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30 September 2016 

Dear Professor King, Mr Scott and Ms Watson, 

Thank you for the recent opportunity for consultation between the Review Panel and Friendly Society 
pharmacies at the 2017 AFSPA Conference in Hobart. 

Further to those conversations, AFSPA would like to reiterate the structure of Friendly Society pharmacy 
and the contribution made to community pharmacy in Australia by the Friendly Societies. 

About AFSPA 

AFSPA is the association representing Friendly Society pharmacies. These Friendly Societies own and 
operate pharmacies across Australia and are subject to Commonwealth, State and Territory legislation for 
the wholesaling and retailing to the community of drugs, poisons and controlled substances. 

The Association presently has 28 Friendly Society members operating a total of 130 not-for-profit Friendly 
Society Pharmacies with memberships of approximately 400,000 covering some 900,000 individuals. This 
represents about 2.3% of all registered pharmacies in Australia. 

AFSPA is an incorporated body under the Associations Incorporated Act 1985 (South Australia) 

There are currently only two forms of legitimate pharmacy ownership in Australia, pharmacist owner 
operators and Friendly Societies. Commonwealth legislation treats Friendly Society Pharmacy owners in the 
same way as Pharmacist-owned pharmacies. It is the individual State and Territory legislation concerning 
pharmacy ownership which restricts the right of Friendly Society Pharmacy companies to own more 
pharmacies and to grow. 

Friendly Society Pharmacies 

Friendly Societies have been a fundamental part of the history of pharmacy in Australia. Before the advent 
of social welfare, Friendly Societies were mutual self-help organisations with members pooling small 
amounts of money to provide support for one another in the event of untoward events. These funds, 
managed by branches of friendly societies, provided financial support for members to cover sickness, 
medical and funeral expenses and promote their happiness and wellbeing. 

Friendly Society dispensaries (pharmacies) were first established in Australia in the 1840s. Two significant 
problems of the day led to their establishment: 

 The high cost of medicines for their mainly poor members.

 Many chemists commonly adulterated their drugs.
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By establishing their own dispensaries, the Societies aimed to ensure the supply to their members of 
quality medicines as prescribed and at an affordable price. They were able to do this because the 
dispensaries were established and operated on a true not-for-profit, co-operative principle. 

New Friendly Societies? 

During the 1940s, the Pharmacy Acts in each State were amended to restrict ownership of pharmacies to 
pharmacists. However, each State Pharmacy Act enshrined the right of Friendly Societies to own and 
operate pharmacies. There are restrictions about how many pharmacies a Friendly Societies can own and 
the two Territories have not included Friendly Societies because none were operating at the time their 
Pharmacy Acts were drafted. 

Under current State/Territory legislation the following ownership restrictions apply: 

State/Territory Number of Pharmacies permitted to own 

 Pharmacists Friendly Societies 

QLD 5 6 

NSW 5 6 

VIC 5 6 
(Some exceptions) 

TAS 4 4 
(Only existing Friendly Societies permitted) 

SA 6 49 
(National Pharmacies capped at 40) 

WA 4 4 

NT No limit Ownership allowed by ministerial discretion 

ACT No limit No ownership allowed 

Ownership restrictions are only relevant to the specific jurisdictions, ownership can be across States and 
Territories, ownership can be cumulative; i.e. an owner can have 6 in NSW, 6 in Qld, 6 in Victoria etc. 

Only one new Friendly Society has been formed to own pharmacy since the 1950s. This was in 2010 where 
changes to legislation in NSW necessitated the need to create a Friendly Society to take over the pharmacy 
in a regional town. 

The Treasury guidelines define a "Friendly Society" as "a society which, by voluntary subscription, provides 
for; 

(a) the relief or maintenance of its members and their families in sickness or old age; and 
(b) the relief or maintenance of widows and orphan children of deceased members for funeral benefits 
etc." 
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Friendly Society Pharmacies Contribution to their Communities 

The typical Friendly Society pharmacy association is in a regional or rural location and owns two pharmacies 
with a turnover of approximately $8 million per annum. It is an important contributor to the regional/rural 
community for access to medicines and pharmaceutical products at affordable prices. Many of the Societies 
are dotted down the Queensland coast, and in country NSW and Victoria.  

In the 2015/16 financial year, the total turnover of AFSPA member Friendly Societies was close to $400m. 
They employ approximately 350 fulltime equivalent pharmacists and 1,600 fulltime equivalent employees. 

Friendly Society pharmacies also focus on returning financial benefits to members. A survey in 2011 of 90 
Friendly Society pharmacies indicated that they took in $8.5m in membership subscriptions from their 
members and returned $28.7m in reduced prices as benefits in the financial year, a return of 337.6%. At the 
same time their net profit after tax was $8.3m, a profit margin of only 2.3%, well below the 5.0% to 6.0% of 
supermarket chains. They thus retained as working capital a little less than the contributions from members 
of $8.5m for the year. 

In addition to ensuring that any surplus is directed back to member benefits and improved health services, 
Friendly Societies contribute broadly to their local communities and pharmacy practice more broadly: 

 Provision of industry training 
o Friendly Societies have developed training programs, Certificate I and II that are available 

to RTOs and TAFEs throughout Australia to enhance training. National Pharmacies has RTO 
status up to Diploma AQF Level 5. 

o In South Australia 20% to 25% of all pre-registration interns have been trained through 
Friendly Societies in the last 10 years. 

 High professional standards 
o Friendly Society Pharmacies believe strongly in the soundness of the present policy of 

community-based pharmacies being central to a nationally focused system for the delivery 
of high quality and effective medicines in the most cost-efficient way by a fully accountable 
health professional: the pharmacist. 

o As their demonstration of this commitment to professionalism, Friendly Society Pharmacies 
were the first group to achieve 100% accreditation under the Pharmacy Guild's Quality Care 
Pharmacy Program. 

 Direct support for their local community 
o Friendly Societies contribute significant amounts of sponsorship and donations to 

community groups and charities in their local area. This equates to hundreds of thousands 
of dollars every year. 

o Friendly Society Pharmacies keep prices affordable whilst providing quality health related 
services. 
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In the last ten years the emergence of the low-cost, low-service model offered by the discount pharmacy 
groups has meant that Friendly Societies are rarely the cheapest for local communities but they continue to 
provide benefits to their members by maintaining a full service pharmacy model which provides optimal 
health service delivery to their community and members. 

AFSPA advocates that the Friendly Society model of pharmacy be maintained in Australia in order to ensure 
that members of the community have the option to enjoy the services and other benefits provided through 
mutuality. 

We look forward to the Review Panel’s final report in 2017. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Lynne McLennan 
President 
AFSPA 


