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Background: 
 
Unused medications are a known source for poisonings, abuse, misuse, and environmental 
contamination.  In 2009, our poison center and host university began implementing periodic 
community unused medication take back days to facilitate the removal of these items from 
households. 
 
At each event detailed information is collected.  This information is entered into the 
Pharmaceutical Collection Monitoring System™ (PCMS), a web-based tool developed by 
Computer Automation Systems, Inc. to facilitate the on-going collection and reporting of 
consistent data regarding the collection of unused medications.  This information includes drug 
name, strength, original quantity, collected quantity, fill date, use by or expiration date, 
manufacturer/distributor, and identifies each product as a sample, a factory sealed item, or an 
item that appears to be a mail-order. 
 
We report an uncommon case in which a large number of items were brought from one 
household.  Although many more items were brought, only the collected controlled substances 
are reported here. 

Case Report: 
 
An individual brought the medication of his deceased parents to our take back event in the open bed of a pickup truck.  These items were contained in two cardboard  boxes that 
were approximately 3 ft. X 3 ft. X 2 ft.  Items bore prescription labels, thus allowing them to be identified as prescribed to family members.  Identifiers were obscured and not 
recorded.  See Table for results. 
 

Case Discussion: 
  
This report reveals a case in which a large number of prescribed medications remain unused.  Many were dispensed by a mail-order pharmacy, perhaps continuing to be 
dispensed following the patient’s death.  These results may partially have occurred as a consequence of an automatic refill process – a practice commonly used by both local and 
mail –order pharmacies. An investigation into such processes seems warranted. 
 
The controlled substances alone, brought to this collection event from a single household had an AWP of over $6,000 with estimated low and high street values of $85,000 and 
$368,000. 
 
One hundred and eleven containers holding 13,994 pills cam from one household.  While we hope this scenario is a rare occurrence, this case leads us to believe similar  cases 
likely exist. 
 

Conclusion: 
 
This case reveals an extreme example of medication waste and displays the 
importance of collecting and reporting data regarding unused medications.  
Without such efforts, the current practices that result in unused medications and 
their subsequent wastage are unlikely to change. 
 

Why all the fuss? 
 
While unused medications are a known source for poisonings, abuse, misuse, 
and environmental contamination, there is currently very little being done to 
assess the root cause of this problem.  According to the CDC, prescription drug 
abuse is the fastest growing drug problem in the U.S.  Efforts to document and 
quantify the problem of unused medications are greatly needed in order to drive  
prescribing, dispensing, and marketing practice changes that could potentially 
address the problem at the front end rather than the disposal end. 
 
Although we’ve used a monetary example to illustrate one aspect of the problem 
of unused medications, the non-monetary implications as well as the indirect 
monetary implications due to increased morbidity and mortality should not be 
overlooked. 

The Pharmaceutical Collection Monitoring 
System (PCMS) is located at: 

http://pcms.pharmcollect.org . 
  Initial and on-going development by:  

Controlled Substance Medications Collected from a Single Household 
During a Take Back Event 

Drug Name Strength # of Containers Qty Collected Average Wholesale Price Low – High Street Value 

Diazepam 5 mg 18 2,320 $167 $2,320 - $46,400 

Hydrocodone/ 
APAP 

10/325 mg 4 520 $363 $1,040 - $10,400 

Lorcet® 5/500 mg 2 2 $3 $6 - $18 

Lyrica® 75 mg 6 84 $227 $420 - $1,680 

Morphine sulfate 30 mg 61 10,080 $5,352 $80,640 – $302,400 

MS Contin® 30 mg 3 6 $17 $90 - $300 

Oxycodone/ APAP 5/500 mg 15 802 $95 $802 - $4,010 

temazepam 30 mg 2 180 $32 $180 - $3,600 

111 13,994 $6,256 $85,498 - $368,808 

AWP obtained from 2010 Redbook.  Street values obtained from National Drug Intelligence Center. 

http://pcms.pharmcollect.org/

