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“Safer Ways to Dispose of Unused Medicines”
Chehalis, WA – Washington State is working to create a statewide system to collect and dispose of unused medicines.  Until recently, doctors, pharmacists, and even the federal government, advised patients to flush unused medicines down the toilet.  This recommendation changed as trace amounts of specific medicines began showing up in the nation’s water supply.  

Today, most people don’t know their options for the disposal of unused medicines.  Ideally, pharmaceutical manufacturers would provide and fund unused medicine return programs across the country.  Unfortunately, such programs are rare.  In WA, we are fortunate to have 6 counties (Kitsap, King, Thurston, Pierce, Snohomish, and Spokane) with unused medicine return programs – unfortunately, Lewis County is not one of them.

Without a system of sites to collect unused medicines, many residents find themselves without any other options but to flush them down the toilet or throw them in the trash.  This may cause the medicines to end up in places where they shouldn’t be, potentially damaging the environment and contaminating the groundwater.  Even worse is the reality that sometimes these medicines end up in the hands of innocent children or in the hands of teenagers or adults who may misuse them. 

Steve Garrett, Solid/Hazardous Waste Specialist with Lewis County Public Health, has numerous concerns about the impending negative repercussions of the improper disposal of unused medicines, particularly with regards to our rivers and surface water bodies.  Mr. Garrett acknowledges, “The sewage treatment plants do not completely remove medicines from their effluent water.  The medicines can actually show up in the river ecosystems and affect the wildlife therein.  The same is true for our public water supplies, depending on whether or not the supply is drawn from a contaminated source.” 

There are also legal concerns.  Lewis County Sheriff’s Office Chief Deputy Stacy Brown said their office has investigated cases in which people inadvertently left prescription pills unattended, which allowed someone else to ingest a medicine that was not 
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prescribed for them - causing serious injury and, in a few different cases over the years, 
death.  “Prescription medicine in the wrong hands can have tragic results. We encourage people to immediately and properly dispose of prescription medications as soon as they are no longer needed or expire, in order to avoid the medication being ingested by someone other than who the prescription is for,” said Chief Deputy Brown.

If a person with a prescription medication provides or allows another person to use it and the medication causes death, the person who provided the medication can be charged with a controlled substance homicide. The Lewis County Sheriff’s Office has investigated such cases. “Allowing someone to use your prescription medication is against the law and you can be charged with a crime. It is a serious offense,” said Chief Deputy Brown.

Lewis County Public Health Officer Dr. Rachel Wood voices similar concerns, “Firstly, I am anxious that these unused medicines will cause an increased risk of injury and fatality if they fall into the hands of children, teenagers, or adults who may innocently or knowingly misuse them.  Secondly, I am apprehensive about possible unknown effects on the public’s health of trace amounts of medicines in the county’s public water supplies.”

Ultimately, the people of Lewis County need a system for the collection and disposal of unused medicines.  Most importantly, people need to stop throwing unused medicines in the garbage, flushing them down the toilet, or pouring them down a sink.  Do not store them in medicine cabinets or other storage places that are accessible to other people.

Call the Lewis County Solid Waste Utility, Hazardous Waste Program Coordinator at 360-740-1221 for current information on the correct disposal method for unused medicines in Lewis County.  
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