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Free Port Charlotte pharmacy closes temporarily for move
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PORT CHARLOTTE -- People who rely on the community's free pharmacy will temporarily have to seek help elsewhere.

The busy pharmacy, run by the nonprofit St. Vincent de Paul Society, has closed its operation on Market Circle in Murdock to prepare for its move into a new health clinic that will offer free care at 21450 Gibralter Drive in Port Charlotte.

"We're hoping that we can get this taken care of in a timely manner so there won't be more than a two-week gap," said Paul Ringenberger, executive director of the community pharmacy, which filled 700 prescriptions last month.

No other service in the community offers free medicine right away. But people in need can make an appointment with the Charlotte County Health Department's clinic in Port Charlotte, said Donna Olsen, the agency's senior community health nursing director.  The county-run clinic is at 1994 Kings Highway; the telephone number is 613-0950.

It offers care on a sliding fee, based on a patient's income. Medicine is provided by mail, through an agreement the clinic has with drug companies. Drugs may not arrive for 7 to 10 days, however.

Several retail stores also offer $4 prescriptions for select medicines.  Olsen said some local churches and social service agencies may offer some assistance for those who need medicines right away.  State regulations do not allow pharmacies to move directly from one building to another.  

All shelving, scales and books must be in place and inspected by the state Department of Health before pharmaceuticals are brought in.

After the initial inspection, the drugs can be moved. But the pharmacy cannot open until it passes a second inspection.

Community clinic volunteers worked over the weekend to move shelves from the original pharmacy to the new location.

Inspections are set for next week, but a few construction snags are causing delay.

Outdated building plans identified an incorrect location for a water tap. To reach the tap, workers need to cut into a nearby road.

Water should be flowing to the building by next week, allowing for a county inspection and a certificate of occupancy.

Following the county and state inspections, the new clinic can open.

"Everyone's on standby. We're ready to start seeing people," Ringenberger said.

The phone number for the St. Vincent de Paul Community Pharmacy is 766-9570.

