
No NHS patient in Scotland, Wales or
Northern Ireland pays for the medi-

cines prescribed by their GP. In England,
about 60 per cent of people using the
NHS are exempt from the prescription
charge and about 90 per cent of items
dispensed in the community are free.1

Prescription charges raise about £450
million per year in England.

Who is exempt?
The categories of exemption from the pre-
scription charge are published by the NHS
Business Services Authority online
(www.nhsbsa.nhs.uk/HelpWithHealth
Costs.aspx), on Facebook (NHS Help with
Health Costs, www.facebook.com/
NHSBSAHelpWithHealthCosts, where the
public can get answers to specific ques-
tions) and in 17 languages as form HC11
(an interim version, dated April 2009, is
available online2).
The eligible categories can be

grouped into four: exempt by virtue of
age, medical condition, low income or dis-
ability (see Tables 1 and 2). In 2007, the
last year for which separate figures are
available, the largest exemption category
was age >60, accounting for 59 per cent
of free prescriptions.1

In addition, several categories of med-
icines are free to all NHS users (see Table
3). HC11 includes information about how
to apply for the certificates necessary for
exemption for medical conditions and dis-
ability. 
Patients with a prepayment certificate

do not have to pay at the point of dispens-
ing for any items, regardless of how many
they need. These certificates normally

offer a saving for individuals who have to
pay for more than four items in a four-
month period (the certificate costs
£29.10 compared with £30.60 in
charges for four items) or more than 14
items in a year (£104.00 vs £107.10).
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scription charges in England
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Figure 1. Asthma and diabetes both require life-long medication, yet only patients with
diabetes are exempt from NHS prescription charges (see Table 2)
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The annual certificate can be paid by
direct debit in 10 monthly instalments. A
refund for prescription charges incurred
for up to three months while waiting for a
prepayment certificate to arrive can be
obtained using form FP57 from the GP or
pharmacist.

Claiming exemption
The onus is on the patient to demon-
strate that they are eligible for exemp-
tion. Except for people younger than 16
or over 60 whose birth date is printed on
the prescription form, the patient or their
representative claim exemption by indi-
cating on the back of the prescription
which category applies and by signing
the form.
The NHS Counter Fraud and Security

Management Service (now NHSProtect,
www.nhsbsa.nhs.uk/Protect.aspx) pub-
lished guidance for staff involved in dis-
pensing on checking claims for
exemption,3 a point of dispensing aid and
a guide for patients.4

Checks
Pharmacists, dispensing doctors and
their staff are required under their terms
of service to request proof of exemption
(though no evidence has been published
on how many do). Proof that the prescrip-
tion charge need not be paid includes the
relevant certificate, a Child Benefit award
notice, a tax credit award notice or deci-
sion letter, or proof of age and being a full-
time student. 
Staff who suspect the evidence may

be false can contact their local counter-
fraud specialist (formerly at the PCT),
NHSProtect on 0800 028 40 60 or report
their suspicions online at www.reportnhs
fraud.nhs.uk.
A patient who claims exemption they

are not entitled to is committing fraud,
but a representative who claims on their
behalf (including dispensing staff who
sign the prescription) is not held respon-
sible. 
Patients guilty of fraud face a civil fine

of five times the amount owed, up to a
maximum of £100, and possibly prosecu-
tion under the 1999 Health Act. 

How common is fraud?
The NHS Counter Fraud and Security
Management Service published four
reports of exercises to combat patient
prescription fraud, the most recent in
2007/08.5 A check of 4035 prescriptions
for which exemption had been claimed
revealed that 2 per cent were fraudulent.
This suggests that fraud may cost the
NHS approximately £100 million annu-
ally. (Incorrect claims made up a further
0.6 per cent at an estimated cost of £31
million.) 
The levels of fraud detected in previ-

ous exercises were 5.1 per cent in
1998/99, 2.9 per cent in 1999/2000
and 1.6 per cent in 2002/03. These
reductions were associated with policy
changes and the introduction of the
penalty notice between the first and sec-
ond exercise and, between the second
and third, visits to every pharmacy in
England to ensure staff were aware of
their obligations.

Conclusion
In England 60 per cent of NHS users
meet one or more criteria for exemption
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Table 1. Categories of exemption from the NHS prescription charge

Age
• aged 60 or over
• under 16
• aged 16, 17 or 18 in full-time education

Medical criteria
• pregnant, or have had a baby in the previous 12 months and have a valid exemp-
tion certificate

• have a continuing physical disability that means you cannot go out without help
from another person and have a valid exemption certificate

• an NHS inpatient 
• have a listed medical condition and have a valid exemption certificate (see Table 2)

Low income
• get or are included in an award of someone getting:
- Income Support
- income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance (Incapacity Benefit or Disability Living
Allowance do not count, as they are not income related)
- income-related Employment and Support Allowance
- Pension Credit Guarantee Credit

• entitled to, or named on, a valid NHS tax credit exemption certificate
• named on a valid HC2 certificate* 

Disability
• have a valid war pension exemption certificate and the prescription is for the
accepted disablement

* for individuals with a low income 

Table 2. Medical conditions conferring exemption from
the NHS prescription charge

• permanent fistula (for example, caecostomy,
colostomy, laryngostomy or ileostomy) requiring
continuous surgical dressing or requiring an
appliance

• hypoadrenalism (for example, Addison’s dis-
ease) for which specific substitution therapy is
essential

• diabetes insipidus and other forms of hypo-
pituitarism

• diabetes mellitus, except where treatment is by
diet alone

• hypoparathyroidism

• myasthenia gravis

• myxoedema (that is, hypothyroidism requiring
thyroid hormone replacement)

• epilepsy requiring continuous anticonvulsive
therapy

• undergoing treatment for cancer, including for
the effects of cancer or the effects of previous
or current cancer treatment



from the prescription charge and most
dispensed items are supplied free.
Patients who claim exemption to which
they are not entitled are committing fraud
and staff involved in dispensing are
obliged to request proof of eligibility for
exemption. In 2007/08 the prevalence of
this type of fraud was 2 per cent, costing
an estimated £100 million.
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Table 3. Medication prescribed free to all
using NHS services

• medication given at a hospital or an
NHS walk-in centre

• prescribed contraceptives
• medication personally administered
by a GP

• medication supplied at a hospital or
PCT clinic for the treatment of a sex-
ually transmissible infection

• medication supplied by a PCT or
trust or by a Patient Group
Direction for the treatment of tuber-
culosis

• medication supplied by a PCT or
trust or by a Patient Group Direction
to a person subject to a supervised
community treatment order for the
treatment of a mental disorder


