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Overdoses caused by 
painkillers are more 

common than 
heroin and cocaine 

overdoses combined. 
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 Don’t Share Rx Drugs! 
 
There are many reasons for prescription 
(Rx) drug abuse and addiction in the 
U.S.—such as the need to avoid or mini-
mize mental or physical pain, to get 
high, or to simply relax. Regardless of 
the cause, the most frequently abused 
type of Rx drugs is opioid-based painkill-
ers. Opioids are the fastest growing drug 
problem in America. Since 2003, more 
overdose deaths have involved opioid 
analgesics than heroin and cocaine com-
bined. This epidemic parallels the huge 
increase in the number of prescriptions 
written for opioid medications over the 
past decade. According to NIDA 
(National Institute on Drug Abuse), the 
most commonly abused of these Rx 
drugs are fentanyl, hydrocodone 
(Vicodin®), oxycodone (OxyContin®), 
oxymorphone (Opana®), hydromor-
phone (Dilaudid®), and meperidine 
(Demerol®). 
 
Employees who have been injured on 
the job and have developed chronic pain 
often seek relief with opioid medications. 
Opioids are potent and highly addictive 
pain relievers. But there are many rea-
sons for trying safer medications before 
taking opioids—and for those who do 
use opioid painkillers, they should never 
share them or any prescription medica-
tion with others. Here are five reasons 
not to share prescriptions at work: 
 
 1. Federal law prohibits the posses-

sion or use of someone else’s Rx. 
 
 2. You could get fired from your job 

for distributing Rx without a medi-
cal license. 

 
 3. Taking someone else’s Rx may 

cause medical, physical, or emo-
tional problems and interfere with 
current medicines or medical condi-
tions. 

 
 4. Using leftover Rx—yours or some-

one else’s—may mean that the  
  person does not get the correct  

  amount, and the infection or illness 
may become harder to treat. 

 
 5. You could be responsible for cowork-

ers’ injuries if they take your Rx. 
And, depending on where you live, if 
the person you gave the drugs to 
gives them to someone else, you also 
may be legally responsible for the 
other person’s injuries or death. 

 
Dangers of Opioid Painkiller Use 
 
Opioid pain medications are especially 
dangerous, because the difference be-
tween the amounts needed to feel their 
effects and the amount needed to kill a 
person can often be small and unpredicta-
ble. 
 
Respiratory depression is the chief hazard 
associated with opiate painkillers. Other 
especially problematic drugs—in particular, 
alcohol, tranquilizers, and barbiturate sed-
atives found in sleeping pills and anti-
anxiety medications—enhance the respira-
tory depression caused by opiates. So, if 
someone is drinking or taking tranquilizers 
and takes usual doses of opiates, he or 
she may pass out, stop breathing, and die. 
 
To further complicate matters, opiates are 
broken down in the body into harmless 
compounds over different time periods. 
Mixing extended-release and long-acting 
opiates can be deadly. Also, the pain-
relieving and euphoria-inducing aspect of 
opiates may wear off before the tendency 
to depress breathing does. 
 
Help stop Rx abuse. Don’t share your pre-
scriptions with others, use Rx only as di-
rected, and dispose of unused Rx properly. 
 
How to Dispose of Unused Medicines 
 
The following information is provided cour-
tesy of the Food & Drug Administration 
Consumer Health Information at 
www.fda.gov/consumer. 
 
According to the FDA, the best option for 
disposing of unused Rx and other  
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medications is in public drug dropboxes 
(law enforcement maintained) made 
available through community drug “take 
back” programs. If no drug dropbox is 
available, then trash disposal is the sec-
ond best option—and as a last resort 
flush them down the toilet. 
 
If no disposal instructions are given on 
the prescription labeling and no Rx take-
back program is available in your area, 
throw the drugs in the household trash 
following these steps. 
 
 1. Remove them from their original 

containers and mix them with an un-
desirable substance, such as used 
coffee grounds or kitty litter. (This 
makes the drug less appealing to 
children and pets, and unrecogniza-
ble to people who may intentionally 
go through the trash seeking drugs.) 

 
 2. Place the mixture in a sealable bag, 

empty can, or other container to 
prevent the drug from leaking or 
breaking out of a garbage bag. 

 
 3. Before throwing out a medicine con-

tainer, scratch out all identifying in-
formation on the prescription label 
to make it unreadable. This will help 
protect your identity and the privacy 
of your personal health information. 

 
 4. When in doubt about proper dispos-

al, talk to your pharmacist. 
 
Some Rx, such as powerful opioid pain 
relievers and other controlled substances, 
carry instructions for flushing, as a last 
resort, to reduce the danger of uninten-
tional use or overdose and abuse. 
 
For example, fentanyl, a potent pain 
medicine, comes with instructions to flush 
used or leftover medication. Even small 
amounts of fentanyl can cause severe  

breathing problems and lead to death in 
babies, children, pets, and even adults, 
especially those who have not been pre-
scribed the medicine. 
 
The same disposal methods for Rx apply 
to over-the-counter drugs as well. 
 
Environmental Concerns 
 
Some people are questioning the prac-
tice of drug disposal via trash and flush-
ing medicines because of concerns 
about the environment. Trace levels of 
drug residues have been found in sur-
face water, such as rivers and lakes, 
and in some community drinking water 
supplies all over the country. However, 
“the main way drug residues enter wa-
ter systems is by people taking medi-
cines and then naturally passing them 
through their bodies,” says Raanan 
Bloom, Ph.D., an environmental assess-
ment expert in FDA’s Center for Drug 
Evaluation and Research. 
 
Regardless of the source for environ-
mental contamination by Rx, almost 
everyone agrees that use of law en-
forcement or pharmacy controlled drug 
dropboxes is the best way to minimize 
the negative impact to humans and the 
environment. 
 
To locate a law enforcement-maintained 
drug dropbox in Georgia, please visit 
the Georgia Prescription Drug Abuse 
Prevention Initiative Statewide Prescrip-
tion Drug Disposal Locations directory. 
The directory can be found by visiting: 
http://stoprxabuseinga.org/prescription-
drug-disposal/. 
 
For more information on Rx drug abuse 
prevention and to view a short 20-
minute webinar/presentation on pre-
venting Rx drug overdose, please visit: 
www.StopRxAbuseinGA.org. 
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