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25. As medicine specialists, what are the professional programs and services that pharmacists 

should or could be providing to consumers in order to best serve the consumers? 

The National Return and Disposal of Unwanted Medicines Project (NatRUM) is a fine example of the 

voluntary work and also an important example of one of the many professional services undertaken 

every day by virtually all community pharmacies in Australia. For no remuneration, each community 

pharmacy collects and disposes of any unwanted medicines from their patients ensuring that these 

medicines are safely stored until such time that they are appropriately incinerated in an 

environmentally secure facility. Community pharmacists see this as an essential service, and are 

expect to provide a safe and environmentally appropriate manner for their patients to remove and 

dispose of all unwanted medicines. 

This is just one example of the important roles that each and every community pharmacy perform to 

assist in creating safer environments for all. Unwanted medicines remaining in homes provide risks 

to consumers – misuse, poisoning and other unintended consequences can be avoided by this 

convenient method of disposing of all unwanted medicines – the local community pharmacy is the 

most convenient site for this service as 87% of Australians  live within 2.5km of a community 

pharmacy. Community pharmacists are the most visited health care professional – on an average, 

consumers visit a community pharmacy at least 14 times a year. 

Earlier this morning I had a phone call from a consumer asking about how she should dispose of her 

father’s palliative care medicines. She was really grateful when I told her that all she needed to do 

was collect them all up and take them into her local community pharmacy – she was amazed that it 

would be so simple and easy as she has been overwhelmed with everything since her father had 

died recently. 

Our office receives similar phone calls every day about safe disposal of unwanted medicines. 

99. What services should a consumer expect to receive from a community pharmacist who 

dispenses their medicines? Why should the consumer expect these services?  

Since 1998 consumers have been able to take their unwanted medicines back to their local 

community pharmacy for safe disposal.  Often consumers comment to me that it is the logical place 

for unwanted medicines disposal, and always expect that their pharmacist will handle the disposal in 

a safe and effective manner. Generally consumers are environmentally aware and do not want their 

unwanted medicines to ultimately cause any damage to their environment, but most importantly 

they do not want any harm to come to anyone else. 
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We receive many phone calls and emails about unwanted medicines as you would expect. There are 

many examples I could recount but the following is a typical example. An elderly lady from South 

Australia called asking what to do with the piles of out of date medicines she had accumulated. She 

was concerned about tipping boiling water over them as she had been advised by a friend. She was 

relieved to know all she needed to do was to take all the medicines into her local pharmacy and they 

could do the rest for her – what a great service was her response and she was off to tell her friends 

about it! 

We often have consumers call us wanting a bag of medicines collected for destruction. Once they 

are told to take it to their own community pharmacy they are generally relieved as there is a good 

deal of trust placed by these consumers in the pharmacists they know and they are confident the 

right thing will then happen with their unwanted medicines. 

In the past 12 months (July 2015 to June 2016) well over 700,000kg of unwanted medicines have 

been safely incinerated. 

Background of NatRUM 

The National Return and Disposal of Unwanted Medicines Project (NatRUM) is a Commonwealth 

funded program, providing all communities pharmacies in Australia a method of environmentally 

safe disposal of unwanted and expired medicines returned to the pharmacy by the consumer. This 

program has been in operation continuously since 1998 and today incinerate in excess of 700,000kg 

of unwanted medicines annually. 

This program has continuously been fully funded by the Commonwealth Government since its 

inception in 1998 and is currently operating under a Funding Agreement until end of June 2018. The 

current Funding Agreement represents an investment of almost $12 million of Commonwealth funds 

– a small expenditure when consideration is given to the enormous benefit for the community in the 

disposal of this huge volume of unwanted medicines from the home of Australians, with the 

goodwill of community pharmacists providing the avenue for this important service. 

NatRUM supports the Quality Use of Medicines program (under the National Medicines Policy) by 

providing safe and environmentally appropriate collection and disposal of consumers ‘expired and 

unwanted prescription, non-prescription and proprietary medicines. 

 We consult with appropriate regulatory and industry bodies to develop agreed protocols for 

collection and disposal services. NatRUM continuously collates and provides analysis of collection 

and disposal data. 

The process of returning and disposal of medicines 

All community pharmacies in Australia (5,500 approximately) are able to provide this service to their 

customers.  This service is provided free of charge to the consumer. The pharmacist is not 

remunerated for providing this important service to consumers, although it can be quite a time 

consuming exercise when consumers return medicines which must be destroyed before being 

placed into the RUM bin. 

Each pharmacy can order a 20 litre RUM bins from their pharmaceutical wholesaler. The bin is to be 

kept in a secure area, not accessible by the general public - most RUM bins are stored in the 

dispensary. Consumers are able to return unwanted medicines to the community pharmacy of their 

choice and the pharmacy staff will place these medicines in the RUM bin. 
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Once filled the RUM bin is then sealed with a tamperproof lid and is returned to their 

pharmaceutical wholesaler via their usual delivery route. 

As you can imagine a RUM bin contains a variety of medicines – both prescription and non-

prescription. Sharp and sharps containers are generally not included. Some medicines are in original 

packs, others are strip foils while others may be loose in the RUM bin. 

All components of a RUM bin are made of polypropylene with a separate tamperproof lid – this lid 

cannot be removed once sealed.  The walls of the RUM bin are 1.8mm in thickness. The volume of a 

RUM bin is 20litre. Once a RUM bin is full the average weight is about 4kg. 

Each of the national wholesalers are Community Service Obligation Distributors and are required to 

meet stringent service standards and reporting requirements in order to receive ongoing funding via 

the 6th Community Pharmacy Agreement, although the RUM project is not included in their CSO 

obligations. The wholesalers are remunerated for their involvement – they receive a small payment 

for each RUM bin delivered, but by no means does this remuneration cover their full costs of 

delivery and subsequent collection of the full RUM bin. 

The wholesalers each provide at least daily deliveries to the community pharmacies and it is at the 

time of a delivery that the delivery person will collect any full RUM bins to return to the distribution 

centre. On most occasions only one or two full RUM bins are collected. 

All RUM bins and their contents are incinerated, without any further inspection. 

Last financial year 705,000kg of unwanted medicines were incinerated. The figures of collections are 

readily available on the website– www.returnmed.com.au 

 

Some fact about NatRUM 

 Community pharmacies around the country >5400 – so there are many widely distributed 

and accessible collections points. 

 On average no Australian is more than 10minutes away from a community pharmacy – 87% 

of Australians live within 2.5km of a community pharmacy 

 Voluntary involvement by community pharmacies – there is no remuneration for community 

pharmacy to participate and there is no compulsion to be involved by it is estimated that 

well over 80% of community pharmacies are providing the service. 

 Long opening hours of community pharmacies – convenience for the public 

 Community pharmacists are the most frequently visited health care professionals – on 

average consumers  visit a community pharmacy at least 14 times per year 

 12,000 RUM bins delivered to wholesalers each month for distribution to community 

pharmacies 

 These RUM bins are all made in Australia 

 2014-2015  >137000 RUM bins collected for disposal 
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Project Manager NatRUM 
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