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Science Policy Outreach Task Force at Northwestern University 

OVERVIEW OF PHARMACEUTICAL DISPOSAL METHODS  

SPOTlight: Proper pharmaceutical disposal can increase medication availability and decrease 
potential risk posed by the presence of pharmaceutical compounds in water bodies.  

What are the preferred methods for pharmaceutical disposal? 

• The preferred method of disposal for most medicines is to use a drug takeback option, such as dropping off 
or mailing in the medication to a designated location, or to follow the disposal instructions provided. If a 
drop off is not possible, then the medicine can either be 1) flushed if it is on the FDA flush list or 2) mixed 
with dirt and disposed of in a sealed container in your household trash [1]. 

• Medications collected through takeback are ultimately incinerated either onsite or by qualified vendors [2]. 

Why follow disposal guidelines? 

• Proper disposal prevents unintentional poisoning, intentional misuse, health problems from expired 
products and infiltration into water bodies [3]. 

• The FDA flush list contains medication that could be harmful if even one dose is taken in a different 
method as prescribed or by someone other than the prescribed user such as children or pets, so flushing is 
recommended to reduce the risk of overdose or unintentional use [4]. 

Health and environmental impacts of improper disposal 

• Pharmaceuticals are considered contaminants of emerging concerns (CECs) by the EPA because of their 
increasing low level detection in surface water, although the health risks of consuming small levels of 
pharmaceuticals over many years are currently unclear [5, 6]. They can enter water bodies either by excretion 
after ingestion or flushing.  

• Health and environmental concerns from flushing medications on the FDA flush list have not been found 
to be significant compared to the abuse risk they pose [7].  

• A study conducted using data from 2000 – 2009 found a significant association between increased adult 
drug prescriptions and rick of pediatric exposure, especially among children under six [8]. 

• In 2004 – 2005, unsupervised ingestion of medication leading to overdoses by children younger than 19 
accounted for over 80% of medication emergency room visits for medication overdoses [9]. 

• A study in five Kentucky counties found controlled medications take back events did not have a great 
impact on reducing controlled medication availability with only around 0.3% of the estimated dispensed 
medications collected [10]. 

What are some examples of the impact of pharmaceutical disposal programs? 

• The DEA hosts a biannual National Take Back Day, which has collected over 6,000 tons since 2010 [11]. 

• 38 states have enacted laws for donation and reuse of medication, but many do not have operational 
programs due to lack of awareness or central responsible party. Illinois does not have an enacted law [12]. 

• Tulsa County, Oklahoma filled 883 prescriptions in January 2020 with an average wholesale price of 
$126,000 through the nursing home take back program [13]. 

• SafeNetRx provides donated medication to Iowans who are uninsured, underinsured or below 200% of the 
federal poverty level. The program served over 70,000 people between 2007 and 2016 [14]. 

• Walgreen operates over 1,500 disposal kiosks across the United States, which has collected over 885 tons of 
medication since February 2016 [15]. 
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