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Introduction:  Most American households have a family member who has taken an over the counter or 

prescription drug.  If all the medication has not been consumed after the drug reaches its expiration 

date it is often times flushed down the toilet with little thought to where it goes or of its effect on the 

environment.  Two commonly asked questions about the disposal of unwanted drugs was addressed on 

the website motherjones. Com.   

Can I toss my extra prescription meds down the toilet? As recently as a few years 
ago, that was the default. But now pretty much everyone agrees it’s a bad idea, 
because some of the more than $230 billion worth of prescription drugs used by 
Americans every year will make it through the sewage treatment process and into the 
waterways. (The Food and Drug Administration still recommends flushing OxyContin, 
Percocet, morphine, and a couple of dozen other drugs so kids and pets can’t fish ’em 
out of the trash.) 

But wouldn’t they get diluted down to harmless levels? Recent studies have found 
that human drugs can disrupt the biology and behavior of fish and other aquatic critters 
at very low concentrations. “You can have measurable behavioral effects in fish and 
shellfish even at the parts per billion level,” says Christian Daughton, a veteran EPA 
scientist who studies how pharmaceuticals affect waterways. Some drugs apparently 
accumulate in fish over time: One study published earlier this year in the journal 
Environmental Science found that male fish whose brains contained traces of Zoloft 
appeared less anxious. And while that might seem amusing, these fish are also less 
effective at seeking shelter from predators. One of the lead researchers, Bryan Brooks, 
director of the environmental health science program at Baylor University, told me that 
antibiotic waste, which is associated with antibiotic-resistant bacteria in fish, also is a big 
problem in the wild. 

Materials and Method: Check in your house for two store bought drugs.  Preferably one over the 
counter and one prescription drug.  Specify the drugs active ingredients and state that drugs mode of 
action.  Research those drugs and determine if they can be used on or has any effect on animals or the 
environment.  Also tract the drug from your toilet to its final destination.  Remember all waste 
eventually leaves the treatment plant and ends up in the environment.  

Assignment: List your two drugs and state their active ingredient and mode of action. 

State their effect on non-target organisms and the environment. 

Trace the drugs pathway from your toilet to the environment.  List the steps in toilet waste treatment 

and where it is released into the environment. 

 

http://phrma.org/issues/environmental-issues
http://www.motherjones.com/documents/364761-epa-medicine-disposal
http://www.motherjones.com/documents/364763-hhs-prescription-drug-use
http://www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/Consumers/BuyingUsingMedicineSafely/EnsuringSafeUseofMedicine/SafeDisposalofMedicines/ucm186187.htm#MEDICINES
http://www.motherjones.com/documents/364726-12-human-therapeutic-plasma-levels-of-the

