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Major decisions: 

• Wider access to tiotropium (Spiriva) for COPD

• Third brand of salbutamol inhaler (Respigen) funded

Access was widened to the respiratory disease medicine tiotropium 

(Spiriva) from 1 July 2007. The change means that tiotropium can be 

subsidised for patients with moderate Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary 

Disease (COPD) as well as more severe forms of the disease. COPD 

includes respiratory diseases such as chronic bronchitis and emphysema.

The decision was estimated to lead to a doubling of the number 

of people using tiotropium to 10,000 within fi ve years, and to cost 

$10 million. This cost is expected to be partly off set by a reduction 

in the number of people requiring hospital treatment for COPD and 

complications.

The tiotropium access widening followed similar moves with long-acting 

beta agonist medicines (such as Oxis and Serevent) in recent years, 

decisions which together provide considerably wider access to medicines 

to treat respiratory illnesses. PHARMAC has also moved to provide more 

and wider access to combination inhalers (Symbicort, Seretide), that 

combine a preventer (such as fl uticasone) and long-acting reliever in one 

inhaler.

A trend can now be seen towards combination inhalers for long-term 

asthma treatment. Prescriptions for the combination inhalers have 

risen to over 120,000 per year. Seretide, which was funded in 2006, now 

accounts for 42,000 prescriptions, while prescriptions for its individual 

components fl uticasone and salmeterol have both declined. This 

underlines the growing preference for combination inhalers.

During the 2008 year PHARMAC also moved to introduce a third brand 

of the salbutamol short-acting reliever inhaler, listing Respigen to add 

to the Salamol and Ventolin brands that had been previously funded. 

Salbutamol accounted for some 740,000 prescriptions during the year, 

making it the eighth-most prescribed medicine in New Zealand.




