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Focus on Medicines Waste 
A Briefing for Pharmacy Teams  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Key responsibilities for all pharmacies 

Pharmacies are responsible for ensuring: 
▪ Waste is not stored for longer than six months 
▪ Waste volumes do not exceed five cubic metres at any time 
▪ Consignment notes are obtained for every collection and retained for at least two 

years 
▪ Pre-acceptance waste audits are completed every five years to maintain 

collection services 
▪ Controlled Drug denaturing kits are available, and the pharmacy is registered for a 

T28 exemption with the Environment Agency 
▪ Appropriate waste carrier registration is in place where patient returns are 

collected from household 
▪ Pharmacies should have Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) covering the 

acceptance, segregation and disposal of returned medicines, including 
procedures for identifying items that are not accepted under the NHS medicines 
waste contract (e.g. sharps, non-household waste and privately generated clinical 
waste) 

Key responsibilities for Distance Selling Pharmacies 

▪ Patients are provided with clear information on how to return unwanted 
medicines safely, with details of the pharmacy's returns arrangements clearly 
available on the pharmacy website. This should include arrangements such as a 
postal or courier return service or collection from the patient's home, where 
appropriate 

▪ Where medicines are collected from patients' homes, the pharmacy complies 
with waste carrier registration requirements and relevant waste legislation 

▪ Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) clearly describe the pharmacy's process 
for managing patient returns and disposal enquiries 

Under national contractual arrangements, pharmacies must accept unwanted 
medicines returned from patients' households, including residential homes. NHS 
England commissions the collection of patient-returned medicines through Rentokil 
Initial, with collections scheduled every eight weeks. 

Patients can return unwanted medicines to any NHS community pharmacy. They do 
not have to return them to the pharmacy that originally dispensed them.  
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Waste NOT covered by the national contract 

The national medicines waste contract does not cover: 
▪ Nursing home waste 
▪ GP practice waste 
▪ Optometry practice waste 
▪ Dental practice waste 
▪ Waste arising from private pharmacy services 
▪ Expired OTC stock 

In these cases, pharmacies are responsible for arranging disposal through their own 
waste provider. 

Requesting additional waste units 

Pharmacies that have reached capacity before their next scheduled collection should 
note that NHS Greater Manchester cannot approve additional waste collections outside 
the eight-week schedule. 

However, where there is excess waste on site, additional 22L or 60L waste units may be 
supplied between collections. 

To request additional units, pharmacies should email gmhscp.gmtop@nhs.net. The team 
will issue a set of standard questions to assess the request. 

Pharmacies should also contact the team promptly if they experience missed 
collections or need to request an increase or decrease in waste units. To help resolve 
queries quickly, pharmacies should provide their full pharmacy details, have their most 
recent waste transfer note available, and include a brief description of the issue. 

Sharps Collections 
▪ Sharps collections are commissioned in Manchester, Trafford, Stockport and 

Salford. Rentokil Initial only collects medicine-related sharps, such as those used 
for insulin or allergy treatments. 

▪ Sharps generated through substance misuse services, flu vaccinations, private 
vaccination services or other non-commissioned services are not covered and 
require separate disposal arrangements. 

Further information can be found in the Pharmacy Handbook: 
https://greatermanchester.communitypharmacy.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/sites/118/2024/11/Pharmacy-Handbook-July-Edition.pdf 
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