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Abstract
Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic is one of the dire issues currently worldwide. With increasing 
death tolls every day and with new information regarding disease every minute, it is very important 
to disseminate the updated and reliable information to the public. Along with other health care 
professionals, the pharmacists’ role is crucial in preventing the spread and management of the disease. 
The involvement of pharmacists from clinical trials, drug evaluation to providing pharmaceutical 
care and other basic pharmacy services in the frontline in this health emergency is undeniable. This 
commentary focuses on the role of pharmacists in different settings of the health care system and the 
degree of recognition of the work in Nepal.   
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INTRODuCTION
 Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is one 
of the deadly infectious diseases of the century 
affecting all the countries worldwide and has 
been declared as a global health emergency 
by the World Health Organization (WHO) on 
January 30, 2020. According to WHO, there are 
2,241,359 reported cases and 152,551 deaths 
due to COVID-19 as of April 19, 2020.1 COVID-19 
is caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-COV2). The symptoms of the 
disease are mild including fever, cough, shortness 
of breath, malaise, etc., however, the patients 
remain asymptomatic for quite a few days which 
makes the early detection more challenging.2 
Elderly people and people with comorbidities 
such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, chronic 
respiratory disease, etc. are at higher risk.2-4 
During this period of a pandemic, the role of all 
health care providers including doctors, nurses, 
pharmacists and other paramedics is crucial. 
Doctors and nurses stand as the frontline warriors 
in this uphill battle. Not only many doctors and 
nurses, but even many pharmacists are also at 
high risk and have lost their lives fighting with this 
pandemic. Pharmacists working in the community 
and hospital settings play an important part in the 
prevention of the spread of the COVID-19. The role 
of pharmacists in the management of disasters and 
infectious diseases is well documented.5-9  
Role of community pharmacists
 Community pharmacies are the first point 
of contact for local people for minor ailments 
where hospitals are not available nearby. As 
the symptoms of the COVID-19 are mild, people 
have mistaken it with normal common cold, flu 
or fever and approach community pharmacies 
for the management. Also, the prescribers may 
postpone non-urgent appointments making 
the community pharmacies and pharmacists 
the focal point for health care services. So, the 
community pharmacies should be responsible for 
testing, early detection and immediate referral.  
A study in Macau has highlighted the importance 
of community pharmacists in contributing to 
the management of the COVID-19 outbreak. 
Community pharmacists in Macau were given 
the responsibility of early identification and 
appropriate referral of the patients, supply of 
medicines, circulation of information to the public 

regarding the local situation, overall infection 
progress and measures for personal protection 
and prevention of the spread of COVID-19. Also, 
the charge of the government approach “The 
Guaranteed Mask Supply for Macao residents 
Scheme” was given to the pharmacists.10 Realizing 
the importance of masks to curtail the spread of 
the infection, under this scheme, pharmacists 
were responsible to ensure appropriate supply of 
the masks to the public at a rational price.
 Social media has an important part to 
play in information dissemination and creating 
awareness among masses as most people have 
smart phones and access to the internet. However, 
the information and news available may be bias 
and bogus without any reliability and validity. 
Though social media and online communication 
have reached every corner of the country these 
days, there might be some community/ regions 
beyond the reach of it. The community pharmacies 
act as an information center for the local people 
in such areas regarding the disease, signs, and 
symptoms, preventive measures, mode of spread, 
appropriate steps to take if someone develops any 
initial symptoms, etc. Pharmacists have a key role 
in the continual supply of pharmaceuticals and 
hygiene products, providing updated information 
to the community on disease and advising 
personal protection skills and ways to prevent 
further spread to the public (like optimal hand 
hygiene, social distancing, staying home, etc.).10 
Additionally, the pharmacists can guide the public 
on searching the reliable source of information 
about the disease like Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC), WHO, local public health 
departments.8 A study in China showed that in this 
health crisis, the queries from patients have shifted 
from regular medication queries to queries about 
COVID-19 including basic information like mask 
selection, signs and symptoms of the disease and 
the preventive measures to be taken.11 
 With the major concern of the hospitals 
towards COVID-19 and increasing patient volume 
for the relevant symptoms, the responsibility of 
community pharmacies may expand in managing 
the minor ailments and refilling the prescriptions 
for patients with long term disease. Innovative 
approaches may be utilized by the pharmacists/ 
pharmacies maintaining the social distance yet 
serving the community. For example, delivery 
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systems of medications can be initiated along with 
video consultation and advising the patient.12 
Role of clinical and hospital pharmacists
 The role of clinical pharmacists and 
hospital pharmacists working in a hospital 
in providing patient care in this crisis can’t 
be ignored. Clinical pharmacists can act as 
mediator among patients and physicians for 
optimizing the therapy in all patients within 
the hospital. Many studies are being conducted 
for the identification of appropriate agents as 
a treatment of COVID-19 and many articles, 
guidelines and data are available. Clinicians 
might have increased patient flow leaving them 
with less or no time left to read and evaluate the 
published information and pharmacist can play 
a significant role in the interpretation of those 
scientific literature providing them with factual 
information.8  Pharmacists’ role as the drug 
information provider is key to educate, train and 
inform other healthcare professionals with the 
updated information regarding COVID-19 and 
proper utilization of the protective materials. Also, 
clinical pharmacists are responsible for monitoring 
treatment outcomes and the occurrence of any 
adverse effects in patients.13

