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Sales of all products in independent pharmacies across the country 
are down only slightly, but there’s been a significant drop in 
Auckland. Pharmacy Today reporter Angela Woods investigates 

Retail sales are down by 9 per cent across independent pharmacies in Auckland on last year, 

according to figures from software company RPM, and its chief executive says Chemist 

Warehouse is the reason. 

The figures show pharmacies using RPM in Auckland have had a far greater drop in retail 

sales numbers than the rest of the country in September, compared with the same month in 

2018. Nationally, retail sales were down by 2 per cent. 

August’s numbers also showed a 9 per cent decline in Auckland, and 2 per cent nationally. In 

May and June, when sales were up nationally, retail sales in Auckland still declined. 

RPM chief executive and pharmacist John Saywell says sales figures in Auckland over the 

last year show a definite downward trend. 

“There are a number of Auckland pharmacies which are doing worse than the trend overall 

and it’s the same in Christchurch with the three Bargain Chemists,” Mr Saywell says. 

The RPM figures are from 100 independent pharmacies (including Unichem and Life 

pharmacies) around the country, around 10 per cent of all pharmacies in New Zealand. 
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Mr Saywell says the presence of Chemist Warehouse is the reason for the large drop in 

overall retail sales in Auckland. 

“I just had meetings with suppliers in Auckland last week and they know, because of how 

much they’re supplying [Chemist Warehouse].” 

Bargain Chemist effect 

The effect of Bargain Chemist stores in Christ-

church is the same, he adds, but much more 

localised because of the small number of stores 

and disinclination of the population to drive long 

distances for free scripts and retail bargains. 

“It is very localised, suburb by suburb in 

Christchurch, more so than Auckland.” 

Andrew Davies, who owns Care Pharmacy in 

Albany, less than 100m from a Chemist 

Warehouse, says it is a difficult time for retail 

and pharmacy in general, at the moment. 

“In retail as a whole, there’s been a bit of a 

problem…it’s just a hard time in pharmacy at the 

moment, all round,” Mr Davies says. 

In five years, it will have become normal 
and pharmacies will have adapted 

 
Although his pharmacy offers free scripts, there’s 

been no significant rise in retail sales. 

There is more to it than the presence of Chemist 

Warehouse, he says, adding business is tough in 

pharmacy generally and he doesn’t see the 

situation improving any time soon. 

“It’s just going to continue doing what it’s doing 

to the industry.” 

Kathy Maxwell, owner of Unichem Hillpark 

Pharmacy in Manurewa which is around 4km 

from the nearest Chemist Warehouse in 

Manukau City, says, although retail is not a huge 

part of her business, she has noticed a downturn 

in sales. 

“There’s quite a lot of factors obviously, it’s not just Chemist Warehouse,” Mrs Maxwell 

says. 

“I think consumer confidence is down as a whole…certainly it’s not a buoyant market.” 

She says she has noticed fewer cars on the road and fewer people out shopping, suggesting 

retail is down across the board. 
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Retail ‘flat’ everywhere 

Chris Wilkinson, managing director of First 

Retail Group, says retail is currently “very 

flat” across the board, with falling house 

prices causing lower consumer confidence. 

Mr Wilkinson says pharmacy is not unique in 

its challenge of facing new competition and 

changes to the traditional retail model. 

“We are seeing disruptors across all kinds of 

sectors,” citing the example of Uber Eats in 

the hospitality industry. 

Hospitality, however, is one sector doing well 

in the current market – Mr Wilkinson says 

pharmacies moving into food and drink sales 

have done well overseas and in New Zealand. 

There has also been a change in what 

consumers are spending their money on, he 

adds. 

“Retail continues to see a shift away from 

product-based purchasing to experience-based 

purchasing.” 

In the health and wellness area, this means 

people are paying to go to spas rather than 

buying health-related products, Mr Wilkinson 

says. 

There was no overall change in Canterbury or 

Christchurch sales figures in September, with 

areas away from Bargain Chemist stores likely 

evening out the figures, Mr Saywell says. 

Retail sales across Canterbury were down 4 

per cent in August. 

Some parts of the country such as Southland, 

Northland and Hawke’s Bay show a slight 

increase in sales, of 1 per cent. 

Although Waikato, Bay of Plenty and 

Gisborne show a 3 per cent decline, Mr 

Saywell says this is a normal contraction from 

previous high growth peaking in 2016/17. 

Normal variation is around 1 to 3 per cent per 

year. 
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Sales of smoking cessation products are down 19 per cent across the country, which the chief 

executive says is primarily due to the large increase in the use of vaping products. 

This is part of a long-term trend, with sales of smoking cessation products down a whopping 

42 per cent in May. 

Although some pharmacies have begun to sell vaping products, their sale is still a contentious 

issue for some, and Mr Saywell says it is still not common in Christchurch, where he is 

based. 

Sales in the photographic category increased by 9 per cent, which was due to an increase in 

the number of pass- 

port photos, which now comprises the entire photographic sales category in pharmacies. 

Cosmetics sales, including make-up and haircare, fell by 8 per cent, which is a trend that has 

been evident for some time, Mr Saywell says. 

There was a slight increase in sales of health supplements, along with weight control products 

and pain relief. 

The change in type of products that sell is normal, Mr Saywell says, and has happened before 

– 30 years ago, pharmacies were the main suppliers of nappies and haircare products. 

A focus on health-related retailing, and advertising positive messages other than price, is 

what he recommends to pharmacies. 

There has always been competition, Mr Saywell adds, with chains such as Countdown 

Pharmacy in the market for the past five years, and pharmacies will find a way to adapt to 

discounters. 

“In five years, it will have become normal and pharmacies will have adapted,” he says. 

Mr Wilkinson says coping with the influx of new competition is about understanding the 

changes in buyer behaviour. 

“It’s new territory for traditional retail and it’s important to understand these trends and either 

be a part of them or at least respond.” 

Retail sales among members of the Pharmacy Co-op Retail Group, a cooperative 

started by Mr Saywell two and a half years ago, have risen by 5 per cent in the three 

months until 31 August, he says, compared with a slight fall of 4 per cent at other 

pharmacies. 

The 35 member pharmacies, including seven Antidote pharmacies in Dunedin and 

Clive’s Chemist in Wainuiomata, focus on selling core products and reducing the 

overall amount of stock purchased. 

 

 

https://www.pharmacytoday.co.nz/tags/retail
https://www.pharmacytoday.co.nz/tags/retail

