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Dear Colleague 
 
NEW RESTRICTIONS ON USE OF PUBERTY SUPPRESSING HORMONES 
(PUBERTY BLOCKERS) IN NORTHERN IRELAND – INFORMATION FOR 
PRESCRIBERS AND PHARMACISTS / DISPENSING DOCTORS 
 
Summary 
 
Further to the Chief Professional letter HSS(MD) 20/2024 dated 5 June I can advise 
the Department of Health in Northern Ireland has now joined with the Department of 
Health and Social Care (DHSC) in England and introduced emergency restrictions 
on the use of gonadotrophin-releasing hormone (GnRH) analogues used to 
suppress puberty as part of treating gender incongruence or gender dysphoria in 
children and young people who are under 18 years of age.  These emergency 
restrictions for Northern Ireland will take effect from today, 27 August 2024, and will 
last for 3 months and cease at the end of 26 November 2024.  In the meantime, the 
Department of Health will work with DHSC to develop proposals for permanent 
solutions that ensure prescribing of these medicines is consistent with the 
recommendations in the Cass Review.  
 
The new arrangements apply to gonadotropin-releasing hormone analogues - 
medicines that consist of, or contain, buserelin, gonadorelin, goserelin, leuprorelin 
acetate, nafarelin or triptorelin. 
 
Detail 
 
What are the specifics of the new restrictions? 
  
As a result of these measures, it will become a criminal offence for a doctor, 
pharmacist, or any other individual in Northern Ireland to sell or supply these drugs 
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to patients under the age of 18.  There are a number of exemptions to the 
prohibition:  
 

• The child or young person is prescribed these medicines on an NHS 
prescription (for example, from the Belfast HSC Trust’s Knowing Our Identity 
Service.  All NHS prescriptions and directions are outside of this ban.  
 

• The child or young person is prescribed these medicines on a private 
prescription from a UK prescriber that fulfils the following criteria: 
 

o The prescription was dated prior to 27 August 2024; or 
o It is a repeat prescription but only when the initial prescription was 

written in the six months prior to 27 August 2024; 
o There are also requirements for prescriptions issued from 

27 August 2024 to be marked with the person’s age, annotated by the 
prescriber with “SLS”, and in the case of prescriptions issued before 
that date, for the person to provide proof of identity and age. 

o The prescription is for a purpose other than the treatment of gender 
incongruence or gender dysphoria, or for gender 
incongruence/dysphoria if the patient started treatment for gender 
incongruence/dysphoria before 27 August 2024. 
 

New private prescriptions for GnRH analogues from a prescriber in the European 
Economic Area (EEA) or Switzerland who is not UK registered are banned from 
being supplied in Northern Ireland in all circumstances for patients aged under 18.  
For patients aged 18 or over with a prescription from an EEA or Switzerland 
registered prescriber, their prescription can be dispensed in Northern Ireland 
providing verification of age and identity can be shown to the dispensing pharmacist.  
 
The effect of the order is that emergency supply under the Human Medicines 
Regulations 2012 is prohibited. 
 
Who will the change affect most? 
 
As a result of these measures, people who are currently receiving a private 
prescription for GnRH analogues for any reason from a professional who is in the 
European Economic Area (EEA) or Switzerland, but not UK registered, will be 
impacted from 27 August 2024.  Pharmacies in Northern Ireland will no longer be 
able to dispense new private prescriptions, dated on or after 27 August 2024 
for GnRH analogues from the EEA or Switzerland for anyone under 18 years 
old. 
 
Who will be less affected but may need advice and reassurance? 
 
Individuals who are already receiving NHS or private prescriptions can continue to 
receive their prescriptions.  However, they and / or their families are strongly advised 
to meet with their prescribing clinician to fully understand the safety risks associated 
with GnRH analogues when prescribed for gender incongruence or gender 
dysphoria.  
 



    

Support for children and young people affected by this change  
 
Some children and young people may be concerned or distressed by these changes. 
If they are already under the care of Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 
(CAMHS) they can contact their team for advice.  If they are not, their GP team will 
be able to assess whether further referrals for mental health support are required. 
Patients can also be signposted to advice on getting mental health support available 
at Minding Your Head (https://www.mindingyourhead.info/). 
 
Further advice for healthcare professionals in Northern Ireland 
 
We recognise that recent developments including the publication of the final Cass 
report and various national policy and legislative changes raise complex questions 
for healthcare professionals about prescriptions for puberty suppressing hormones, 
cross-sex hormones and related medicines for children and young people.  
 
Pharmacy teams providing pharmacy services to children and young people with 
gender incongruence or dysphoria should continue to adhere to the standard 
process of clinical assessment and care provision they have been trained to take as 
healthcare professionals.  The starting point is that pharmacy professionals must 
provide compassionate, inclusive and person-centred care, within the current 
relevant legal and regulatory context.  It is essential that all patients have access to 
appropriate, high-quality and respectful healthcare, free from discrimination or bias.  
The Pharmaceutical Society of Northern Ireland has published a resource for 
pharmacists Gender-identity-services-Information-Final.pdf (psni.org.uk) to support 
them in providing information, support and services to children and young people 
with gender incongruence or dysphoria. 
 
The safety of patients is paramount, and the Department of Health in 
Northern Ireland will continue to work with DHSC and the other UK administrations to 
develop proposals for permanent solutions at the end of the three-month prohibition 
period that ensure the prescribing of puberty hormone suppressants and cross-sex 
hormones for young people with gender dysphoria is undertaken in line with the 
recommendations set out in the Cass Review. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 

PROFESSOR SIR MICHAEL McBRIDE  PROFESSOR CATHY HARRISON 
Chief Medical Officer    Chief Pharmaceutical Officer 
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This letter is available on the Department of Health website at    
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/topics/professional-medical-and-environmental-health-

advice/hssmd-letters-and-urgent-communications 
 

https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/topics/professional-medical-and-environmental-health-advice/hssmd-letters-and-urgent-communications
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/topics/professional-medical-and-environmental-health-advice/hssmd-letters-and-urgent-communications

