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Disposal of unneeded medications becoming a national concern


Hospitals have strict rules about the ways expired or unneeded medications must be handled, and the regulations are being expanded to include more types of products. So that’s not the source of the growing concern.  Environmentalists are worried for one reason. Law enforcement officials for another.


For a long time consumers have been encouraged to flush their old pills and syrups into the toilet instead of the trash in order to be sure they aren’t accidentally ingested by children or pets.  However, hormones and other drugs have been detected in the nation’s water supply and may be one of the causes of recent fish and frog mutations and deaths.


Police are alarmed by the number of prescription medications finding their way into the hands of teenagers and being sold around schools and clubs.  One national magazine said “Grandma” is the country’s biggest drug dealer because so many kids are stealing stuff out of the old folks’ medicine chests.


A recent national survey by the federal Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration found that 70% of persons age 12 and older who abuse prescription painkillers claim they got them from a relative or friend. The survey also found prescription meds are the drug of choice for pre-teens because they are so readily available at home.


Federal and state governments are seeking ways to keep drugs out of the hands of kids and out of our reservoirs, but the DEA, DEP, and FDA don’t always agree on the safest ways to address the problem.  Of course, the cost of proper disposal is a factor, too.


Several states – including New Jersey – are considering legislation setting up safe disposal sites and using revenues from recycling programs to fund them.


Here in Hoboken UMC, Director of Pharmacy Maria Almeida says we have had strict policies for disposal of old and unused meds for some time, but she is working with Environmental Services Director Al Lazaro to expand them.


P-listed drugs and items, such as chemotherapy meds and the materials used with them, are classified as hazardous and treated in a special manner.  Other meds, such 

as antibiotics, may be used throughout the hospital and are not yet subject to special handling but will probably be included in updated regulations.


Waste Management, the company that handles disposal of most hospital garbage, recently audited our waste stream and is preparing recommendations for changes.  That company recently merged with another, PharmEcology, which already offers disposal methods for pharmaceuticals. The hospital also uses a third company, Guaranteed Returns, which works with pharmaceutical companies to credit hospitals in the form of dollars for their expired medications. This money can then be used to purchase other needed medications.


Some companies offer turnkey operations for waste disposal but the ones currently on the market are costly, Al said.  Most medications collected from patients or returned to Pharmacy by patient units are not classified for special handling.


He and Maria agreed there are four basic waste streams in Hoboken UMC.  First is regular trash, which includes items to be recycled.  Second is the sharps containers, and the third is trace oncology materials, such as empty bottles and used gowns and gloves which may contain trace amounts of chemotherapy (Yellow disposal bins). Finally, hazardous materials (black disposal bins) are those containing chemotherapy and other medications labeled as hazardous.

They are all picked up by our contracted agents for disposal. One exception, they said, is used Fentanyl patches, which are best disposed of by flushing into toilets.


Until the laws get tougher, Al and Maria recommend that we can help protect the environment, prevent accidental ingestion, and save money for the hospital by monitoring materials on patient units so that they are used before their expiration dates.  Also, everyone can be careful about disposing materials into the right trash stream.  Getting rid of stuff in red bags is very expensive, so they shouldn’t contain any non-hazardous materials.


At home, clean out your medicine chest frequently and dispose of unwanted prescriptions safely.

Changes, changes, changes –


On the federal level, the long-anticipated health care reform package of bills was enacted and signed into law by President Obama.  Fifteen months in the making, it is almost one thousand pages long and was passed with not a single Republican vote.  The centerpiece of the measure is the expansion of health insurance coverage to 32 million Americans, chiefly through widened Medicaid eligibility, tax breaks for some companies to offer insurance to their workers, and federal subsidies for low- and moderate-income families to purchase insurance. The bill also forbids insurance companies to deny coverage for pre-existing or chronic conditions.  Over the next five years Medicaid payments to primary care doctors are expected to rise, along with increased funding to community health care centers.  One worry is that a portion of the costs for the expanded benefits is to come from lower DSH and Medicare payments to hospitals over the next 10 years.  Few details of the billions in projected savings are available and hospital officials will closely monitor plans and processes to be sure quality care is not adversely affected as cuts are implemented.


On the state level, Dr. Poonam Alaigh, a graduate of the University of Delhi, India, and formerly a medical resident at University Hospital, SUNY-Stony Brook, was sworn in as the Commissioner of the Department of Health and Senior Services.  She is a Board-certified internist and a Fellow of the American College of Physicians with a specialty in vascular diseases.  She has been executive director of Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield of New Jersey and national medical director at GlaxoSmithKline Pharmaceuticals.  She’s been on the Boards of the American Heart Association of New Jersey and the Diabetes Council of New Jersey and replaces attorney Heather Howard.


On the local level, one of the original appointees of the Hoboken Municipal Hospital Authority, Kevin Kramer, has stepped down as chair while retaining his membership and been replaced in the leadership position by UBS attorney Annette Tomarazzo. Former Hoboken Councilman and original member of the Authority E. Norman Wilson was elected vice chair.

Please don’t lose your employee ID badge.  Per our policy, replacement badges will cost $25.  Even more important, your badge could fall into the wrong hands and become a tool in a threat to national security.

David Liguori, Diabetes Educator, will hold four sessions for initial evaluation of referred patients daily from 7:30 to 9 a.m. Monday through Thursday.  On Fridays he will lead two 2-hour education sessions, one at 8:30 a.m. and another at 11 a.m.  Screenings and classes can be paid through Medicare, Medicaid and most private insurances. For more information, call x3085.

Weight loss through hypnosis has been shown to be effective and the program sponsored by our Employee Assistance Program has been very popular whenever it has been offered here.  You have another chance to sign up for the seminar as one will be held from 10 a.m. to 12 noon in Assumption Hall on April 10th.  Although community participants pay full price ($79.99) employees can get the same benefits for only $30.  There will be a free orientation period (a half hour), then the hypnosis itself, and there is a compact disc to take home to strengthen your resolve.  For more information or to register, call 201 792-8637.

Promenade on the Hudson is the theme of this year’s Foundation Gala, to be held Friday, May 21st, at 6:30 p.m. at the Westin Hotel, 479 Washington Boulevard, Jersey City.  Proceeds from the event will support our capital improvement projects and strengthen our ability to provide for the healthcare needs of our patients.  As always, the decorations will be spectacular, the music wonderful, and the food extraordinarily good.  Special people to be honored this year are: Dr. Alfred Fayemi, Dr. Frank Vanore, Auxilian Trish DeRose, and U.S. Senator Robert Menendez.  Payroll deduction plans and discounts are available for employees.  For information, x2123.

The Hudson County Improvement Authority will celebrate Earth Day for the 40th time on April 24th, beginning at 10 a.m. in Liberty State Park in Jersey City.  As many as 15,000 people are expected to participate in environment-themed displays, live entertainment, inflatable rides, arts and crafts activities, games, contests, and lots and lots of food.  There will be a 5K race and walk, and a Kids’ Earth Day Kingdom for youngsters.  For more information, 201 795-4555, Ext 225, or check out the Authority’s website at www.hcia.org.

Today (April 2nd) the Stations of the Cross will take place around Hoboken, and Sunday, April 4th, is Easter.
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