
Statewide “No Drugs Down the Drain” Initiative 

October 4 – 11, 2008 
 

Project Summary 

 
Everyday in California, unwanted or expired medicine is disposed of down the toilet. While this 
was once recommended practice to protect children and pets from accidental poisonings, studies 
show that pharmaceuticals can pass through wastewater treatment facilities into creeks, rivers, 
bays and oceans. In fact, in 2002, the U.S. Geological Survey reported that there were 
pharmaceutical compounds in 80% of waterways tested.1 Because many of these compounds are 
designed to be effective in small doses, there is concern that they may have impacts on water 
quality and wildlife. There is also concern that pharmaceuticals may cause upsets of biological 
wastewater treatment systems and failures of whole effluent toxicity tests, impact the beneficial 
reuse of biosolids, and jeopardize POTWs’ ability to provide a high quality recycled water. 
Recent Associated Press (AP) articles have also brought the issue of trace pharmaceuticals in 
drinking water into the public eye, dramatically increasing regulators’ interest in taking steps to 
reduce pharmaceuticals in the environment. 
 
To address this issue, TriTAC and a coalition of local, regional, state and federal agencies plans 
to conduct a one-week statewide educational campaign this fall to educate the public that 
disposing of leftover medication down the toilet is no longer acceptable. The campaign, “No 

Drugs Down the Drain!,” will provide the public with information on alternative disposal 
options throughout the state.  

 

Background 

 
At the 2007 annual TriTAC retreat, there was an effort to develop some shared priorities and 
initiatives between the wastewater community and state and federal regulators.  One of the 
project concepts developed was a statewide pharmaceutical take-back educational initiative.  The 
concept builds upon events and education that many individual agencies have already been 
conducting for their residential customers. The initiative is consistent with standard pollution 
prevention principals of controlling toxics at the source while implementing a visible 
stewardship activity that is recognized by a range of stakeholders and highlights the role of 
wastewater agencies. All of the stakeholders present at the retreat, including TriTAC leadership 
representing POTWs throughout the state, Alexis Strauss of the EPA, and Dorothy Rice of the 
SWRCB, enthusiastically supported this concept. In the wake of the AP stories, these and other 
regulators’ support for the campaign has grown. 
 
Local agencies around the nation are beginning to engage the public on how the decisions and 
choices they make can impact the compliance status of municipal wastewater treatment facilities 
as well as the long-term health of receiving waters.  Pharmaceutical disposal has been found to 
be a compelling vehicle to convey this message and can be a springboard for broadening the 

                                                 
1 Kolpin, Dana et al. 2002. Pharmaceuticals, hormones and other organic wastewater contaminants in U.S. Streams, 
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dialogue to other issues (kitchen fats, oils and greases resulting in sanitary sewer overflows, 
household hazardous waste, etc.) and environmental stewardship goals generally.     
 

Pharmaceutical Take-back Campaign 

 
The campaign, “No Drugs Down the Drain!,” will educate the public that disposing of leftover 
medication down the toilet has environmental costs and will communicate preferred approaches 
to pharmaceutical disposal throughout the state.  The campaign builds from other agencies’ 
previous efforts, reducing the costs and barriers to participation. For example, Southern 
California agencies are providing artwork and graphics, shown below, and Bay Area agencies 
are providing event logistics support. 

  

   
 
The target campaign timeframe is Oct. 4-11, 2008. The messages include:  

• There are easy alternatives for the proper disposal of unwanted medication 
• Check www.nodrugsdownthedrain.org for options in your local area 

 

Timeline 

 
April 2008  Local agencies statewide are notified of opportunity to participate;   
   fundraising begins; media consultant selected 
May 2008  Interested local agencies engage in a statewide training conference call 
June 2008  Materials and press kit development; local agencies coordinate local event 

logistics, including site selection, coordination with local law enforcement 
and medical waste hauler 

July 2008 State and federal collaborators assist with pitching 
proclamations/resolutions 

September 2008 Outreach through bill inserts, advertising; media relations group pitches to 
press and sends out press releases/advisories 

October 2008  Full media coverage; take-back events occur around State 

 

 

 



SB 966 

 

The “No Drugs Down the Drain!” campaign is very timely as the California Integrated Waste 
Management Board (CIWMB) begins implementation of Senate Bill 966. The Governor signed 
SB 966 into law last year, requiring the CIWMB to establish a model pharmaceutical take-back 
program for the state. The “No Drugs Down the Drain!”campaign is coordinating with the 
CIWMB so that data and lessons learned from the campaign  can provide important information 
for SB 966 implementation. This campaign will assist the CIWMB in educating the public about 
the need for proper disposal of pharmaceuticals in advance of the model program. “No Drugs 
Down the Drain” participating agencies will provide data to CIWMB staff, including pounds 
collected, campaign costs and number of participants. In addition, the campaign will track the 
number of website hits and number of media stories. At the March CIWMB SB966 meeting, 
CIWMB assisted campaign coordinators in announcing the campaign to attendees. 

