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Program Update:  San Francisco’s Safe Medicine Disposal Pilot  

Introduction: 

San Francisco’s Safe Medicine Disposal Pilot Program has been in operation since April 2012. San Francisco’s Department 
of the Environment (SFEnvironment) currently administers the Pilot Program in cooperation with the San Francisco Public 
Utilities Commission (SFPUC) and the San Francisco Police Department (SFPD). This memo provides a status update and a 
historic context of how the Safe Medicine Disposal Pilot Program was created. 

Background:  

There are two main concerns when unwanted or expired medicines are improperly handled: pollution and public safety. 
Scientific evidence continues to demonstrate that landfilling or flushing medicine threatens our health by polluting local 
waterways. Those who choose not to dispose their unwanted medicine, retain excess medicines that are often abused or 
accidentally misused. These concerns are well documented. For instance, the active ingredient in popular pain relievers has 
been detected in the San Francisco Bay1, and research has demonstrated that antidepressants disrupt fish reproductive 
cycles2. In every year since 2003, more drug overdoses have occurred annually in the United States from prescription 
medicines than from cocaine and heroin combined3. 

Fortunately, collecting medicine for proper disposal through a “take-back” program reduces the presence of pharmaceutical 
compounds in aquatic ecosystems, and prevents controlled substances from landing in the hands of our youth or illicit 
markets. Though post-consumer medicine collection programs are not required by state law, increasing public concern about 
medicine disposal and the weight of scientific evidence motivated the City and County of San Francisco (the City) to take 
action on this public and environmental health issue. 

Through a partnership with Recology, San Francisco residents were invited to dispose of expired or unwanted medicine at 
the local Household Hazardous Waste Facility from 1990-2005. After this program was suspended due to regulatory 
concerns, SFEnvironment and SFPUC held a two-day medicine collection event at Walgreens locations throughout the City in 
2006.  This temporary collection event was unsustainable due to outreach-related expenses.  As an alternative, the agencies 
distributed prepaid disposal mailing envelopes to residents upon request in 2009.  Again, this program was cost 
prohibitive.  In response, the Safe Drug Disposal Ordinance4 was introduced in 2010 based on a producer responsibility 
approach adopted by governments such as British Columbia. As an alternative to the Ordinance, a series of stakeholder 
meetings yielded a creative and collaborative temporary solution: the Safe Medicine Disposal Pilot Program. 

                                                 
1 Harrold, K.H., D. Yee, M. Sedlak, S. Klosterhaus, J.A. Davis, M. Woudneh, and P. Riley. 2009. Pharmaceutical Concentrations in Wastewater Treatment 
Plant Influent and Effluent and Surface Waters of Lower South San Francisco Bay. SFEI Contribution 549. San Francisco Estuary Institute, Oakland, CA. 
2 Perreault, H, K Semsar, J Godwin. 2003. Fluoxetine treatment decreases territorial aggression in a coral reef fish. Physiology & Behavior 79:719-724. 
3 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Prescription painkiller overdoses in the US. Vital Signs. Atlanta, GA: US Department of Health and Human 
Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; 2011. 
4 See Attachment 2 



The Pilot Program: 

San Francisco’s Safe Medicine Disposal Pilot Program is designed to build on lessons learned from previous efforts to 
provide secure disposal methods for home-generated expired or unwanted medicine. Following nine months of preparation 
and planning, San Francisco launched the Pilot Program in April 2012. This take-back program meets the State of 
California’s Criteria and Procedures for Model Home-Generated Pharmaceutical Waste Collection and Disposal Programs, 
while increasing access to safe disposal in every neighborhood, and reducing per-pound disposal costs. The Pilot Program 
is supported by grant funding from Genentech and PhRMA, but is heavily dependent on interagency collaboration and in-
kind staff time from City department program partners. 

Through the Pilot Program, residents are invited to dispose of expired or unwanted medicine at 13 independent pharmacies 
and at all 10 San Francisco police stations.  Pharmacy collection sites accept non-controlled substances including 
prescription and over-the-counter medicines, vitamins, liquid medicines, empty inhaler cartridges, pet medicines and 
medicated ointments.  In addition to these non-controlled substances, police station collection sites accept controlled 
substances such as Vicodin®, OxyContin®, Percocet®, Ritalin®, Adderall®, Xanax®, and Valium®. Residents simply drop-
off medicines in secure drop-boxes placed at participating neighborhood pharmacies, or hand it to the officer on duty at 
police stations during regular operating hours.  SFEnvironment contracts with a State-licensed medical waste hauler to 
service the pharmacies weekly and transport medicine waste to an approved incineration facility in Texas.  Police stations 
dispose of waste medicines with the illicit substances that they routinely collect as evidence. 

