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Preparing for a cold change 
Most of Australia is still trying to cope with the hot, humid conditions of summer; but with the inevitable cooler temperatures accompanying the arrival of autumn and winter, we’ll soon be thinking more about coughs and colds and how to best treat them. 

This year, along with the change in the weather, there’s a regulatory change in the way some popular cold remedies can be purchased.

Over the last few decades there has been a world-wide trend towards the “self care” model where each of us individually takes greater responsibility for our own health and well being.  The move to this model has been made easier by having potent, safe and effective medicines more freely available.

Many medicines, previously available only on prescription, are now available directly from pharmacies.  This list includes medicines for hair loss, heartburn and haemorrhoids; preparations to treat migraine and mouth ulcers; and treatments for dandruff, thrush and other fungal infections. In this context it might seem strange that certain medicines, quite commonly used for the relief of the symptoms of coughs and colds, will be somewhat more difficult to obtain.

As from 1 January this year, all medicines containing the decongestant pseudoephedrine have to be provided personally by the pharmacist – self selection of these products will not be permitted.  And from 1 April some of these medicines will revert to prescription-only status. Why is this so?  Well, it’s certainly not because pseudoephedrine is dangerous, toxic or somehow unsafe.  Whilst pseudoephedrine is not suitable for everyone, particularly if you are taking other prescription medicines, for most people it is very safe and effective.  It can be taken alone or in conjunction with antihistamines, pain relievers and cough suppressants for the relief of nasal congestion associated with hayfever or the common cold.

In fact the problem is not with pseudoephedrine itself, but rather with what it can be made into.  For many years Australian law enforcement agencies have been concerned about the purchase of medicines containing pseudoephedrine for the purpose of manufacturing methylamphetamine – one of the central nervous system stimulant drugs of abuse.

Despite some controls over the sale of pseudoephedrine products which were put in place in 2002, there has been an increase in the use of methylamphetamine and the number of “backyard” laboratories making the drug (generally from pseudoephedrine as a raw material).

Amphetamine was first manufactured in the late 19th century and by the 1930s was used medically to treat a number of conditions such as alcoholism and schizophrenia.  Later amphetamines were used in the treatment of asthma, depression and obesity.

Methylamphetamine, developed originally in Japan in 1919, was first of all used for the emergency treatment of sedative overdose.  Subsequently the drug was given to military personnel during World War II to increase performance and endurance, but addiction become widespread.  By the 1960s and 70s it was well recognised that any therapeutic benefits which amphetamine provided were short lived and serious adverse effects were apparent with long term use.  Problems include physical and psychological dependence, sleep disorders and mental disturbance.  Controls on manufacture and supply were then introduced.

These new restrictions on the sale of some cough and cold treatments, therefore, aim to make diversion for illicit use more difficult whilst still maintaining availability of effective medicines for genuine consumers. Some of the popular cough/cold medicines will be reformulated; most will remain available in their original form, but you will need to ask your pharmacist for them.  In most States, your name and address will be required.

So your purchase may take a little longer but you can be sure your pharmacist can offer you the best product to suit your individual symptoms.

Pharmacies around Australia providing the Pharmaceutical Society’s Self Care health information can give you more advice.  Call 1300 369 772 for the nearest location.
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