Pennsylvania State Board of Pharmacy Newsletter
December 2009

www.dos.state.pa.us

Proper Disposal of Prescription
Drugs Protects Our Drinking Water

it is discharged into reservoirs, rivers or lakes. Then,
some of the water is cleansed again at drinking water
treatment plants and piped to consumers. However, no
single drinking water or wastewater treatment technology
is currently available to remove all synthetic compounds.

A vast array of medications -- including antibiotics, anticonvulsants, mood stabilizers and sex hormones -- has
been found in the drinking water supplies of at least 41
million Americans and a number of major metropolitan
areas of the U.S. The presence of so many prescription
drugs -- and over-the-counter medicines such as
acetaminophen and ibuprofen -- in so much of our
drinking water is heightening concerns about long-term
consequences to human health.

Using the toilet as a garbage can also introduce
medications into to our water systems.
Protecting the water supply is an important environmental
responsibility that we all share. In an effort to help the
residents of Pennsylvania combat this growing problem,
here are some ways that pharmacists can recommend to
the public to dispose of their unneeded medications:

Pharmacy professionals must stay up-to-date with the
science surrounding the issue, learn how to properly
dispose of unneeded inventory and educate the public
about safe disposal.
The concentrations of pharmaceuticals found in water
supplies are millions of times lower than a medical dose.
The highest concentration of any pharmaceutical the
Environmental Protection Agency detected in U.S.
drinking waters is approximately 5 million times lower
than the therapeutic dose, according to Dr. Susan
Glassmeyer of the EPA.

•

Check for state and local medication collection or
take-back programs;

•

Check hazardous waste facilities for disposal
programs;

•

If these options are not available, dispose of
medications properly in the trash; DO NOT
FLUSH, unless the medication label specifically
states it is safe to do so.

Before you throw any medication in the trash:

Due to advances in technology, researchers are now
able to detect chemical concentrations at parts per billion
in our waterways. This newly detected presence of
pharmaceuticals, personal care product residues,
caffeine and other chemicals that are not regulated
substances in drinking water gives the perception of an
emerging or new concern, when in fact such
contamination has likely been occurring for a long time.
And while researchers do not yet understand the exact
risks from decades of persistent exposure to random
combinations of low levels of unregulated contaminants,
recent studies have found potentially alarming effects on
aquatic organisms from endocrine-disrupting
compounds. There has been no research to date that
has shown a correlation between human health effects
and drinking water with low levels of pharmaceutical
compounds.

•

You will need cat litter or coffee grounds, a
sealable plastic bag and a hammer, and/or water.

•

Crush unused solid medications and dilute liquid
medications.

•

Mix the medication with cat litter, coffee grounds
or other absorbent solid wastes.

•

Place the medication in a plastic bag and seal to
avoid the risk of poisoning children or animals.

•

Remove all identifying personal information from
the medication container.

•

Place the bag and the drug container in the
garbage.

Continued on next page

How do medications get into the water?

Other News:

People take pills. Their bodies absorb some of the
medication, but the rest of it passes through and is
flushed down the toilet. The wastewater is treated before
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Remember, besides protecting the environment from
drugs in the water supply, proper disposal of medications
will prevent them from being diverted and used illegally.

industry from one using paper records to one using
electronic data, which, ultimately, reduces the costs of
health care,” said GOHCR Director Ann S. Torregrossa.

The requirements for the proper disposal of a
pharmacy's drug stock are addressed under board
Regulation Section 27.14(b), which is posted at
www.dos.state.pa.us/pharm under "Rules and
Regulations.”

PHIX will securely connect health care practitioners,
patients, hospitals, labs and diagnostic facilities, and
pharmacies, giving health care providers a complete and
reliable record of a patient’s medical history.

For more information about this important issue, visit the
PA Department of Environmental Protection’s Web site.
A state initiative to reduce disposal of unused
medication and help patients in their times of need is in
development. The Cancer Drug Repository Program
for accepting donated unused cancer drugs and
dispensing the donated cancer medication
to indigent patients was established by Senate Bill 638,
and signed into law by Governor Edward G. Rendell on
May 13, 2008.
The Board of Pharmacy, with stakeholder input, has
reviewed the legislation, compared language from other
states with similar programs and has begun to draft
regulations with suggested language for the program.
The program does not go into effect until the regulations
are finalized.
Participation in the program would be voluntary and
limited to drugs dispensed in a “closed drug delivery
system.” Closed drug delivery is defined as a system in
which the actual control of a unit dosage medication is
maintained by a health care facility, health clinic,
hospital, pharmacy or physician’s office, rather than the
individual patient.

The adoption of health information technology is a major
component of Governor Rendell’s comprehensive health
care reform plan, Prescription for Pennsylvania. The
proposed strategic plan outlines the state’s strategy to
increase health information sharing among health care
providers, and support providers’ efforts to qualify for
federal funds that will help them purchase and implement
electronic medical record systems.
Implementing a health information exchange will allow
health professionals across the state to see a patient’s
complete medical picture at the time and place of care,
helping to improve the quality of care delivered. At the
same time, it will lead to a decrease in unnecessary and
costly tests.
The plan was developed by GOHCR in consultation with
the PHIX Advisory Council; the PA eHealth Initiative, an
outside advisory board comprised of health information
experts; and other stakeholders. The plan outlines how
the commonwealth will govern, finance and implement
the initiative.
The draft plan can be viewed online at
www.gohcr.state.pa.us. Community members are
encouraged to review the plan and submit comments on
how it can be improved for a most efficient, high-quality
health care system. More information on PHIX can be
found at www.pahealthinfoexchange.com.

Draft Strategic Plan for PA Health
Information Exchange
The Governor’s Office of Health Care Reform (GOHCR)
announced on Nov. 30 that it has issued a draft strategic
plan for the Pennsylvania Health Information Exchange,
or PHIX, for a 30-day public comment period. The plan
outlines how to best transition to an electronic system of
health records to improve efficiency, cut costs and
provide better quality care.

Governor’s Newsletter
Sign up now to receive the e-newsletter
from Governor Rendell on important
issues facing Pennsylvania.

“The creation of a health information exchange will mark
a huge step in transforming Pennsylvania’s health care

Contact Us

Report Unethical Activity

State Board of Pharmacy

Update Your License

P.O. Box 2649, Harrisburg, PA 17105-2649

Meet the Board

PHMP

(717) 783-7156 (phone)

