
 
Medicine shortages in the EU: causes and solutions
 

Find out why there is a shortage of medicines, the impact of the coronavirus pandemic
and how Parliament wants to improve the situation.
 
The Covid-19 health crisis has highlighted a growing problem: shortages of medicines and
medical equipment that put patients at risk and national health systems under pressure.
 
In April 2020, the European University Hospital Alliance warned that rising demand in intensive
care units for certain anaesthetics, antibiotics, muscle relaxants and medicines used in a way
they were not originally approved for to treat Covid-19 could mean stocks run out.
 
Decreased production, logistical problems, export bans and stockpiling due to the health crisis
further increased the risk of bottlenecks.
 
On 17 September, Parliament adopted a resolution calling for the EU to become more self-
sufficient in health issues by securing supplies, restoring local drug manufacturing and ensuring
better EU coordination of national health strategiess.
 
What causes medicine shortages? 
Between 2000 and 2018, shortages in the EU increased 20-fold and according to a note by the
European Commission are rising for widely used essential products.
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What Parliament wants to do about the shortage of medicine
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/combatting-medicine-shortages-in-the-eu_N01-PUB-200716-MEDS_ev

EN Directorate General for Communication
European Parliament - Spokesperson: Jaume Duch Guillot
Contact: webmaster@europarl.eu

1 I 3

https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/combatting-medicine-shortages-in-the-eu_N01-PUB-200716-MEDS_ev
http://www.euhalliance.eu/2020/03/31/university-hospitals-urgently-call-for-more-european-collaboration-to-prevent-drug-shortages/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200712IPR83214/covid-19-eu-must-step-up-efforts-to-tackle-medicine-shortages
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200712IPR83214/covid-19-eu-must-step-up-efforts-to-tackle-medicine-shortages
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/human-use/docs/guidelines_isc_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/human-use/docs/guidelines_isc_en.pdf
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The reasons are complex, ranging from manufacturing problems, industry quotas, legal parallel
trade and unexpected peaks in demand following epidemics or natural disasters to pricing,
which is decided at national level.
 
The EU is increasingly dependent on non-EU countries - mainly India and China - when it
comes to the production of active pharmaceutical ingredients, chemical raw materials and
medicines.
 
What solutions is Parliament proposing? 
In the resolution MEPs welcome the new EU health programme EU4Health aiming to make
medicines and medical equipment more available and call for boosting pharmaceutical
production in Europe and setting minimum quality standards for healthcare.
 
They also want to:
 

introduce financial incentives to encourage producers of active pharmaceutical
ingredients  to  locate  in  Europe  and  to  screen  foreign  direct  investment  in
manufacturing  plant, 
create an EU contingency reserve of medicines of strategic importance, which
would function as an emergency European pharmacy, reducing the risk of shortages 
exchange best practices in stock management 
increase joint EU procurement of medicines 
facilitate the movement of medicines between EU member states
 

Parliament had already called for better traceability of research and development costs, public
funding and market expenditure to make medicines more affordable in a resolution adopted in
2017.
 
The Commission issued guidelines to tackle shortages due to the coronavirus outbreak in April.
It called on EU countries to lift export bans and avoid stockpiling; increase and reorganise
production; ensure optimal use in hospitals by reallocating stocks; consider alternative
medicines; and optimise sales in pharmacies.
 
An EU pharmaceutical strategy

More than 50%
Medicines to treat cancer,  infections and disorders of the nervous
system (epilepsy, Parkinson’s) account for more than half of those in
short supply
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20200604STO80507/health-threats-boosting-eu-readiness-and-crisis-management
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20170227IPR64157/meps-propose-ways-to-make-medicines-more-affordable
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20170227IPR64157/meps-propose-ways-to-make-medicines-more-affordable
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/human-use/docs/guidelines_isc_en.pdf


The Commission is expected to propose updates of pharmaceutical legislation in 2022. In
November 2021, the Parliament set out a series of recommendations. MEPs called for shorter
approval times by national agencies and alignment with the European Medecines Agency to
ensure rapid and equal access to medicines in the EU.
 
 
 
MEPs urged the Commission to address the root causes of shortages and propose sustainable
solutions including the timely entry into the market of generic medicines. Parliament stressed
the need to strengthen EU manufacturing and supply resilience as well as increase
transparency on prices and public funding for research and development.
 
Find out more
Procedure file
Briefing
European Medicines Agency:  shortages catalogue
Press release: Commission calls on member states to optimise the supply and availability of
medicines (8 April 2020)
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https://ec.europa.eu/health/human-use/strategy_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20211118IPR17619/health-union-medicines-must-be-more-accessible-and-affordable
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20211118STO17608/new-future-proof-eu-pharmaceutical-policy
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20211118STO17608/new-future-proof-eu-pharmaceutical-policy
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2020/2071(INI)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649402/EPRS_BRI(2020)649402_EN.pdf
https://www.ema.europa.eu/en/human-regulatory/post-authorisation/availability-medicines/shortages-catalogue
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_622
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_622

