
 

 
 

 

Overview 
Each year, over 6.4 billion prescriptions are dispensed in the United States.1 Unused medications 
require proper disposal to avoid poisoning people and pets or damaging the environment. In the 
case of certain prescriptions such as opioids (e.g., oxycodone, fentanyl) or stimulants (e.g., 
Ritalin/methylphenidate, Adderall/amphetamine-dextroamphetamine), proper disposal also helps 
ensure the unused medications are not available for misuse or abuse. 
The Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA),2 Food and Drug Administration (FDA),3 and 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)4 all recommend returning unused or expired medications to a 
drug take-back program for disposal, if possible. If there is no drug take-back program in your 
community, neutralizing the medications and disposing them at home is an acceptable option.  

Home Disposal Methods 
The FDA has approved a limited “Flush List” of medications that can be rinsed down the toilet or sink 
immediately when they are no longer needed.5 For all other medicines, individuals can either: 
• Mix with an undesirable substance such as coffee grounds or cat litter, then seal in a container and 

place in the garbage. (Of note, this method does not substantially deactivate the medications.) 
• Neutralize with a drug deactivation product that uses activated carbon to make the drug ineffective. 

How To Use a Drug Deactivation Pouch 
1. Tear open the drug deactivation pouch. Do not remove the inner pod(s), as they contain the 

carbon ingredients needed to neutralize your medication. 
2. Place medication tablets, capsules, and/or fluids in the pouch. For medicated skin patches, 

attach the sticky side of the patch to a facial tissue before placing it in the pouch. Be sure to limit 
the amount of medication in each pouch, per product instructions. 

3. Fill the pouch halfway with warm water. The pouch deactivates organic medications including 
opioids, but it will not deactivate the metals in certain medications (e.g., iron, lithium).  
Some foaming or bubbling may occur. Wait 30 seconds for the air to release, 
then seal the pouch tightly.  

4. Shake the sealed pouch gently, then dispose of it in the garbage.  

Learn More 
The UVM Center on Rural Addiction provides a range of devices, supplies, and technical assistance to 
rural providers free of charge. Contact us at cora@uvm.edu or visit our website at www.uvmcora.org. 

Sources: 
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2. US Drug Enforcement Administration. Drug Disposal Information. https://www.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/drug_disposal/drug-disposal.html 
3. US Food and Drug Administration. Where and How to Dispose of Unused Medicines. https://www.fda.gov/consumers/consumer-updates/where- 

and-how-dispose-unused-medicines 
4. US Environmental Protection Agency. How to Dispose of Medicines Properly. https://archive.epa.gov/region02/capp/web/pdf/ppcpflyer.pdf 
5. US Food and Drug Administration. Drug Disposal: FDA’s Flush List for Certain Medicines. https://www.fda.gov/drugs/disposal-unused-medicines- 
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The laws affecting possession and dissemination of risk reduction supplies may vary from state to state. By accepting supplies from UVM CORA, the recipient confirms that the supplies they are accepting are compliant with their relevant state 

laws. UVM CORA does not independently review the state laws for the recipient. UVM CORA will not be responsible for any losses or costs related to the recipient’s use of the risk reduction supplies. 
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As the Rural Communities Opioid Response Program (RCORP) - Rural Center of Excellence (RCOE) on SUD Treatment, University of Vermont provides access to a wide range of resources on relevant topics. Inclusion on this document does not imply 
endorsement of, or agreement with, the contents by The University of Vermont Center on Rural Addiction RCOE on SUD Treatment or the Health Resources and Services Administration. 
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