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DECATUR -- When you open you refrigerator door to find expired milk, it's a simple task to pour the curdled liquid down the drain. But do you know what to do when you open your medicine cabinet to find expired or otherwise unused pills?

Environmental studies have raised growing concerns about the problem of traces of medicines flushed down the toilet or tossed in the trash ending up in streams and drinking water. Illinois advocates for the proper disposal of pharmaceuticals are proving that an ounce of prevention just might be the solution to keep a pound of cure from ending up in the water supply.

The Macon County Solid Waste Management Department sponsored a one-day collection of unused pharmaceuticals and medical equipment the past weekend at Progress City. Area residents dropped off enough unused medications to fill two large drums.

''It's certainly been a success for the folks that come out and participate,'' Sherri Ludlam, the department's director, said.

Under the watchful eye of local law enforcement, volunteers collected, sorted and cataloged the drugs with the help of a pharmacist. According to Drug Enforcement Administration regulations, controlled substances were set aside and taken to a DEA-permitted incinerator. All other substances were taken by an Illinois Environmental Protection Agency vendor, Ludlam said.

''It's important to do from an environmental standpoint in that all of the toxins that we have in our homes are disposed of in a proper method,'' David Walters, manager of the Waste Reduction Section for the IEPA said of collections like Saturday's.

Pharmaceutical chemicals are being detected in drinking and surface waters across the country and right here in Illinois, he said. One way to tackle that problem is to be proactive in ensuring their correct disposal.

Walters strongly discouraged flushing unused medications down the toilet.

''I think that's a common practice,'' he said.

A recent IEPA study showed the levels of many of the substances tested for in Illinois drinking waters were below the threshold of concern, Walters said, but the department did not test for all possible medications, and long-term effects are still unknown.

''Permanent destruction is the best way to go,'' he said.

Walters also emphasized the

collections' social implications of keeping controlled substances out of the hands of those who have aspirations of abusing them. Eight counties in the state have permanent collection sites, he said.

''I think the general public is aware of the problem,'' Walters said.

Of the most common drugs collected Saturday, 25 percent were for cardiac conditions, 13 percent were dietary supplements and vitamins and 10 percent were for respiratory ailments. Only 3 percent to 4 percent of the collection consisted of antibiotics. The department does not yet have the numbers for controlled substances.

''We really wanted to get an idea of if people were taking all of their meds,'' Ludlam said.

According to surveys distributed during the collection, the most common reason residents had unused prescriptions to drop off Saturday was that their medications had been switched. Others indicated the medications had belonged to someone who died.

The surveys were geared toward arming the department with information to use when discussing potential disposal solutions with pharmacists, health care providers and legislators, Ludlam said. According to the survey, participants favored special collection days over permanent sites.

''Now that we have this, we can consider what our options will be,'' Ludlam said.

Paul Ritter, a science teacher at Pontiac Township High School, inspired his students to come up with their own solution to the problem.

Ritter said his wife, Jodee, was giving him a hard time one day about what they were going to do about the unused prescriptions in their medicine cabinet. He was stumped. He didn't know what to do, so he went to his ecology class and asked the students to investigate the issue.

As a class, they studied a 2002 United States Geological Survey report on pharmaceutical contamination that revealed drug chemicals had been found in 80 percent of 139 streams surveyed across the country.

''I'm a very, very big advocate for clean water,'' Ritter said.

Out of the group's findings, the Pontiac Prescription Drug Disposal Program, or P2D2 Program, was created. Ritter's class enlisted the help of others in the community, such as pharmacists and waste management personnel, to establish permanent collection sites. Eric Bohm, an Illinois studies teacher at the school, had his students contact state legislators to discuss the issue.

''We had a lot of people in the room at the same time, and it came down to this,'' Ritter said. '''How can we make a difference? How can we change this?'''

The program's simplicity is what has made it such a success, he said. Local pharmacies serve as the collection sites for non-controlled substances, and local law enforcement agencies serve as the drop-off locations for controlled substances.

''I can tell you this,'' Ritter said. ''We have collected thousands of pounds of medication in a half a year.''

Their method is being implemented in other cities and states, he said.

''We're about ready to change not only the thought process of the state of Illinois of what to do with pharmaceuticals, but we're about ready to do it for the nation,'' Ritter said.

He said he would like to help implement a variation of P2D2 in Decatur if there is an interest.

Dale Colee, owner of Dale's Southlake Pharmacy, said he can see the merits of a permanent collection program in Decatur - both to keep the water supply safe and to keep dangerous drugs off the streets.

