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Clean Water Council
Pharmaceutical Pollution Prevention Policy
Policy Statement

The Clean Water Council recommends that the State establish the following to reduce the
discharge of pharmaceuticals into the waters of Minnesota:
1. Require the words or symbols for “do not flush” be printed on all prescription pharmaceutical
labels, and remove any existing instructions to flush unused portions.
2. Adopt a “Secure Drug Take-Back-Act” modeled after the legislation recently adopted by
Washington State.
This legislation provides flexibility to utilize the current infrastructure for collection; and
requires manufacturers to implement public education and outreach activities; and to cover all
administrative and support costs including, but not limited to: collection, compensation to
authorized collectors, transportation, secure receptacles, and environmentally sound disposal
of covered pharmaceuticals.

Problem

Pharmaceuticals are used to treat, cure, diagnose, and prevent disease and ailments in humans, agricultural
animals, and companion animals. The use of pharmaceuticals is expected to increase in response to
increasing demand. These chemicals are designed to be biologically active and potent at low doses.
Pharmaceuticals enter the environment through many pathways including:
• Improper disposal of unused medications (both in home and at care facilities)
• Runoff from manure on agricultural fields or feedlots
• Effluent from health care facilities, medication manufacturing and other industrial sources
• Excretion from normal use in humans (e.g., not all of the drug is fully metabolized in the body)
Pharmaceuticals are commonly detected in Minnesota surface water, groundwater and sediment. The
concentrations detected are low relative to other contaminants, but they can have negative impacts on the
environment, especially aquatic species. It is extremely difficult and costly to remove these chemicals from
wastewater and drinking water. Preventing entry to the environment, such as through improving
prescription practices and minimizing input from waste streams is the best way to avoid potential impacts
of pharmaceuticals.
In addition to the environmental impact of waste pharmaceuticals being discharged into the waters of
Minnesota, there is also a public safety benefit to environmentally sound disposal. Prescription drugs left
unused by the intended recipient, which are not disposed of properly, can be misused by others and have
serious or fatal consequences. Seven out of ten people who start abusing prescription drugs get them from
the medicine cabinets of friends and family. Among children, the most common cause of accidental
poisoning is from ingesting drugs. In addition, periodic cleaning of the medicine cabinet reduces the
likelihood that adults, especially the elderly, will take the wrong medication, wrong dose or use expired
medications.
wq-cwc1-21

Page 1 of 3

Pharmaceutical Pollution Prevention Policy

Current Efforts by State Agencies with Clean Water Fund (CWF)

With funding from CWF, the Minnesota Department of Health (MDH) and the Minnesota Pollution Control
Agency (MPCA) conduct research, public education, monitoring and collecting waste pharmaceuticals
throughout the State, and environmental surveillance. Both agencies work closely with other State
agencies, local entities such as local law enforcement, county & city public health departments, and local
pharmacies to keep unwanted pharmaceuticals from reaching our waters.
Minnesota Department of Health:
Pharmaceutical Rapid Assessments: Using a novel method, MDH has established conservative screening
values (above which the risk of negative human health affects increases) for 119 pharmaceuticals
commonly prescribed in the U.S., and monitored for in the environment.
Provide outreach & education grants to local governments, non-profits, watersheds districts, and academic
institutions to raise awareness of pharmaceuticals and other contaminants of emerging concern (CEC),
expand outreach on pharmaceutical take-back opportunities, and reduce the presence of CECs in the
environment through behavior change.
Create educational resources for local entities that facilitate outreach to communities and provide a
consistent message throughout the State on the health and environmental risks of pharmaceuticals and
other CECs.
One Health Antibiotic Collaborative: The MDH leads a team of experts from Minnesota Department of
Agriculture, MPCA, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Board of Animal Health, Board of
Veterinary Medicine, University of Minnesota, pharmacy and dentistry groups, physicians, agricultural
representatives, and other experts to ensure that Minnesotans use antibiotics in a manner to reduce
antibiotic resistance and protect the environment. http://www.health.state.mn.us/onehealthabx/
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency:
Monitor pharmaceuticals and other contaminants of emerging concern (CECs) in surface and
groundwater: The MPCA monitors pharmaceuticals and other CECs in surface water and groundwater to
determine their presence and prevalence in the environment. Currently, the MPCA monitors about 140
chemicals comprised of pharmaceuticals, hormones, anti-corrosives, and other industrial or commercial
chemicals in surface and groundwater. Among those, most frequently detected pharmaceuticals in surface
water are: antidepressants (amitriptyline, fluoxetine, and sertraline), and iopamidol (an x-ray contrast
agent).
Investigate sources of pharmaceuticals and other CECs to the environment and evaluate their potential
effects on aquatic life: The MPCA conducts focused investigations to determine sources of
pharmaceuticals to the environment and understand potential actions to reduce them: pollution
prevention, best management practices, rules. Often the MPCA collaborates with university and federal
researchers in these studies to use genomics and other new techniques to assess potential effects on fish
and other aquatic life. The MPCA has also developed a semi-automated approach for summarizing known
information about the behavior and potential impacts of specific pharmaceuticals and CECs on aquatic life,
resulting in an Aquatic Toxicity Profile (ATP). The ATPs provide a basis for comparing one chemical versus
another.
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Provide outreach & education materials to local governments, pharmacies, law enforcement and other
agencies to raise awareness on the impacts of pharmaceuticals in the home and in the environment, and to
support proper disposal of unneeded pharmaceuticals.
Register and track waste pharmaceutical collection locations in the state: The MPCA works with local law
enforcement, pharmacies, Native American Tribes and other state and federal agencies to encourage the
installment of secure bins to dispose of unwanted pharmaceuticals. The MPCA oversees over 350 collection
sites and collects data from them annually. Since 2010, these programs have voluntarily collected over
550,000 pounds of waste pharmaceuticals. The MPCA is working with the Department of Human Services
on a federal grant to place approximately 25 collection boxes in underserved areas of the state in 2018.
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