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New Pharmaceutical Disposal Program Offers
Year-Round Collection for Controlled Substances

Bloomington, Indiana — Have you looked in your medicine cabinet lately? Chances
are, like most people, you have a box full of left-over pills. Some of them may even be
controlled substances. Do you really need these hanging around? Are you worried about
them finding their way into the wrong hands? How do you get rid of them safely?

According to a 2011 report issued by President Obama’s Office of National Drug
Control Policy, “Prescription drug abuse is a significant public health and public safety
issue, and a large source of the problem is a direct result of what is in Americans’
medicine cabinets. Providing individuals with a secure and convenient way to dispose of
medications will help prevent diversion and abuse, and help to reduce the introduction of
drugs into the environment.”

Now local residents will have a year-round easily-accessible safe disposal
alternative for pharmaceutical drugs — that includes controlled substances.

The Monroe County Pharmaceutical Safe Disposal Program’s mission is to collect
and properly dispose of unused, unwanted or expired pharmaceutical drugs and
controlled substances in order to reduce the risk of illegal diversion, drug abuse,
overdose, and environmental risks resulting from improper disposal.



The Prosecutor’s Office, Sheriff’s Department, Solid Waste Management District,
and TRIAD (a senior-advocate organization) have teamed up in a partnership to make
this new resource available.

“We believe this will have significant public safety, health, and environmental
benefits for our community,” said Monroe County Prosecutor Chris Gaal, who organized
the initiative.

Gaal came up with the idea of using secure metal collection boxes that will
remain the property of the Sheriftf’s Department, and to which only a Sheriff’s Deputy
will have access. Law enforcement control of the boxes will allow the program to
maintain permanent collection sites that can take all types of pharmaceuticals — including
controlled substances. Previous collection programs, such as the “Medical Roundup,”
were limited to specific days because they required the actual physical presence of a law
enforcement officer in order to collect controlled substances. Because of limited
resources, the roundup could only occur four times a year.

“In our experience, controlled substance addiction and abuse is often associated
with property crimes such as theft and residential entry, and is also frequently the motive
behind other serious crimes of violence,” says Sheriff Jim Kennedy. “Encouraging
people to remove unused prescription drugs from the home helps reduce both the
opportunity and the incentive for the commission of such crimes, and is a useful
community crime prevention measure.”

According to the President’s report, “Prescription drug abuse is the Nation’s
fastest-growing drug problem,” and specifically cites the fact that “Opiate overdoses,
once almost always due to heroine use, are now increasingly due to abuse of prescription
painkillers.”

“Prescription drug abuse and overdoses are a real problem right here in our own
community,” agrees Dr. Owen Slaughter, Director of Emergency Services at [U Health
Bloomington Hospital. “Anything we can do to reduce the risk is welcome.”

In 2008, Bloomington Hospital data indicated 292 emergency department visits
coded as “drug abuse/overdose” for either illegal or prescription drugs. Of these visits,
24% were under the age of 17, and another 24% were between the ages of 18 and 25.

The President’s report cites data from the National Survey on Drug Use and
Health showing that “...nearly 70% of people who abused prescription pain relievers got
them from friends or relatives, while approximately 5 percent got them from a drug
dealer or from the Internet.” Other surveys show that abuse of prescription medications
has risen despite decreased illegal drug use.

The President’s plan (Responding To America’s Prescription Drug Abuse Crisis)
calls for “...the development of consumer-friendly and environmentally-responsible



prescription drug disposal programs” to “limit the diversion of drugs, as most non-
medical users appear to be getting the drugs from family or friends.”

“We intend to answer the President’s call with a new local program that will
provide a useful service to our community, and could also become a model for other
communities looking for a better approach to this problem,” said Georgia Schaich, a
member of TRIAD and the City’s Commission on the Status of Aging.

Gaal secured funding to purchase the collection boxes from the Sea Grant
Foundation, an environmental organization that seeks to reduce water contamination
from improperly disposed pharmaceuticals. The program is also supported by local
environmental advocates including the City’s Environmental Commission, and the
Environmental Resources Advisory Council.

“This is just as much an environmental issue, as one of health and safety,” points
out City Utilities Deputy Director John Langley. “If people flush pills down the toilet or
throw them in the trash, it will likely wind up in our lakes and streams, or leaching out of
a landfill.” According to Langley, municipal sewage treatment systems, including those
in Monroe County, are simply not equipped for the removal of pharmaceutical drugs.

“Our experience with recycling shows that in order for a program like this to
work, it has to be easy for consumers to access,” adds Scott Morgan, Operations Director
for the Monroe County Solid Waste Management District.

The program will offer two pilot locations for the collection boxes — IU Health
Bloomington Hospital in the main lobby at the Outpatient Pharmacy, and the Hazardous
Materials Facility at the Solid Waste District’s Recycling Center on South Walnut. Both
indoor locations will be under video surveillance to ensure added security for consumers
dropping off medications. If the pilot project goes well, the program hopes to add
additional collection sites.

Consumers will be instructed to dispose of pharmaceuticals in the bottle or
packaging with original label so that drugs can be identified to ensure proper disposal.
Strict privacy of personal information will be maintained. The program will not take
needles/syringes, mercury thermometers, or inhalers. These items may be disposed of at
the Monroe County Solid Waste Management District Hazardous Materials Facility at
3400 South Walnut St. The program is intended for pharmaceuticals from consumers
only, and not for commercial use.

For more information visit the website of the prosecutor’s office at
www.co.monroe.in.us/prosecutor and follow the link to the Monroe County
Pharmaceutical Safe Disposal Program, or call 349-DRUG.
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