    

       

[A State-licensed medical waste hauler collects and disposes of waste medicine from pharmacies weekly] 
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Success in 2012: 

 
― Total weight collected: 11,624 pounds 
― Average monthly weight collected:1,257 pounds 

 

― Pharmacy collection: 93% of total weight collected 
― Police station collection: 7% of total weight collected  

Data Collection: 

A central focus of the Pilot Program is data collection. While only nine months have passed, SFEnvironment is currently 
collecting detailed information from collection sites that demonstrate clear trends in resident participation. SFEnvironment has 
also designed a waste characterization study to be completed in spring 2013, which attempts to identify trends in the types 
of medicine being disposed. The goal is to inform future outreach and create a permanent and sustainable program. 

    

[The San Francisco Police Department’s Property Room hosts and assists with the medicine waste characterization study] 

Outreach: 

To increase awareness of the Pilot Program, the San Francisco Board of Supervisors passed the Safe Medicine Disposal 
Information Ordinance which requires that every pharmacy in San Francisco display informational materials. “Non-
participating,” or non-collection site pharmacies must display signage promoting proper medicine disposal and listing 
participating pharmacies. Participating pharmacies must display informational signage as well. Please see Attachments 3 
and 4 for examples of these display posters. SFEnvironment outreach staff visits non-participating pharmacies approximately 
once every six months to restock display posters.  
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Pilot Program Start-Up Costs: 

Expenses incurred or committed through December 31, 2012 $51,341

Percent of total grant funding 47%

Collection site bins and signage $14,354

Medical waste generator permits $2,441

Waste characterization study $34,546

1673 hours SFEnvironment, SFPUC, SFPD and City Attorney’s staff time to establish 
collection network In-kind

Pilot Program Operating Costs through 2012: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Please note that grant funding has been disproportionately utilized to provide for one-time program start-up expenses.  

At the end of calendar year 2012, approximately 25% of the Pilot Program’s $110,000 grant remained. Based on current 
resident participation rates, the Pilot Program’s existing grant funding will sustain collection and disposal services through 
summer 2013. 

Budget Forecast for Future Operating Costs: 

Annual budget $248,247

Percentage City and County of San Francisco staff time 83%

Collection and disposal of non-controlled substances at 15 locations $35,400

Outreach materials $6,050

828 hours SFPD controlled substances management $57,736

413 hours SFEnvironment program administration  $33,465

1512 hours SFEnvironment community outreach $115,596

Please note that the future budget forecast (directly above) assumes a 15-site collection network will be maintained. 

Expenses incurred or committed through December 31, 2012 $30,649

Percent of total grant funding 28%

Collection and disposal of non-controlled substances at 13 locations $21,409

Outreach materials $9,240

1008 hours SFPD staff time for controlled substances management In-kind

1032 hours SFEnvironment staff time for program administration  In-kind

1512 hours SFEnvironment staff time for community outreach In-kind
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Growth and Next Steps: 

Moving forward, the Pilot Program will be adaptively managed based on monthly collections data, information gathered 
through the waste characterization study, resident feedback, and program developments in other jurisdictions, including 
Alameda County. 

SFEnvironment and its program partners, with the assistance of the Mayor’s office and the Board of Supervisors, continue to 
advocate for a permanent pharmaceutical take back program for San Francisco residents. Most recently, Board President 
David Chiu has requested that PhRMA make additional funding available to ensure this disposal option remains available 
for residents in the future. 

 
 

  
[Attachment 1: Google map of the existing pharmacy (green) and police station (blue) medicine collection locations] 
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[Attachment 2: The Safe Drug Disposal Information Ordinance] 
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[Attachment 2: The Safe Drug Disposal Information Ordinance (continued)] 
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[Attachment 2: The Safe Drug Disposal Information Ordinance (continued)] 
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[Attachment 2: The Safe Drug Disposal Information Ordinance (continued)] 
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[Attachment 2: The Safe Drug Disposal Information Ordinance (continued)] 
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[Attachment 3: Safe Drug Disposal Information Ordinance display materials for non-participating pharmacies. 
This poster and tear-off flyer display must be posted adjacent to the area where prescription medicine is dispensed.] 
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[Attachment 4: Safe Drug Disposal Information Ordinance display materials for participating pharmacies. 
This poster display hangs in the window or entryway of each business.] 
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[Attachment 5: This sticker is applied to each participating pharmacy’s secure medicine collection bin. 

Combinations of English, Spanish, Chinese and Russian translations are available to suit each business’ customer base.] 
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