 

Media and Outreach 

 
The statewide coalition will develop campaign materials and templates for local use including 

• Website 
• Outreach flyers  
• Advertisements 
• Press packets 
 

The statewide coalition will work with partners to lead a press conference, disseminate statewide 
media alerts and conduct outreach.  
 

Benefits of Participation 

 
The “No Drugs Down the Drain!” campaign provides local agencies numerous opportunities and 
benefits. 

• Visibility to ratepayers, the public and regulators that agencies are taking action to 
reduce pharmaceuticals in the environment 

• Support for logistics and implementation 
• Statewide media and outreach, and templates for local outreach 
• Collaboration with State and Federal agencies, non-profits, private sector 
• Tangible and visible stewardship activity 
• Springboard for disseminating other pollution prevention messages 

 

Challenges 

 

While the benefits are numerous, there are some institutional challenges associated with the 
collection of pharmaceuticals. The Drug Enforcement Administration has specific requirements 
for the handling of any controlled (narcotic) substances that may be collected, typically requiring 
the involvement of law enforcement. In addition, collected non-controlled medication must be 
disposed by a licensed Medical Waste hauler, per the Medical Waste Management Act. While 
participating local agencies will be responsible for event logistics, campaign coordinators will 
provide training and support on how to conduct an event legally. Additionally, the campaign will 



provide templates for local outreach such as graphics for bill inserts and ads, in addition to 
statewide media and outreach efforts.  
 

Budget 
 
 $20,000 Basic media and graphics support 

• Graphics design and support 
-    leverage existing artwork, develop materials that local agencies can easily 

manipulate for use in bill inserts, local event flyers, email blasts, local 
print ads and banners 

• Media and public relations consultant 
- development of press advisory and press release 
- development of Public Service Announcements for TV and radio 
- coordination of statewide press event to launch campaign 
- pitching of PSAs, press event and statewide campaign to print, TV and 

radio outlets  
tracking print, TV and radio stories 

 
$30,000 Statewide advertising 

• Flyer printing and distribution to pharmacies statewide 
• Internet ads 
• Radio ads through morning traffic programs 
• Newspaper ads in largest news outlets, such as Sac Bee, LA Times, SF 

Chronicle, SD Union-Tribune, North Coast’s Times-Standard, Orange County 
Register 

_______ 
$50,000 Total Campaign Budget (does not include local event implementation and local 

event outreach) 
 

Partners  
 
Committed contributors to campaign 

• EPA Region 9 will provide 
� Multi-lingual video clips for media outreach 
� Staff and dedicated intern time 
� Press release and other media assistance 

• State Water Resources Board will 
� Coordinate with CalEPA and the Governor’s office 

• press releases 

• proclamations (e.g. Oct 4-11 is “No Drugs Down the Drain!” 
Week) 

• California Association of Sanitation Agencies 
� Fiscal and contracting agent 
� Funding 
� Administrative support 

 



Potential in-kind contributors to campaign 
• CA Integrated Waste Management Board press release and logistical support 
• Legislative resolution or proclamation 
• Retailers such as pharmacies (through associations and individual retailers) 

� Placement of flyers at pharmacy counters and circulars 
� Possible event sites 

• Non-governmental organizations 
� Outreach to membership lists 
� Conduct local events 
� Media assistance 

 
Potential funding organizations 

• Local and regional agencies statewide  
� California Water Environment Association 
� Bay Area Clean Water Agencies 
� Southern California Association of POTWs 
� Central Valley Clean Water Agencies 
� Local wastewater agencies 
� League of Cities 
� Household Hazardous Waste associations 
� Other waste prevention organizations 

• State and federal agencies 
• Private foundations 
• Corporate support – could include in-kind contributions and sponsorships 
• Manufacturers 
• Public health agencies 

  


