, he predicts there will
be an increase in the level of use in
all countries.
The initial Phytomed premises spanned half an acre and
various sheds before relocating
to Rosebank Road in Avondale,
Auckland.
The company moved to its current facility at 16 Charann Place, Avondale, six years ago and recently took on the
adjacent half-building.
Phytomed employs about 50 staff across
New Zealand and Australia and has a
Māori shareholder, the Ngāti Pāhauwera
Development Trust.
Mr Rasmussen says the company is well
supported through the recent appointments of its chief executive Mark Callaghan
and marketing manager Claire Richardson.
“We have some very exciting times ahead
PT
of us.”
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