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Introduction

According to the 2016 National Survey on Drug Use and
Health, 6.2 million Americans abused controlled
prescription drugs in the previous month (Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 2017).
Furthermore, a majority of the abused prescription drugs
were obtained from friends or family. There were >2,500
deaths due to prescription drug overdoses in 2015 in the
state of Florida alone. Properly disposing of expired or
unused medications is an important step towards reducing
the prevalence and impacts of prescription drug abuse
throughout Florida. In addition to preventing prescription
drug abuse, properly disposing of unused medications
prevents accidental ingestion and poisoning of children or
pets, avoids the potential of accidentally taking the wrong
medication, and prevents medications from entering
streams, rivers, and wetlands by being poured down the
drain. This publication is intended for residents within the
state of Florida looking to dispose of unused medication
waste in Florida.

Never Flush Medications Down the

Drain

Everything that goes down the drain, whether through a
sink, toilet, or shower, is routed through wastewater pipes
to either a wastewater treatment plant or an on-site
sewage treatment and disposal (septic) system, eventually
returning to natural water bodies (Figure 1). These
systems are not designed to remove pharmaceuticals and
personal care products from wastewater. Therefore, these
compounds can remain in solution until water is
discharged into either surface waters or groundwater,
contaminating these water bodies with pharmaceutical
substances (Verlicchi et al. 2012, Yang et al. 2017). Instead,
either take unused, unwanted, or expired medications
(including both prescriptions and over-the-counter drugs)
to a drug take-back program or dispose of them via proper
household disposal procedures. For more information on
the use of medications and the environmental impacts of
improperly disposing of medications in the United States,
see Contaminants in the Urban Environment:
Pharmaceuticals and Personal Care Products (PPCPs)—Part
1 (https://ask.ifas.ufl.edu/publication/SS632) and
Contaminants in the Urban Environment: Pharmaceuticals
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and Personal Care Products (PPCPs)—Part 2
(https://ask.ifas.ufl.edu/publication/SS633).

Figure 1. Examples of how residential wastewater is
connected to groundwater and surface water bodies.
Credit: EPA
(https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-
06/documents/how-to-dispose-medicines.pdf;
accessed 7 May 2018)

Best Option: Drug Take-Back
Locations or Events

The best way to dispose of unwanted medications is to
bring them to an expert that knows how to properly
dispose of them. The United States Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) regularly sponsors National
Prescription Take Back Days, typically occurring
biannually in April and October (Figure 2).

R Saturday, April 28
10a.m.-2 p.m.
DEA TakeBack.com
-
Figure 2. Example of an advertisement for the DEA
National Drug Take Back Day.
Credit: DEA

DEA NATIONAL

Trash and recycling services offered by city and county
governments may also provide this service. Additionally,
many sheriff's offices and police departments throughout
the state of Florida offer anonymous medication drop-off
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locations. Finally, pharmacies may provide drop-off
locations within their stores (Figure 3). In order to identify
the best location or event to bring your unwanted
medications for disposal, you may contact your local trash
and recycling service, your sheriff's office or police
department, or your nearby pharmacy. In lieu of contacting
these organizations, a list of year-round controlled
substance public disposal locations can be found at
https://apps.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/pubdispsearch/sprin
g/main?execution=els1.
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Figure 3. Anonymous medicatidn diposal drop-off
box offered by a pharmacy in Gainesville, FL.
Credit: Alexander Joseph Reisinger

Alternative Option: Household
Disposal

If there are no drug take-back locations or events near you,
or if you are unable to bring your unwanted medications to
these locations/events for any reason, the alternative
option is to dispose of unwanted medications with your
other household waste. There are five steps for proper
household disposal as recommended by the US
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA):

1. Take your prescription drugs out of their original
container(s).

2. Mix drugs with an undesirable substance, such as cat
litter or used coffee grounds. (This step prevents
accidental consumption of the medications by
children or animals.)

3. Putthe mixture into a disposable container with a lid,
such as an empty margarine tub, or into a sealable
bag.

4. Conceal or remove any personal information,
including prescription (Rx) number, from the original
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prescription container(s) by covering it with
permanent marker or duct tape, or by scratching it off.

5. Place both the sealed container with the drug mixture
and the empty drug containers into the trash.

By disposing of your unwanted medications with your
household waste rather than down the drain with your
wastewater, these medications are deposited in a landfill.
It would take a long time for the contaminants to be
transported from a landfill to sensitive water bodies,
allowing increased time for microbial and chemical
processes to degrade these contaminants.

Summary

Prescription drug abuse is a major problem in the United
States and the state of Florida. Properly disposing of
unwanted medication can reduce access to these
medications. Furthermore, proper disposal of unwanted
medications prevents accidental ingestion by children and
pets, and limits the potential for export of medications
from wastewater treatment systems into the environment.
The best way to dispose of unwanted medications is to
bring them to a collection facility or take-back event. If
these are not available, EPA guidelines on proper disposal
of unwanted medications in household waste should be
followed.

More information on how to properly dispose of unwanted
medications is available at the EPA webpage for Collecting
and Disposing of Unwanted Medicines
(https://www.epa.gov/hwgenerators/collecting-and-
disposing-unwanted-medicines) and the DEA National
Drug Take Back Day website
(https://www.dea.gov/takebackday).
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