NOMINATION FOR THE ICMA 2010 ANNUAL AWARDS PROGRAM:
Community Health and Safety Awards

CHISAGO COUNTY MINNESOTA

UNWANTED MEDICATION DISPOSAL PROGRAM

Problem Assessment:

Chisago County recognizes emerging environmental problems and contaminants, and is innovative and proactive in addressing them.  Protection of the health and welfare of local residents, and of the local environment including the County’s many lakes, rivers and streams in the federally protected Wild and Scenic St. Croix River watershed, are our primary concern.   XE "State" 
Chisago County understands the problem with disposing of unwanted prescription and over-the-counter drugs by the traditionally recommended method of flushing them down the toilet.  There is a growing body of evidence that these chemicals are showing up in surface waters and causing environmental damage.  Many of these drugs are endocrine disruptors that are causing problems with aquatic wildlife such as the feminization of male fish which lead to declining populations.  The goal of this program is to eliminate the flushing of these drugs into septic systems and wastewater treatment plants, and to avoid disposal in the trash where the drugs could either end up in the wrong hands or still end up at a wastewater treatment plant through transport of landfill leachate to a treatment plant.
Of equal concern, prior to disposal, these drugs may remain in households for many years providing opportunities for unintentional poisoning or drug abuse by other family members.  The bigger picture of this problem is the cost of a life for the abuse or misuse of unwanted medications as this is now the leading cause of overdose and death in our youth.  The most abused drugs in the country are prescription medications, more so than illegal street drug use.
Program Implementation and Costs:

Chisago County’s Unwanted Medications Disposal program started in the fall of 2007 as a pioneering effort to provide an environmentally sound, legal, and safe method for residents to dispose of unwanted drugs.  The County’s Department of Environmental Services/Zoning partnered with the County’s Sheriff’s Department in order to fulfill legal requirements and to ensure successful administration.  The box is located at the Sheriffs Department in Center City, and residents can dispose of their unwanted prescription, over-the-counter, and veterinary drugs by dropping them into the secure drop box.  This box can only be accessed from inside the Sheriff Department, and when the box is full our Deputy transfers the contents into the locked Evidence Room and then calls a hazardous waste disposal company for a pick up.  The drugs are then sorted, and over-the-counter and Resource Conservation and Recovery Act categorized drugs are taken by the company for proper incineration, and the Controlled Substances are transported by law enforcement (to maintain chain of custody laws) to the incineration site once a year in Sauget, Illinois.

The drop box is such a huge success that the Sheriff saw a need to expand the service to the northern part of the county and so contacted the North Branch Police Department.  Details were worked out with the Police Chief, and a second drop box was installed at the North Branch Police Station in the summer of 2009.  This location better serves the residents of the northern area of the County and also allows the City of North Branch to offer this service to their residents.
Tangible Results or Measureable Outcomes:

Chisago County took the lead and was the first to set up a permanent residential unwanted medications collections site in the state.  In addition to the benefit of reducing pollution of our waters, this Program reduces drug abuse, keeps kids safer, and cuts down on law enforcement and court costs.  Law enforcement realized the benefits to the environment, but also saw the opportunity for community policing to help protect our youth and educate people about the dangers of the most abused drugs in the country – prescription medicines.
Program costs are covered by the Environmental Service Department’s Solid Waste Budget and cost the County approximately $5000 per year.  The Sheriff’s Department staffs the program in order to satisfy legal possession and chain of custody laws.  So far, in a little over two years, the Program has collected nearly one ton of unwanted drugs, representing $500,000 of street value drugs ($50 per pill) which could have ended up in the wrong hands.  The cost to prosecute just one offender is nearly $4,000, and the reduction of these costs helps in these challenging budgetary times.  

The Chisago County Sheriff is currently working with multiple Law Enforcement agencies in Minnesota and Wisconsin to set up similar programs, and as a result of their efforts, a coalition of groups in the Northfield/Faribault area have just opened their own program, and others are pending.  County Staff has also made numerous presentations in order to spread the word that this type of program can work and has presented at the MN Waters 2009 Lakes and Rivers Conference, MN Household Hazardous Waste Regional Program Managers Meeting, MN Pharmacists Association, Partnership for Change, and the MN Solid Waste Administrators Conference.  Staff also fields many calls and emails question how entities can start their own programs.  Chisago County Sheriff’s Deputy Karl Schreck has also been a resource for State & Federal leaders working towards a unified project stewardship effort at State and National levels.

Lessons Learned and Analysis:

The lesson learned is that if varying view points can be brought together to work on a problem, the chance of success is be much greater.  This innovative Program pulled environmental and law enforcement together from differing viewpoints and backgrounds to make a permanent unwanted medications collections program that works.  It also brought together citizen groups, anti-drug groups, pharmacists and concerned citizens throughout Minnesota and other states to address this issue.  The implementation of the Program brought with it certain challenges, but these were overcome by persevering and working through issues with partners and vendors.  In the final analysis, the Unwanted Medications Disposal Program is creating change and bringing results and attention to a major issue which is helping to protect the environment and make youth safer.  If this Program can help prevent one child from an overdose, prevent one child from criminal prosecution for selling drugs, or prevent one water source from contamination, we have prevailed in our efforts.  There is no formula for these cost savings.  They are the priceless benefits of our program.
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