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Aurora - Some nursing homes call them "Demo Days." For others, it's "Trash Time." 
But at Shalom Park, the nursing home staff refer to the regular disposal of unused and expired medications as a "pill-popping party."

Once a month, the director of nursing, the nursing home administrator and the pharmacist stand hunched over a hopper, pressing pills out of foil packets and pouring liquid medicine down the drain.

Wednesday, the staff flushed two file-drawer cabinets full of drugs, including one $300 antibiotic that was used only once.

"It's gotten easier for me over the years, but it's still painful," said Carla Weeks, Shalom Park's director of nursing.

State and federal regulations require that nursing homes, hospice providers and hospitals dispose of many kinds of unused medication each month. And since few disposal options exist, most of the medication ultimately goes down the toilet.

But with health care costs on the rise, and as new studies indicate that pharmaceuticals are slipping through wastewater treatment plants and showing up in the nation's waterways, the conventional wisdom behind flushing medication - be it at nursing homes or residences - is starting to change.

"There is currently not a lot of information available ... about the ecological effect of pharmaceuticals in water," said Ed Furlong, a research chemist with the U.S. Geological Survey, which has led national efforts to study "emerging contaminants" in waterways.

Scientists do know, however, that some drugs help create drug-resistant bacteria, while others cause reproductive abnormalities in fish.

Wastewater treatment plants are detecting drugs in trace amounts, but few are designed to remove the chemicals.

"It is a growing concern of ours," said Steve Berry, a spokesman for Colorado Springs Utilities. "Who knows what the future holds for us in terms of what we'll be asked to do? We currently have no measures in place to regulate these chemicals, so it's quite a challenge for everyone."

	STATES' SOLUTIONS 

	In recent years, some states have passed laws that allow drugs to be "recycled." The laws pertain to individually wrapped drugs and contain strict liability clauses. 

Wisconsin: Any person can donate a cancer drug to any participating medical facility or pharmacy meeting certain requirements.

South Dakota: Drugs from patients in a hospice program, nursing home or assisted living facility can be returned to the pharmacy for credit or redispensing if they meet certain safety requirements.

Oklahoma: Nursing homes can donate certain unused medications to community health care clinics for low-income patients without insurance.

Missouri: The state has established a prescription drug re-use "repository program" for donated, sealed or unopened prescription drugs.

Louisiana: The state allows re-use of prescription drugs from returns, exchanges or donations under certain conditions.

Hawaii: The state has established a prescription drug return and re-use program, and authorized donated drug repositories. Pharmacists can receive and redispense drugs under certain circumstances.

Ohio: A prescription drug repository program benefits low-income residents. 




Many utilities are beginning to urge customers not to dump leftover medication in the toilet.

In Colorado, however, people have few, if any, choices when it comes to getting rid of unused, sometimes unopened prescription and non-prescription drugs. And state regulations require some industries that handle a large amount of drugs to dispose of leftovers.

"Think about what one single nursing home flushes down the toilet each month, multiply that times 200, because that's how many licensed facilities are in Colorado, then add hospitals, hospice providers, and you start to get a sense of the quantity that's being wasted," said Laura Landwirth, executive director of the Colorado Association for Housing and Services for the Aging. "It's huge."

It gets even bigger when you consider the growth of pharmaceutical use.

The nation's medicine cabinets are more crowded than ever, with almost half of all people taking at least one prescription medicine and one in six taking three or more, according to a U.S. Department of Health and Human Services study.

Environmental regulators aren't sure just how much gets flushed or dumped in the trash each year, but the drugs are showing up in trace amounts in Colorado waterways.

A recent U.S. Geological Survey study showed non-prescription drugs, steroids, fragrances and other chemicals in a number of Colorado river basins, including the South Platte River, Arkansas River and Upper Colorado River.

Officials with the industries that handle large quantities of drugs say they haven't thought much about the impact that flushing medication may have on the environment. Instead, they've been focused on the amount of money that is wasted.

"I've been in the business almost 20 years, and it's one of the biggest tragedies in our industry when you consider the cost of drugs," said Mary Grace Smigiel, director of the Christian Living Campus in Centennial.

Equally as frustrating, they say, is telling the families of the recently deceased that while they can donate their relative's organs, clothes or other worldly possessions, there's nothing they can do with the expensive medications they left behind.

"I hate to tell them no, especially here in rural Colorado where everyone knows everyone and knows what their needs are," said Donna Roberts with Hospice of the Plains in Wray. "But it's what I have to do. It's incredibly frustrating."

A handful of states allow pharmacists to redispense unopened medications to indigent health care clinics and prisons or to ship them to Third World countries for donation.

A bill that has passed through the state House and is in the Senate would give Colorado pharmacists the authority to redispense unused drugs that haven't left the supervision of health care professionals.

Rep. Mark Cloer, R-Colorado Springs, said he was motivated to draft the measure after hearing that a nursing home in a low-income area of Colorado Springs destroys about $100,000 a month in drugs, many of which are paid for by taxpayer dollars.

He estimates that the legislation could save about $1 million a year in drug costs while helping to minimize the environmental impact of flushing them down the toilet.

"Right now, if a patient on a hospital's cancer wing has been prescribed a medication that costs $100 or more and that medication goes unused, it can't be prescribed again even if it's never been opened and has been under constant medical supervision," Cloer said. "That's wrong. If that drug can be used again, why not?"
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