
 
Pharmaceuticals and Personal Care Products 
have probably been present in water and the 
environment for as long as humans have been 
using them. The drugs that we take are not en-
tirely absorbed by our bodies, and are excreted 
and passed into wastewater and surface water. 
With advances in technology that improved the 
ability to detect and quantify these chemicals, 
we can now begin to identify what effects, if 
any, these chemicals have on human and envi-
ronmental health. 
 
 
What are these pharmaceuticals in the 
raw source water? 
 
Pharmaceuticals and Personal Care Products as 
Pollutants refer, in general, to any product used by 
individuals for personal health or cosmetic reasons 
or used by agribusiness to enhance growth or 
health of livestock. PPCPs comprise thousands of 
chemical substances, including prescription and 
over-the-counter therapeutic drugs, veterinary 
drugs, fragrances and cosmetics.   
 
How do these pharmaceuticals get in 
the raw source water? 
 
When used as intended, pharmaceuticals applied 
externally or ingested have the potential to be ex-
creted or washed into sewage systems. In addition, 
unused pharmaceuticals are often directly flushed to 
sewage systems. Wastewater treatment plants and 
septic systems usually do not treat or only partially 
treat pharmaceuticals, so chemical compounds from 
pharmaceuticals pass through treatment plants or 
septic systems to our rivers or groundwater. 
 
 
 
 

What can be done? 
 
• DO NOT FLUSH prescription drugs down 
the toilet or drain unless the label or accompa-
nying patient information specifically instructs 
you to do so. 
 
• Crush solid medications or dissolve them and 
liquid medications in water. Mix with kitty litter, 
coffee grounds or sawdust to absorb it and make 
it unappealing for consumption. P in a sealed 
plastic bag BEFORE tossing in the trash. 
 
• Remove and destroy all identifying personal 
information (prescription label) from medication 
containers. 
 
• Do not burn household waste containing phar-
maceuticals. 
 
• Place needles, syringes, lancets and other 
sharp objects in a hard plastic or metal container 
with a tight lid. Reinforce with heavy-duty tape 
before discarding. 
 
• Place soiled bandages, disposable sheets and 
medical gloves in secure plastic bags before dis-
posal in household trash. 
 
• Never pour chemotherapy medications down 
the drain or onto the ground. These can be toxic 
to wildlife and to bacteria needed to maintain 
your septic system. Consult your physician on 
proper disposal. 
 
• Check for approved state and local collection 
programs or with area hazardous waste facilities. 
In some communities, you may be able to take 
your unused medications to your local pharmacy. 
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