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5 June 2026 

By email:  consult@pharmac.govt.nz 

Submission from the New Zealand Association of Optometrists (NZAO) to 
PHARMAC on proposal to amend Special Authority access criteria for type 2 
diabetes medicines 

Executive summary 

The New Zealand Association of Optometrists (NZAO) supports improving access to effective medicines for people with 
type 2 diabetes where this reduces the risk of complications, including preventable vision loss. 

NZAO provides the following responses to PHARMAC’s proposed changes to Special Authority access criteria. 

Proposed change 1: Support (absolute 5-year cardiovascular risk change to 10% from 15%) 
NZAO supports this change where it enables earlier and more consistent access to effective medicines. Earlier 
treatment is expected to reduce the incidence and progression of diabetes-related eye disease and therefore 
reduce rates of preventable vision loss. 

Proposed change 2: DO NOT support (removal of criteria patient is Maori or any Pacific ethnicity) 
NZAO does not support this change as proposed. Removal of an existing access pathway without a clearly 
defined and evidence-based replacement risks delaying treatment for people with the highest clinical need. 
Delayed access is associated with increased progression of diabetic retinopathy and higher rates of 
preventable blindness. 

Optometry perspective on diabetes-related eye disease 
Diabetes-related eye disease remains a leading cause of preventable vision loss in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
Optometrists play a key role in early detection, ongoing monitoring, and referral for treatment. 

The progression of diabetic retinopathy is closely linked to the duration and control of systemic disease. Timely initiation 
of effective treatment is critical to slowing disease progression and preventing irreversible vision loss. 

People with higher clinical burden often experience earlier onset and more rapid progression of complications. Delays 
in accessing effective medicines increase the likelihood of advanced disease at presentation, including sight-
threatening retinopathy. 

Impact of access settings on vision outcomes 
Access criteria that enable earlier and equitable use of effective medicines are expected to reduce complications, 
including those affecting vision. 

Conversely, changes that reduce access or introduce delays for people with high clinical need are likely to result in: 

• increased incidence of advanced diabetic retinopathy 
• higher demand for specialist ophthalmology services 
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• increased rates of preventable vision loss and blindness 

The removal of an existing access pathway introduces a risk that people who are currently receiving timely treatment 
may instead experience delays, with downstream impacts on eye health outcomes. 

Equity context 
NZAO notes that PHARMAC has previously recognised the role of ethnicity as one factor in improving equitable access 
to diabetes medicines in Aotearoa New Zealand, including in its 2025 document Achieving medicine access equity in 
Aotearoa New Zealand: towards a theory of change. 

From an optometry perspective, inequitable access to treatment is reflected in unequal vision outcomes, including 
higher rates of vision impairment and blindness in populations experiencing greater barriers to care. 

Changes to access criteria should not exacerbate these outcome disparities. 

Summary position 

NZAO supports changes that improve timely access to effective treatment and reduce complications, including vision 
loss. 

However, NZAO does not support removal of an existing access pathway where there is no clearly defined and 
evidence-based alternative that can be expected to maintain or improve access for people with the highest clinical 
need. 

Ngā mihi nui,  

 

Renata Watene (President) 

New Zealand Association of Optometrists (NZAO) 
president@nzao.co.nz  
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