Don’t flush those pills!
Developed to promote human health and well-being, pharmaceuticals are now attracting attention as a potentially new source of water pollution. Traditionally, we have been encouraged to dispose of expired or unwanted medications by flushing them down the toilet or pouring them down the drain, mainly to keep them out of the hands of children. But current wastewater treatment methods, including on-lot septic systems and municipal sewer plants, are not designed to remove many of the active ingredients in medications. Some medications or their byproducts are making their way into our groundwater and surface water in Adams County.  
Multiple studies have suggested that certain pharmaceuticals found in bodies of water pose health risks to animals such as fish and amphibians. One report by the Potomac Conservancy stated that male smallmouth bass in the Potomac River were exhibiting female characteristics because of the endocrine-disrupting compounds in some pharmaceuticals. This condition, known as intersex, has been documented in the Potomac River watershed and others across the country. Currently, there has been no evidence found of adverse effects on human health from pharmaceuticals in the environment; the long-term effects of pharmaceuticals and similar chemicals on humans are still being researched.
So how do you safely dispose of your unwanted medications without polluting our drinking water and streams? There are basically two ways. The best way to dispose of unwanted/unneeded medications is to take advantage of “Take Back” programs at which you can drop off the medications for free. The Department of Justice and Adams County Collaborating for Youth are leading an effort in Adams County, with the help of local partners, to provide an Unwanted Medication Take Back program at multiple locations across the county on Saturday, September 25, from 10am to 2pm. Currently, there are six locations where you will be able to drop off your unwanted medications: Fairfield Fire Hall, Agriculture & Natural Resource Center in Gettysburg, Biglerville High School, United Hook & Ladder #33 in New Oxford, Alpha Fire Co. #1 in Littlestown, and the Bermudian School complex. More detailed information about this event will be coming out in the near future.
The second way of disposal would be more appropriate if you could not make the “Take Back” program or if you thought it may be a safety hazard to keep the medication until the next program. The first step is to put the pills or liquid into a Ziploc bag. Then add something to the pill or liquid medication that would discourage anyone from still taking the medications, such as cat litter or used coffee grounds. Finally, seal up the bag and place it in a trash can that will be taken to a landfill. (Burning the bag is a bad idea because the chemicals will get into the air and later fall down in the rain.) Keep in mind that you do not want the bag to draw attention, so do not label it.
Also this month, the National Ground Water Association (NGWA) will launch its first annual Protect Your Groundwater Day on September 14. More information about this event can be found at www.ngwa.org/public/pygd.aspx.  Protect Your Groundwater Day will be a good opportunity for you to go through your cabinets and prepare for the “Take Back” program Saturday, September 25. To find out more about pharmaceuticals in the environment, you can visit www.epa.gov/ppcp.   
Adam McClain is the Watershed Specialist for the Adams County Conservation District and the Vice President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County. WAAC’s web address is www.adamswatersheds.org.
