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More than just take backs: Upstream 
approaches to reducing pharmaceutical 

waste 

Julie Becker, Ph.D., MPH
Women’s Health & Environmental Network

Anna Gilmore Hall, RN, CAE
Health Care Without Harm

Healthcare Research Collaborative 
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The Problem

�

So what do we do So what do we do 
with the meds we with the meds we 

no longer need no longer need 
or want?or want?

Prescription
Over-the-counter
Homeopathic
Vitamins
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The Evidence
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Life Cycle of Pharmaceuticals

Design

Approval 
and 

Regulation

ProductionUse

Discharge/ 
Disposal
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Life Cycle of Pharmaceuticals
Design

Key Factors Current Practices New Ideas

Bioactivity Biopersistence in the 
environment

Decrease bioactivity or 
even “self-destruct” 
through Green 
Chemistry

Absorption 
(Metabolizing)

20-50% within body Increase absorption 
through Green 
Chemistry

Drug Development Decades Change existing drugs 
by changing design 
using green chemistry
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� FDA: Approval to market drugs- “safe and effective”
� EPA

� RCRA
� Hazardous Waste
� Universal Waste
� P-List/U-List
� Proposed Rule: Amendment to the 

Universal Waste Rule: Addition of Pharmaceuticals

� DEA
� Controlled Substances Act
� Advanced Notice of Proposed Rulemaking: Disposal of Controlled 

Substances by Person Not Registered With the Drug Enforcement Agency

� Congress
� HR 1191 (Inslee (D) WA, Moran (D) VA)
� HR 1359 (Stupak (D)MI, Smith (R)TX)

%

Life Cycle of Pharmaceuticals
Approval and Regulation

State & 
Local

Federal

Professional 
Boards

Consumer 
Groups
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Life Cycle of Pharmaceuticals
Production

Option: Green ChemistryOption: Green Chemistry
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Life Cycle of Pharmaceuticals
Use

Older adults 
living longer

Older adults 
living w/multiple 

chronic 
diseases

Younger adults 
living w/chronic 

diseases

Obesity and 
its related 
diseases

Personalized 
and tailored 

medicine

Teens raiding medicine cabinets for Teens raiding medicine cabinets for 
prescription drugs (25prescription drugs (25--50%) report use50%) report use
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• One-time consumer 
collection events

• Short-term collection 
campaigns

• Permanent collection 
locations
– Collection boxes at pharmacies
– Police stations
– HHW facilities

• Mail-in programs 
(“Netflix for drugs”)

Collection events in New 
England (Maine), CA, WI, MI, 
Chicago, San Francisco
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Permanent collection 
locations in CA 
(Teleosis Institute), WA, 
Chicago, Los Angeles, 
others

Philadelphia (1st!), 
Wisconsin,
Maine

Life Cycle of Pharmaceuticals
Disposal/Discharge
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Opportunities throughoutOpportunities throughout

Design

Green 
Chemistry

Production

Green 
ChemistryRevision and 

coordination of 
federal & state 

policies

Approval 
and 

Regulation

Use

Training stakeholders
Vouchers

Risk-benefit 
assessment

Discharge/ 
Disposal

New research for 
disposal

Mail-in pgms paid for 
by pharma
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Strategies: Education 
and Training

• Training of stakeholders
– Prescribers (doctors, nurse practitioners, 

physician assistants)
– Dispensers (pharmacists)
– Payers (Insurers and Government)
– Consumer Advocacy
– Students in professional schools
– Law enforcement
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Pay drives practices & policy
• Insurers need 

to change policies 
that encourage 
smaller amounts 
of medications 
prescribed

• No more mega-level of over-the-
counter analgesics or other 
high-volume, over-the counter 
medications sold at big box stores
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Modeling Success
• Using the laboratories of democracy: 

the States
• Need to model 

additional practices 
that test source 
reduction with 
evaluation and 
cost data
– MnTap Voucher 

program
– ME Medicare

����������	
����
�
����
'#

Mission:Mission: to champion our health through 
environmental action

Programs Programs 
Environmental Stewardship for Healthcare
Out of Harms Way: Greening Childcare
Toxins in our midst series of conferences and 
lectures

WHEN is the recipient of the
2009 Environmental Achievement (US Environmental Protection Agency)
2009 Outstanding Contribution to the Environmental Field

(PA Assn of Environmental Educators)
2008 US EPA Leadership in Sustainable Healthcare 
2006, 2004  Champion for Change Award from Hospitals for a Healthy Environment (H2E)
2005 US EPA Children's Environmental Health Recognition Award
2003 Governor's Award for Environmental  Excellence. 
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Who: Who: an international coalition an international coalition 
> 470 organizations in 52 countries > 470 organizations in 52 countries 
to transform the health care sector so it to transform the health care sector so it 
is no longer a source of harm to people is no longer a source of harm to people 
and the environment.and the environment.

Areas of focus Areas of focus 
Energy, green building, climate change
Environmentally preferred purchasing?
Chemicals Waste management
Pharmaceuticals Food
Healthy Healthcare Initiative

Health Care Without Harm

May 11-13, 2010
Baltimore Convention Center
May 11-13, 2010
Baltimore Convention Center


