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Nice has ruled that 3.4 million adults are eligible for Mounjaro

Millions of obese people will be denied
weight-loss jabs on the NHS

Lack of capacity in the health service will limit the use of
Mounjaro to one in ten eligible patients for the next three years

Eleanor Hayward, Health Editor
Thursday December 05 2024, 12.01am, The Times

Millions of severely obese patients will be denied weight-loss
jabs on the NHS, bringing a warning from experts that the
failure to introduce the drugs quickly will drive up hospital
waiting lists.

Nice, the health watchdog, has ruled that 3.4 million adults are
eligible for Mounjaro, the most effective so far in a
revolutionary new class of anti-obesity injections. But a lack of
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NHS capacity means only 220,000 of these patients, fewer than
one in ten, will be given the drug over the next three years, after
spending years on waiting lists.

Most obese people will instead be directed to the NHS app
offering weight-loss tips. Nice said they would “have to wait”
for drugs in an effort to “protect other vital NHS services”.
Delays in giving the jabs threaten to undermine a promise by Sir
Keir Starmer to bring down waiting lists while a rise in obesity-
related diseases piles pressure on the health service.

In a speech on Thursday the prime minister will pledge that by

2029 patients will no longer have to wait more than 18 weeks
for NHS appointments. Eli Lilly, the firm that manufactures
Mounjaro, urged the health service to “ramp up” its introduction
of weight-loss drugs to help meet this target. It said acting
quickly to tackle obesity would help the NHS “unshackle itself”
and could play a “substantial role” in bringing down the waiting
list of 7.6 million.

Analysis by Nice shows the use of weight-loss jabs will save the
NHS money by preventing conditions such as type 2 diabetes
that cost the health service £11.4 billion a year. Starmer has
previously said that weight-loss drugs “could be very important
for our economy and for health”.
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Mounjaro, the brand name of tirzepatide, has been called the
“King Kong of weight-loss drugs”. It is more effective than

semaglutide, known as Ozempic and Wegovy, which is being
given to 50,000 people on the NHS for weight loss. Both
medications are available at private clinics and pharmacies, at a
cost of about £150 a month.

Obese people will be directed to the NHS app for weight-loss tips
DOMINIC LIPINSKI/PA

» Weight-loss giant tells Britain: act fast or miss the best drugs

Trial results show that after 72 weeks on Mounjaro, patients lost
20 per cent of their body weight on average, compared with 14
per cent on semaglutide.

In its ruling on Wednesday, Nice recommended Mounjaro on
the NHS for the 3.4 million people in England who have a body
mass index (BMI) above 35 and another weight-related illness
such as diabetes, heart disease or high blood pressure. But the
watchdog said it had to take the “difficult decision” to limit
availability to 220,000 people with the “highest clinical need”
over the next three years.

Fernando Campo, head of diabetes and obesity at Lilly Northern
Europe, which makes Mounjaro, said: “Less than one in ten of
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the 3.4 million eligible population will get access. We’re keen to
work with the NHS and accelerate this and really ramp up the
care of obesity.”

ADVERTISEMENT

He added: “Obesity is a condition that obviously has an impact
on a myriad of other diseases. Therefore, tackling obesity would
help the NHS unshackle itself and unburden itself from those
conditions.”

Campo said long waiting lists for drugs put patients at risk of
complications, further adding to NHS pressures. He said: “The
longer patients wait to get their obesity under control, the more
likely it is that some of those conditions will surface.”

People with a BMI of higher than 30 are eligible for private
prescriptions of the drug.
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Mounjaro, made by Eli Lilly, will be offered on the NHS to anyone with a BMI of
more than 35
ALAMY

Campo said the drugs could ultimately “benefit a larger
population”, because one in four adults in the UK — nearly 15
million people — are considered obese, meaning they have a
BMI of more than 30.

The rollout of Mounjaro will begin next year to patients who are
already receiving care in specialist NHS weight-loss services.
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The government is going into partnership with Lilly to run a
five-year trial in Manchester to test whether Mounjaro can help
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get people back to work and prevent obesity-related diseases.

Professor Jonathan Benger, chief medical officer at Nice, said:
“Tirzepatide and other drugs like it, such as semaglutide, will
help people living with obesity to lose weight and, as a result,
will reduce their risk of developing heart disease or having a
stroke. But tirzepatide is not for everybody and only those with
the highest clinical need will be treated initially.

“This means many people will have to wait. We have had to
make this difficult decision in order to protect other vital NHS
services and also to test ways of delivering this new generation
of weight-loss medications.”

Dr Kath McCullough, the national specialty adviser for obesity
at NHS England, said: “Obesity is one of the greatest public
health issues facing the NHS and weight-loss drugs such as
tirzepatide are an important tool in helping people lose weight,
while also reducing the risk of other serious long-term
conditions such as diabetes, strokes and heart attacks. However,
on their own weight-loss drugs are not a magic bullet.

“They need to be prescribed by a healthcare professional
alongside programmes that help people lose weight and live
healthier lives by making changes to their diet and physical
activity — and it’s also crucial that they are prioritised for those
who need them most. This guidance enables the NHS to
implement a phased rollout of tirzepatide to patients with the
highest clinical need in a safe and effective way, while also
protecting access to the NHS services that all patients rely on.”
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Helen Kirrane, head of policy at Diabetes UK, said the charity
had “concerns over the length of time it might take for people
with pre-diabetes or type 2 diabetes to gain access”.

‘Miracle drugs’ could save NHS billions

The arrival of weight-loss jabs has created a two-tier system for
slimming down. Wealthy patients happy to pay £150 a month
can easily get their hands on the miracle drugs, but anyone
hoping to get them on the NHS may have to wait for years.

Two weekly injections have been approved for weight loss in
the UK. The first is semaglutide, sold under the brand name
Wegovy, or as Ozempic when used for treating diabetes; the
second is tirzepatide, sold under the brand name Mounjaro.
Both drugs were available privately before being approved for
use in the NHS.

Wegovy was offered on the health service in September last
year, while Mounjaro will be available early next year,
following a ruling published on Wednesday.



The drugs are immediately available if a patient can afford to pay £150 a month
ALAMY

For private clinics, anyone with a body mass index (BMI) of
over 30 or anyone with a BMI over 27 who also has a weight-
related illness such as diabetes is eligible. On the NHS, only
those with a BMI over 35 and a weight-related condition
qualify.
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BMI is calculated by dividing an adult’s weight in kilograms by
their height in metres squared. A healthy BMI is between 18.5
and 25. A BMI over 30 classifies a patient as obese. One in four
adults in Britain are obese.



But BMI comes with significant limitations, mainly because it
fails to take into account body fat, so a big, fit rugby player
could have the same BMI as a tubby and sedentary type 2
diabetic.

The higher threshold for NHS use makes sense for cost-
effectiveness because it is the most obese patients who stand to
gain the most, and save the NHS the most money, from losing
weight.

Research shows that morbidly obese patients — those with a
BMI over 40 — cost the NHS twice as much as those who are a
healthy weight.

The NHS spends £979 a year on obese patients with a BMI of
30 to 35, increasing to £1,178 for those with a BMI of 35 to 40.

NHS spending increases sharply the heavier patients are,
because they “collect” obesity-related conditions such as type 2
diabetes and heart disease.

UK > Healthcare
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Weight-loss giant tells Britain: act fast or miss the best
drugs
October 20 2024, 12.01am

Ben Spencer, Science Editor
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EXPLAINER
Mounjaro is the ‘King Kong’ of weight-loss jabs. How

does it work?
October 15 2024, 2.10pm
Poppy Koronka, Health Correspondent
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