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Pharmacare for All – A National Framework 

Why do we need a pharmacare strategy? 

Canada is the only country in the world that has universal medical care without universal prescription drug 

coverage. Yet prescription medications are critical to our health and our lives. They can ease pain, prevent and 

fight disease, manage chronic illness, and promote independence. By reducing emergency department visits and 

hospital admissions, they also relieve cost burdens elsewhere in the health care system. 

As the need for prescription drugs increases, drug prices increase correspondingly. After hospitals, drugs are the 

second largest expenditure in health care. In 2018, Canadians spent $34 billion on prescription medicines, and 

we can expect these costs to rise. In the OECD1, Canada is the second highest per capita spender on prescription 

drugs. We do not benefit from economies of scale, however, primarily because we currently fragment our 

bargaining power in price negotiations with individual multi-national pharmaceutical companies.  

Analysts estimate that universal pharmacare could save Canadians about $11.4 billion annually (think how much 

other service this amount could buy!). Failure to manage our medication costs effectively threatens the future 

sustainability of our universal public health care system. 

Research shows that countries that include universal drug coverage in their formal health care system have 

better access to medicine, more affordable drugs, and more financial protection for the sick. Instead, Canada 

relies on a multitude of government-run drug insurance programmes and private drug plans that still leave many 

people without access to needed medications. Others are forced to ration their medications because they 

cannot afford to take the required doses. In fact, about 7.5 million people—one in five Canadians—either don’t 

have prescription drug insurance or have inadequate insurance to cover their medication needs.2  

In 2018, the Canadian government established the Advisory Council on the Implementation of National 

Pharmacare. In June 2019, the council issued its final report and recommendations.3 We encourage you to 

become familiar with the recommendations and to discuss them with any candidate or party that is seeking your 

support in October. 

The Advisory Council found that, in the previous year, a significant number of Canadians couldn’t afford one or 

more of their prescription drugs. Because of the struggle to afford prescriptions (which sometimes required co-

payments, co-insurance, or deductibles), some people did not take their prescription drugs as directed; others 

had to cut back on food or home heating to pay for their medication.4 Failing to take medication that is been 

prescribed, as it is prescribed, can have serious health consequences; sacrificing food or home heating makes 

 
1 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
2 Advisory Council on the Implementation of National Pharmacare 
3  Advisory Council Report. https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/corporate/about-health-canada/public-
engagement/external-advisory-bodies/implementation-national-pharmacare/final-report.html#summ  
4 Advisory Council Report 
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those consequences even worse. Prescription medications are also increasingly expensive, and prices are 

spiraling as the overall use of prescription medications, including newer and more costly therapies, increases.   

The Advisory Council also noted recent research that indicates that while about 60 per cent of Canadians are 

enrolled in private drug plans (primarily employer-sponsored benefit plans, which cover about 36 per cent of 

system-wide spending on prescription drugs), there is an increasing tendency for those private plans to off-load 

expensive drugs on to public plans or to institute annual and lifetime cost limits to coverage5 - an added threat 

to people with chronic or catastrophic diseases. 

• Care Watch Ontario advocates for access to medically necessary medications without financial barriers. 

A national pharmacare strategy would bring us one step closer to that vision.  

• Care Watch believes that establishing a national pharmacare scheme (for securing, managing, 

purchasing, and distributing necessary prescription drugs) is a policy issue with significant implications 

for the lives and well-being of seniors and that it needs to be addressed during the October 2019 federal 

election.  

 

Why do we need a national pharmacare strategy? 

Constitutionally, the delivery of health services and programming, including prescription medication, falls within 

the jurisdiction of our provincial and territorial governments. The role of the federal government in health has 

been leadership, coordination, and funding (i.e., facilitating resource equity nationwide). This role is an ideal 

reason for treating pharmacare as a national strategy.    

Canada has the third-highest drug prices among OECD countries, just behind the United States and Switzerland, 

paying approximately 22 per cent above the OECD average.6 Research and the experience of Australia, New 

Zealand and the UK demonstrate that when countries negotiate with multi-national pharmaceutical companies, 

their economic power allows them to negotiate better terms and conditions and, in particular, better prices.  

The Advisory Council makes a number of recommendations for what a national strategy should look like. First, it 

recommends that the federal government work with provincial and territorial governments and stakeholders to 

establish universal, single-payer, public pharmacare.7 Essentially, Canada should use its collective bargaining 

power to secure better deals. Private companies who do this are celebrated, so why not our governments?  

Second, the council proposes a national pharmacare scheme that works like our Medicare system, incorporating 

the five fundamental principles in the Canada Health Act and building on our collective values of fairness and 

solidarity – looking out for and supporting each other: 

• Universal: all residents of Canada have equal access to a national pharmacare system; 

• Comprehensive: pharmacare provides a broad range of safe, effective, evidence-based treatments; 

• Accessible: access to prescription drugs is based on medical need, not ability to pay; 

 
5 Advisory Council Report. Employers reported that private plans for worker benefits are increasingly unaffordable. 
6 Health Canada Prescription Drug Pricing and Cost 
7  Individuals would still be able to purchase private insurance to supplement the national coverage. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/health-care-system/pharmaceuticals/costs-prices.html
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• Portable: pharmacare benefits are portable across provinces and territories when people travel or 

move; and 

• Public: a national pharmacare system is both publicly funded and publicly administered.8 

A universal pharmacare scheme that incorporates Canada Health Act principles will give Canadians 

affordable and accessible drugs and promote a sustainable health system. 

The Advisory Council also identifies opportunities for Canadians to capitalize on our collective strength by: 

• Establishing a national agency which, among other tasks, would negotiate prices and supply 

arrangements with manufacturers to ensure Canada is getting the best deals and the lowest prices. 

• Creating a national formulary (the list of drugs that are covered or reimbursed by the drug insurance 

plan), thus supporting and bringing consistency to provincial and territorial drug programmes. 

• Providing for a mutual funding agreement to offset the incremental costs of transition and expansion of 

prescription drug coverage. This funding to provinces and territories would be long-term, adequate, 

predictable, and financed through general revenues in a manner similar to that of Medicare. 

• Providing evidence-based guidance on the appropriate use of drugs and monitoring their safety and 

effectiveness once they are on the market. 

• Developing a strategy with associated funding to improve access to expensive drugs for rare diseases. 

 

 

 

Sample Questions for Candidates: 

• Do you think necessary medications should be available to everyone, without financial barriers? 

• Do you support using Canada’s economic strength to secure an adequate supply of prescription drugs 
and to secure less expensive prescription drugs? 

• Do you support introduction of a national pharmacare strategy? 

• What will you do to ensure that all Canadians, including seniors and others with limited incomes, have 
access to the medications they need? 

 

 
8 Care Watch advocates funding via a progressive tax scheme which allows us to pool our risks and costs, much like 
Medicare, to benefit collectively. 


