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	Q1: What do the DHB do with unused medicines returned to the DHB?

All unused medicines returned to the DHB are safely disposed of by a specialized medical waste disposal company contracted by the DHB.

Q2: Can unused medicines be donated?

Unfortunately not. Some medicines returned are already past their use-by date as recommended by their manufacturers and therefore need to be destroyed. In terms of those medicines that have not expired, once they have been dispensed, there is no way of ensuring that they have been stored properly or of knowing whether they have been tampered with. There would be a significant safety risk if unused medicines were donated by us onto third parties given that we have no way of guaranteeing that they are safe to be used. As such, it is our policy to dispose of all medicines that have been handed in to community pharmacies. This policy is in line with World Health Organisation recommendations that expired medicines are not donated to third parties.

Q3: Is the level of unused medicines the result of bad planning?

The level of unused medicines in a community in many ways reflects the level that people are accessing primary healthcare. There will always be a certain amount of unused medicines after they have been prescribed as people’s medicines change as they develop different conditions. 

Over the past few years, government policy has been to increase patient access to doctors through providing cheaper doctor visits. As more people access primary healthcare, so the level of those being prescribed medicines has increased. 

Also, in recent years the DHB has run campaigns to encourage the public to clean out their cupboards of unused, out of date or surplus medicines. This has been to minimize the risk of misuse in the community and to ensure that the medicines are safely disposed of rather than falling into the wrong hands or being disposed of incorrectly. Likewise, local Pharmacists also encourage people to return unused medicines for safe disposal.

DHBs are always trying to maximize the efficient use of medicines in order to get the best outcomes for patients while operating within the finite financial resources we have available. Reducing the amount of waste to a minimal level is therefore an important part of managing the budget. 

In general, people end up with unused medicines because their doctor has recommended that a patient’s use of a particular medication be discontinued or changed. This could be for any number of reasons ranging from a change in dose size, through to a change in medication regime based on the patient’s response to the initial prescription. Patients who pass away often have unfinished medication.

People can return medicines to their local pharmacy at any time so as to ensure that they are safely disposed. This is much safer than, for example, having the medicines remain in people’s homes or being disposed of in their domestic rubbish. Secure medicines disposal reduces the risk of them being taken by people other than those for whom they were prescribed. The consequences of the incorrect use of medicines can be serious and proper disposal of unused medicines is a serious public health safety issue. 

Q4: Why has the level of unused medicines increased over recent years?

Government policy over the past few years has been to increase access to doctors through providing cheaper doctor visits. As more people access primary healthcare, so the level of those being prescribed medicines has increased. 

This is a positive health outcome in that more people are being seen by health professionals and therefore receiving treatment in a more timely manner before their conditions worsen to the point where they need higher levels of healthcare which is often more expensive for the taxpayer. 

The government has also reduced the level that a patient has to contribute towards the cost of prescriptions. This lower level of co-payment has increased the access for the public to medicines as they have become more affordable.

However, a side effect of more medicines being prescribed is that the level of unused medicines rises along with it and this appears to be what we are seeing in the unused medicines statistics.

It should also be noted that the data recorded is the weight of the medicines including the packaging such as bottles, blister packs, cardboard packets etc so the actual volume of “medicine” is only part of the total. 

Ends.
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