
Q & As – pharmaceutical co-payments 

 

When was the last time the co-payment was adjusted? 

No co-payments have been increased in 20 years. A previous $15 co-payment was 

reduced to $3 between 2004 and 2008. 

Government spending on medicines has increased by $180 million over the past 

three years. The Government actually spends more than $1 billion a year on 

medicines and dispensing ($1045m). 

 

How much more will patients have to pay to get their prescriptions filled from 1 

January 2013? 

Prescriptions for under-sixes will remain free. Other patients will pay $5 per 

prescribed medicine from 1 January 2013, an increase of $2 per item. 

This moderate increase means no family need pay more than an extra $40 per year. 

It is important to note this payment only applies to the first 20 prescription items. 

After that, prescriptions for the rest of that year are free, provided a family has a 

pharmaceutical subsidy card. 

That means most people and families will not pay more than a $100 per year for their 

medicines. 

 

How can I get set up for free prescriptions? 

The easiest way is to go to the same pharmacy. Their electronic record of you and 

your family’s prescriptions will pick up when you have had 20 items in the year, and 

you will issued with a card that says you are entitled to free prescriptions for the rest 

of the year. 

Or you could ask for a record or receipt of your prescriptions, and have it added to 

manually each time you visit a pharmacy for a prescription, and you will be issued 

the card by the pharmacy you are at when you reach 20 items. 



 

Can I get free prescriptions if I have a High User Health Card, or Community 

Services Card? 

The free prescription programme is universal – it is for all New Zealanders. When the 

flat $3 prescription charge was introduced, it was applied to everybody, which means 

there is no extra benefit in terms of prescription charges for people who have a 

Community Services Card or a High User Health Card. 

 

How does this compare to overseas countries? 

New Zealand has one of the most generous prescription charge regimes in the 

world. 

Overseas, the standard prescription charge is: 

• in Australia AU$35.40 ( NZ$45) (reducing to AU$5.80 - NZ$7.45 for people 

on low income/ beneficiaries/ veterans/elderly/high users) 

• in England it’s the equivalent of around NZ $15.50 (£7.65) with a number of exemptions for 

certain illnesses and age. 

• in Canada there are different approaches, province by province but commonly 

it’s based on net household income. In British Columbia, if that’s $30,000 a year (NZ 

$38,000), you pay all prescription costs up to around $900 (NZ$1140) before 

receiving any subsidy. 

• in Finland, there is an annual limit of around €672.7 (NZ$1,107) per patient, 

after which there is a flat fee of around €1.50 (NZ $2.50) per medicine item. 

 

Do pharmacists get the extra $2? 

No. The way funding works is, when you get a subsidised medicine the price of the 

medicine has been set. The pharmacist invoices the District Health Board (DHB) for 

the price of the medicine plus a dispensing fee minus the prescription charge they 

receive. 

The patient is paying $2 more for the prescription, and the DHB will pay $2 less to 



the pharmacist. 


