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New Processing Technology Will Save NHS £20 million 

The Newcastle-based Prescription Pricing Authority today announced a major 
programme of investment that will reduce the costs of processing prescription 
payments by £20 million per year.  The PPA handles nearly 700 million NHS 
prescriptions from community pharmacists and other dispensing contractors all over 
England.  Each one has to be priced so that they are paid the NHS rate for the 
medicines they supply and GPs see the costs of the drugs they have prescribed. 

The PPA’s computer systems are twelve years old and due for replacement.  The new 
system will use high-speed scanning equipment and intelligent character recognition 
software to automate the capture of printed information from prescription forms.  This is 
linked to a sophisticated ‘rules engine’ which works out the value of the prescription 
based on what’s been prescribed, how it’s packaged and so on. 

The PPA has worked with private sector suppliers to design and produce the cutting-
edge technology to deliver this capacity improvement programme.  The new system will 
be rolled out over the next twelve months to PPA sites across the country. 

Commenting on the announcement, PPA Chief Executive Nick Scholte said, “Every 
penny the PPA saves is another penny for patient care in the NHS.  Staff throughout 
the PPA have worked consistently to make our existing processing as efficient as 
possible.  With this investment in new technology, we will see a dramatic step-change 
in the PPA’s capacity to deal with paper prescriptions efficiently.  There will, inevitably, 
be fewer jobs in future as we reduce the administrative cost of our processing.  We are 
working closely with Unison and with staff who may be affected to minimise the impact 
of these reductions.” 

The PPA currently employs 2,800 staff at nine sites throughout England.  As the new 
technology is rolled-out, these will consolidate to three regional sites in the north east, 
north west and Yorkshire.  The PPA anticipates that the number of jobs will decrease 
by approximately 220 full-time posts in each region in the period up to April 2007. 
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Notes to Editors: 

1. The Prescription Pricing Authority is a Special Health Authority within the National Health 
Service and employs 2,800 staff to carry out a variety of functions.  The Organisation has a 
number of offices spanning the North East, North West and Midlands. 

2. The PPA maintains the largest drug database of its kind in Europe, over 576 million 
prescription items per year.  In 2004-05 it processed 695 million prescription representing 
over £8.4 billion in payments to dispensing contractors. 

3. The PPA’s primary responsibilities are: 

• Examination, checking, pricing and analysis of the NHS prescriptions for drugs, 
medicine and appliances 

• Payments to pharmacy contractors, appliance contractors and authorisation of 
payments to dispensing doctors. 

• Provision of regular and prompt information on the costs and trends of prescribing 

• Administration of the NHS Low Income Scheme for England, Scotland and Wales, 
Pre-payment and Exemption Certificate Schemes and administration of the European 
Health Insurance Card across the UK on behalf of the Department of Health. 

For further information contact: 

Michael King, Director of Planning & Corporate Affairs 

Tel: 07949 460 160 
Email: michael.king@ppa.nhs.uk 


