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No Drugs Down The Drain
Careful Disposal of Medications Can Help Our Environment In So Many Ways
What are medications?
Medications, which are sometimes called pharmaceuticals in newspaper articles and research papers, include:
•
•
•

Prescription drugs such as hormones (birth control pills, estrogen replacement drugs, etc.), antidepressants,
and antibiotics;
Over-the-counter medications such as pain relievers (aspirin, ibuprofen, etc.), cold/flu remedies, and
antiseptics (germ killing liquids); and,
Veterinary medicines.

How do medications get into the environment?
Studies have found very small amounts of medications in surface water bodies (streams, rivers, lakes)
across the country. Medications enter these water bodies from various sources that include animal
feedlots, land application of organic materials and, also, wastewater treatment plants that treat residential,
commercial, and/or industrial wastewater.
There are two ways that medications enter the sewer system and wind up at a wastewater treatment
plant: (1) excretion by the human body in urine and feces and (2) disposal of unused or expired
medications down the toilet or drain. Wastewater treatment plants are designed to remove conventional
pollutants such as solids and biodegradable materials; they are not designed to remove man-made
pollutants such as medications.
Therefore, one way to reduce the level of medications in surface water bodies is to reduce the amount of
medications entering the wastewater treatment plant. This can be done by educating residents and health
care professionals that unused or expired medications should not be disposed of down the toilet or drain.
What are the impacts on human health and the environment?
Medications have been detected in very small amounts in surface water bodies (streams, lakes, and rivers)
across the United States. The most recent extensive study of medications in surface waters was performed
by the United States Geological Survey. (http://toxics.usgs.gov/regional/emc/source_water.html) .
A network of 25 ground-water and 49 surface-water sources of public drinking water suppy in 25 states and
PuertoRico were sampled and analyzed for 124 emerging contaminants. At least one emerging contaminant
was detected in 96% of the samples. Examples of medications found included acetaminophen, steroids,
hormones, codeine, antibiotics, antimicrobials, and ibuprofen.
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The major concerns to date regarding the presence of medications in surface water bodies have been
increased bacterial resistance to antibiotics and interference with growth and reproduction in aquatic
organisms such as fish and frogs. Aquatic organisms are sensitive to low levels of exposure and are
particularly vulnerable when exposure occurs during developmentally sensitive times such as before birth
and during juvenile stages of growth (http://www.epa.gov/ppcp/). Effects of exposure can include a
gender ratio imbalance (e.g. more females than males within a given population); intersex conditions (the
presence of both male and female reproductive organs within an individual organism); poor egg hatching
success; decreased fertility and growth; and altered behavior (e.g. lethargy and disorientation).
This is a complex issue and the level of risk to humans and the environment is still being determined.
There are tens of thousands of medicinal products on the market with more being developed each year. It
is not definitively known which particular medicinal compounds or mixtures of these are a problem or what
the long-term risks are. However, research is ongoing and, in the meantime, it is prudent to limit the
disposal of waste medications to the sewer in order to minimize the potential negative and irreversible
impacts on the environment.
Drop Off Locations:
Manhattan Beach Police Department
420 15th Street
Manhattan Beach, CA 90266
(310) 802-5100
Drop box location: in parking lot next to library book drop
Gardena Police Department
1718 West 162nd Street
Gardena, CA 90247
(310) 217-9670
Drop box location: green box outside lobby door next to vending machine
Lomita Sheriff's Station
26123 Narbonne Avenue
Lomita, CA 90717
310-539-1661
Drop box location: outside front door

For additional South Bay locations, please click here.

Source: http://www.nodrugsdownthedrain.com/medications.html
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