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MARKET INSIGHTS
Beyond 2020

Managing Drug Supply in Canada:
Lessons learned from the first wave 
of the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 global pandemic arrived in Canada 
at the start of 2020 with pockets of outbreaks in early 
January and February, but it was not until March that the 
full impact was felt on the pharmaceutical distribution 
channel. 

Political messaging, media attention and general fear and 
uncertainty of the risks to people’s health drove erratic 
patient buying behavior and an unprecedented demand to 
the system within a 4-week timeframe.  

In the simplest of descriptions, Canada’s pharmaceutical 
distribution system starts with the importation of 
drug, from a manufacturer, that is generally imported 
directly into a third-party logistics company (3PL) 
of the manufacturer’s choice.  Orders are placed by 
national, regional wholesalers and self-distributing 
retail distributors.  In turn, pharmacies order from the 
distributors and receive product on demand.  

The psychological warfare that played out in patients’ 
minds due to media messaging (think toilet paper), drove 
patients to their pharmacies to fill their prescriptions at 
a rate the system could not keep up with, propagating a 
stockpiling mentality of essential medications due to the 
level of concentrated patient demand.  Where a pharmacy 
would normally have a patient per day walking in the 
door for a respective medication, 60 to 90 days may have 
arrived on the same day.
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To manage supply challenges, wholesale distributors 
placed allocations on ALL products shipped to their 
retail pharmacy customers to ensure a level of fairness at 
the pharmacy level. These allocation measures, in turn, 
created “shortages” as pharmacy would describe which 
added to the media frenzy. 

Pharmacy colleges/associations recommended, and 
governments responded with policies to limit drug supply 
to 30-days so that the system could react and compensate 
to the new demand. Moving from a 90 to 30-day supply, 
in turn, created more confusion for patients as the 
negative repercussions of additional dispensing costs and 
risks associated with added pharmacy visits played out in 
the media. 

Ultimately there were very few actual drug shortages in 
Canada except for some therapies that identified with 
treatment of COVID-19.  The issue was that the system 
was not built to withstand the significant peak of demand 
the market generated.  Product was moving at warp speed 
through the supply chain and most “shortages” identified 
at the front line, and propelled by the media, led to 
misinformed messaging of supply challenges back to the 
manufacturer. 

In this situation where there is confusion regarding a 
supply restriction but no actual shortage, it is important 
for manufacturers to communicate directly to the front 
lines (physicians, pharmacies, and patients) to ensure the 

correct information is shared and understood. In those 
circumstances where a drug shortage does occur, it is 
critical that manufacturers prepare for ‘force majeure’ 
situations by ensuring they have a fair and equitable 
allocation method that is reassessed constantly as policy 
can change overnight. 

Of course, no matter a real or perceived drug shortage, 
maintaining an open and frequent communication with 
distribution partners is always essential. 

At the time this article was written, the 29% spike in 
demand during March 2020 was followed by a decrease 
of 36% in May (Pangaea estimate). How the industry 
adjusts to the “first wave” of COVID-19 will be better 
understood following further months of data. Forecasting 
future demand will need to account for reduced physician 
visits and the loss of private health insurance as the direct 
result of recent unemployment for many Canadians.  

COVID-19 has provided an opportunity for 
pharmaceutical manufacturers to step up into a leadership 
role and show patients, healthcare professionals, and 
government how our industry leads not only in medical 
innovation but managing distribution and supply during 
challenging times to ensure we help maintain the health 
of Canadian patients during pandemics. 