 The drug information service by the 
pharmacists is crucial in this pandemic. In the 
situation of panic, people are inclined towards 
any sort of information regarding COVID-19 and 
ways to prevent it. Not all the information that 
reaches the public is reliable and accurate. The 
pharmacists can act as a provider of accurate and 
authentic information through drug information 
centers (DIC).14 As a result of a statement from 
United States (US) President Donald Trump stating 
that hydroxychloroquine in combination with 
azithromycin is the cure for COVID-19, there was 
a shortage of hydroxychloroquine for the patients 
who need it (patients of lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, 
malaria). In Arizona, the state in the southwestern 
region of the US, a couple administered the non-
medical version of chloroquine to be safe from 
the disease after hearing out Trump’s response 
for the effectiveness of the drug against COVID-19 
and one of them died and the other was in serious 
condition in hospital. Moreover, there were 
cases of overdose of chloroquine when used as a 
treatment for COVID-19 along with its price surge 
in Nigeria.15-17 These are some of the few examples 

of how broadcasting bias information without any 
scientific basis can lead to harmful consequences. 
DICs in hospitals and communities can play a 
significant role in the dissemination of objective 
information about the disease and the medicines 
without misleading the public. DICs can be made 
active via the use of technology such as phone 
calls, emails, social media, etc.
 With the outbreak of new disease, new 
drugs need to be investigated and in the process of 
drug discovery, pharmacists play a very important 
role in supporting the investigational drug 
studies and monitoring adverse effects. Clinical 
pharmacists’ role is identified in coordinating the 
process of study from selecting suitable patients 
for use of the investigational agents, collaborating 
with the investigator, providing the drug to the 
patient’s bedside to the monitoring of patients.8 
In Australia, to develop and circulate a single, 
non-confusing and continually updated guideline 
for the clinicians to follow, Australian health 
professional groups including the Society of 
Hospital Pharmacists of Australia (SHPA) came 
together. The medicine expertise has been 
provided by the representatives of SHPA to 
assist the review of national and international 
clinical guidelines ensuring that the health care 
providers have access to the reliable and updated 
information in this crisis.6 
 Hospital pharmacists should take the 
responsibility of providing safe and effective 
medications to the patients and should be ready to 
tackle any drug shortages during the pandemic. This 
global threat will lead to a crisis of raw materials 
for the manufacturing of new batches of medicine 
which may result in prescriptions of suboptimal 
drugs to patients. So, identification of safe and 
effective therapeutic alternatives, developing 
strategies for tackling the drug shortages and if 
necessary, prioritization of medication supply 
to the ones who are most likely to benefit are 
the steps to be taken by pharmacists.8 Hospital 
pharmacists are also responsible for counseling 
and promoting hospital prevention and infection 
control.13

 A study conducted in Northeast China 
showed the efficient working of pharmacists in 
the COVID-19 crisis. Pharmacists have involved in 
the effective supply of drug and pharmaceutical 
care to the patients and continuous adverse 
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effects monitoring. No nosocomial infections 
and medication errors were reported within the 
hospital and improvement in the health of the 
patients along with proper control of the disease 
was observed.18 This highlights the extent of 
the importance of pharmacists’ activities in the 
prevention of spread and control of the infection.
Current scenario of pharmacist and their roles 
during COVID-19 in Nepal
 Even though the role of pharmacists 
in preventing the spread of COVID-19 has been 
identified in other countries,6,10,11,18 it doesn’t seem 
to be the topic of talk in Nepal. The first case of 
COVID-19 was diagnosed on January 25, 2020, and 
till now there are  31 reported cases of COVID-19 
with one local transmission.1,19 The Government 
of Nepal hasn’t developed any guidelines for 
the pharmacist working in different areas. 
Even though pharmacists have been involved 
in the dispensing of medicine and counseling 
of patients/patients’ parties in hospital and 
community working in the frontline, they are still 
underrated warriors in the fight with COVID-19. 
However, Nepal’s leading pharmaceutical 
organizaton, Nepal Pharmaceutical Association 
(NPA), Hospital Pharmacists Association of Nepal 
(HosPAN), Pharmacy Association of Nepal (PhAN) 
with Nepal Pharmacy Council and Kathmandu 
University developed a guideline, titled "COVID-19: 
guidelines for pharmacist and pharmacy assistant" 
for Nepalese pharmacy professionals working in 
different settings.20 The government declared that 
the frontline health care workers will be provided 
with additional remuneration highlighting the 
doctors and nurses. Pharmacists are being 
constantly exposed to the numerous patients/ 
patient parties which emphasize the need for the 
personal protection equipment (PPE) but it seems 
to be in short for the pharmacists. Be it in the 
community or hospital, pharmacists have direct 
contact with patients while counseling, dispensing 
drugs, receiving prescriptions, reviewing 
treatment charts of patients, interacting with other 
healthcare professionals and patient parties. This 
increases the risk of pharmacists being infected 
and be the cause for spread of the infection. The 
efforts of pharmacists in preventing the spread of 
the disease have gone unrecognized by the people 
and the government as well. In India (neighboring 
country of Nepal) as well, the personnel working in 

