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s we are well aware, pharmaceuticals are ending up

everywhere—in our water, our seafood, and in the

ground, and there is much more to learn about the

full impacts of pharmaceuticals escaping into the
environment.

While we continue to document what changes are occur-
ring in the environment and with human health due to ex-
posures from waste pharmaceuticals, we should also work
towards implementing solutions to prevent unnecessary
exposure. The saying that an ounce of prevention is worth
a pound of cure may prove to be very true with pharmaceu-
ticals.

While we have not yet identified how to control the phar-
maceuticals that enter our environment from normal use,
we can work now to control exposure due to “waste” phar-
maceuticals. While local, state and even congressional com-
mittees in the U.S. discuss what to do, other countries have
already implemented a preventive policy measure called
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR), also known as
Product Stewardship, to ensure that a collection infrastruc-
ture is funded and managed by the corporations that created
and profited from the sale of those drugs: the pharmaceuti-
cal industry. This concept can be applied to various types of
waste, not just pharmaceuticals.

In fact, many companies that sell pharmaceuticals in the
U.S. also sell into other countries such as Australia, Canada,
Portugal and Spain which have implemented pharmaceuti-
cal take-back programs, some for over a decade.

Spain

The pharmaceutical industry in Spain complied with the Eu-
ropean Union Packaging Directive by starting a nonprofit
called SIGRE in 2002 to establish and operate the collection
of packaging of pharmaceuticals and the unused pharma-
ceuticals in them. This quote is taken from page 55 of SIG-
RE’s 2007 Annual Report:

SIGRE is the system of selective collection set up by
pharmaceutical laboratories to allow citizens to dis-
pose of out-of-date or non-used medicines they have
at home. This avoids that packaging, or the remains
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of medicines in them, can be mixed with other do-
mestic waste and finish in household rubbish or the
drains, contaminating our environment.

The report goes on to say that the public is embracing the
program and each year they see an increase in pharmaceu-
ticals collected from 2.5 to 4.8 kg/1000 persons per month
between 2003-2007. But that is only half the story. Imple-
menting an EPR system, where the industry has a financial
feedback mechanism because they are required to take the
packaging back, gave them an incentive to reduce packag-
ing and resulted in the laboratories implementing 144 pre-
vention measures affecting 26.6 million packages which
reduced their weight and volume while ensuring that mate-
rials chosen for the packages were the most environmentally
friendly.

Canada

In the province of British Columbia, the Mediations Return
Program is operated by the Post Consumer Pharmaceutical
Stewardship Association (PCPSA) created in 1999 to man-
age safe disposal of unused or expired medications returned
from the public. The PCPSA provides the pharmaceutical
and consumer health products industries with a collective
means of adhering to the requirements of the British Colum-
bia Recycling Regulation. The PCPSA is funded by approxi-
mately 95 pharmaceutical companies and brandowners and
has a twelve-member board. In 2008, they had pharmaceuti-
cal collections in 95 percent of licensed pharmacies in the
province which equates to 942 pharmacies. The PCPSA is
responsible for the campaign to maximize public awareness
of the program as well as for providing annual reports to the
provincial government on the program statistics. The pub-
lic simply returns unused drugs to a participating pharmacy
and the container and drugs are collected; the containers
are recycled if possible and the drugs are incinerated at high
temperature. Collections increased from 23,384 kg in 2007
to 35,704 kg in 2008. In 2008, the entire program only cost
$315,000 Canadian dollars within the province that has 10

million people.[Correction: B.C. has 4.4 million people |

Support for an EPR solution
These examples of good stewardship by pharmaceutical
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companies and brandowners are gaining attention in the
U.S. In fact, the National Association of Counties adopted
a resolution in support of an EPR solution for pharmaceuti-
cals in July 2009; and on November 14, 2009, the National
League of Cities adopted a resolution in support of prin-
ciples of product stewardship which support internalizing
cost of end-of-life in the product price and having the solu-
tion designed and managed by the producers. Additionally,

you can check them out at http://www.apwa.net/Advocacy/
positions.asp.
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thanks to the support, advice and co-
ordination of the Product Policy Insti-
tute, there are now five Product Stew-
ardship Councils in the U.S. including
California and Texas which would be
supportive of such efforts. Local gov-
ernments across the country are trying
to tackle the problem by starting their
own collection programs, funded by
the taxpayers and ratepayers, but these
programs are at risk of losing funding
as local governments continue to see
funds drop.

APWA’s  Solid Waste Management
Committee sponsored an advocacy po-
sition statement on the safe disposal
of pharmaceutical waste that was sup-
ported by the Water Resources Man-
agement Committee for the Board of
Directors to adopt. This is planned to
take place later in the year.

Conclusion

For pharmaceuticals and many waste
products, it is time for us to change
the paradigm and implement prod-
uct stewardship policies. These poli-
cies have worked for over 10 years in
other countries and are seeing success
and reducing potential damage caused
by improperly managed pharmaceu-
ticals. The public wants to have con-
venient collection available to them,
we want to provide it, and it is time
for the pharmaceutical industry to
step up and help as they have proven
they can do it cost-effectively in other
countries. You can work in your area
with your legislators to inform them
that you support such a position for
future legislation. If you are interested
in reading about APWA's advocacy po-
sition on this matter or other matters,
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SUSTAINABILITY

In public works conference

June 8-10, 2010 | Minneapolis, Minnesota | Hilton Minneapolis Hotel

Register Today!

Register now for the most important sustainability event

of 2010. The Second Annual APWA Sustainability in Public Works
Conference is designed to explore and promote the evolving role of
public works professionals in the creation of sustainable communities.

* Learn what sustainability really means to public works and what
you can do right now

*  Access tools, resources, and experts you need to take sustainability
to the next level in your community

e Network with other public works professionals at the forefront of
sustainability

® Hear success stories and explore best management practices that
you can apply immediately

e Explore the new exhibit floor

Engage in discussions with public works experts, hear the success stories
and challenges faced by other communities and agencies in their efforts
to become more sustainable, and discover the leading-edge products
and services being featured by our exhibitors. Benefit your community by
joining APWA brightest leaders and innovators for an inside view of the
sustainability revolution in public works.

Register online at www.apwa.net/sustainability
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