authorized bodies of pharmacy have told that their 
efforts are not well recognized and considered 
by the government as of now.21 The active 
involvement of pharmacists from their level in the 
prevention of spread, in creating awareness about 
COVID-19, ways of spread and home care guidance 
in the community and hospital through reliable 
source maintaining social distance might aid in 
the identification of the vital role of pharmacists 
in this unprecedented crisis. Besides, assisting the 
clinicians in clinical decision making by providing 
them with up-to-minute authentic information 
and updated national and international clinical 
guidelines and providing effective training to 
health care providers within the institution 
highlights the need of pharmacists in a fight with 
COVID-19. In the current situation, pharmacists 
can be involved in the compounding of sanitizers 
and disinfectants to meet the uphill demand of 
these supplies.  Further, managing the stable 
distribution of the medications and protective 
facilities without creating shortages within 
hospitals and community settings emphasizes the 
importance of pharmacists in proper drug supply. 
The continual supply of essential medicines, 
PPEs for every frontline health care provider, 
facemasks, sanitizers and disinfectants and 
surgical accessories in hospitals should be ensured 
nationwide in this critical situation. Additionally, 
pharmacists are also needed to be provided with 
proper education about the handling of diseases 
and steps to be taken for self-protection. 
China's approaches on the control of COVID-19 
and what other countries can learn
 China’s efforts for controlling the spread 
of COVID-19 over a short period are commendable. 
Due to the lack of strict guidelines in the early 
days of the pandemic in Wuhan, the country 
had lost the lives of many citizens. Considering 
the scenario, before a single occurrence of the 
outbreak in other provinces of China, they adopted 
different approaches to control and prevent the 
spread of COVID-19. The Chinese universities were 
actively involved in mental health maintenance, 
medical rescue and emergency management, 
alumni resource collection, control of staff mobility 
and new methods in online education models.22 
The testing and screening kits for the disease were 
made available in sufficient amounts within a short 
duration to speed up the detection. The proactive 
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government of different provinces disseminates 
the clear guidance about lockdown (the degree and 
scope), social distancing, avoiding any gatherings 
and track down their implementation by the 
public. Many teams of health care professionals 
were assigned and mobilized to cope up with the 
emergency in the country and they were provided 
with all the required facilities for self-protection 
and safety.  Health QR codes (abbreviated from 
quick response code) were established for all the 
people coming to a particular province and existing 
in the province. The QR codes were of three 
different color green, yellow and red indicating ‘can 
move freely’, ‘requires seven-day self-quarantine’ 
and ‘requires a 14-day self-quarantine’. Monitoring 
and recording of the temperature and updating 
the profile regularly was made mandatory for 
each individual by the government. The supply 
of essentials like food was controlled by the 
government effectively.23 The cases of COVID-19 
were confirmed through different fever clinics 
with sufficient medical staff all around the country 
where the people were screened and suspected 
cases were isolated and non-COVID 19 patients 
were excluded.24 Additionally, the pharmacists 
in China have acted effectively in this public 
health crisis. The several approaches to mention 
include providing suitable guidelines to in act for 
pharmacists and pharmacies, drafting emergency 
formularies, monitoring and solving drug shortages, 
public education on infection prevention and 
management, providing pharmaceutical care, 
establishing remote pharmacy facilities to avoid 
human-human infections and active participation 
on drug evaluation and clinical trials.25 
 Meanwhile, in New Zealand, pharmacies 
were provided with resources like posters, 
information leaflets, images for public about 
preventing COVID-19 by Ministry of Health. Also, 
telephonic service was made available by issuing 
emergency Healthline number for public to get 
any infection related information and any supplies 
needed from pharmacies avoiding visits in public.26   

CONCluSION
 Nepal, being a country surrounded by 
China and India where the effect of COVID-19 
hasn’t been hidden to the world, is at utmost risk 
for infection. Also, Nepal is not as developed as 

the other two countries and most of the regions 
here lack suitable health care facilities to fight 
against COVID-19.  In such a critical situation, 
only prevention of the spread of the disease 
is the major focus of the country. Pharmacists 
working in different settings such as community 
and hospital can take responsibility to make the 
public aware of appropriate information about the 
disease in their community. The regular supply of 
medicines and patient compliance can be ensured 
by the pharmacists especially for those taking 
medications for chronic illness through delivery 
and telephonic services to limit tour outside 
the house. The presence of representatives of 
pharmacists, doctors and relevant health care 
providers in the committee for tackling COVID-19 
at government level might lead to better decision 
making to deal with the pandemic throughout 
the country. The mobilization of pharmacists in 
different healthcare settings and formulating 
standard procedures to be followed by every 
frontline pharmacist and pharmacy can be planned 
at the government level with full support from the 
government for better management of COVID-19 
and better dissemination of disease and medicine-
related information to the public. 
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