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Background
Antimicrobial resistance & the 
environment



3

UK National Action Plan for antimicrobial resistance (AMR)

‘To deepen understanding of AMR in the 

environment, the UK will…. increase public 

awareness of the hazard and risk of AMR 

in the environment’

2.4.2 Minimise Antimicrobial Contamination

‘There are many sources of this and other 

antimicrobial contamination [in the 

environment] (including household disposal 

of unused antibiotics)’

2019-2024

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6261392d8fa8f523bf22ab9e/UK_AMR_5_year_national_action_

plan.pdf
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Impact of 
coastal water 
contamination –
Beach Bum 
survey

• Examined 97 bathing water samples from England and 
Wales

• Looked for a particular antibiotic resistant bacteria 

• Surfers were 3 times more likely to be carrying this 
organism in their gut than non-surfers

Leonard et al, Environment International; 2018; 144:326-333
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"When bacteria from human faeces (coliforms) 

are ingested, it increases the risk of significant 
infections including antibiotic resistant 
bacteria."

"...Nobody wants a child to ingest 

human faeces.""...Our rivers, seas and 
waterways should therefore 
be free from sewage to 
reduce risk to the public..."
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Antibiotic 
disposal & 
Antibiotic 
amnesty



Leftover antibiotics – how come?

• Excessive antibiotic prescribing (numbers of prescriptions)

• Excessive durations of treatment

• Self limiting condition/symptomatic resolution 

• Variable adherence to treatment regimen (frequency/side effects)

• Left over/unused antibiotics
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258 of world’s rivers showed 

traces of pharmaceutical 

contamination, including 

trimethoprim in rivers in 4/5 

continents3

Leftover antibiotics – what’s the problem?

Of 500 UK patients prescribed antibiotics in previous 12 months1:

•  14% had leftovers

• Only 8% returned to pharmacy for safe disposal

• Almost 1/3 threw them away

•  1/3 kept them for reuse

OECD report2:

•  63% of medicines in UK are discarded in household waste

•  11% are discarded down toilets and sinks

1McNulty et al. BMJ Open 2019;9:e030845. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2019-030
2 Organisation for Economic Development 2022
3 Wilkinson et al. PNAS 2022;119: 8. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2113947119j

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2113947119j
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Why do we need an antibiotic amnesty?

• Raise awareness of means of safe disposal of antibiotics and other medicines
• Community pharmacies

• Veterinary practices

• Prevent unsafe disposal – limit impact on water quality, aquatic life, wildlife

• Prevent hoarding or sharing with others – limit potential for inadequate/inappropriate treatment 
driving resistance

• Raise awareness and spread information

*Vellinga et al, Science of the Total Environment 2014;478:98-102

Irish study: 75% of members of the public disposed of medicines appropriately if they had been 

given advice on disposal practices from a healthcare professional*
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Midlands 
Antibiotic 
Amnesty 
campaign
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Results from  2021 & 2022 Amnesty campaigns
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2021 Amnesty campaign: 2 weeks; 2022 campaign: 4 weeks
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Antibiotic amnesty plans for 2023

• Letter to community pharmacy contractors via PharmOutcomes 26th September

• Expressions of interest module live on PharmOutcomes

• Sign up by 15th October to receive high quality printed resources via post*

• All campaign resources available on PharmOutcomes platform

• All resources available on Royal Pharmaceutical Society website (multiple languages 

available)

• Option on PharmOutcomes to express interest in participating in research

• Request to record basic data and return at the end of the amnesty period

1st November to 30th November

*Supported by LPN funding



19

Full page image slide



20

Antibiotic amnesty plans for 2023

• Number of amnesty conversations held with patients & public

• Number of full packs of antibiotics returned

• Number of part packs of antibiotics returned

• Return data via PharmOutcomes  module by 15th December

Data collection
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Pharmacy Quality Scheme 2023-24
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Antibiotic amnesty research plans

• 4th year MPharm students from De Montfort University and Wolverhampton University 
visited participating pharmacies December 2022 and Feb/March 2023

• Collected granular data on the antibiotics being returned (176 in total)

• Drug, quantity, dispensing date, expiry date, dispensing location etc.

• 28% returned more than 1 year since being dispensed

• More pharmacies expressed interest in research than there were students available to 
conduct it (UoB, Aston – no volunteers, Wolverhampton, DMU)

• 2023 plans to repeat the work – DMU looking at a more interventional project to boost 
the amnesty campaign

• Community pharmacy support for MPharm students very much appreciated!

2022
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Summary

• 2021 & 2022 campaigns were successful and gained attention nationally

• Midlands region showcasing the public health role of community pharmacy

• Unique link with veterinary practice – helps to amplify messages

• Many pharmacies expressed interest in research – supporting students and 

may help future recruitment? Can this translate to other research areas?

• Campaign relies on goodwill & support from community pharmacy teams

• Support of MaPCOG & funding from LPNs is welcomed and appreciated
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Thank You

        @nhsengland

        company/nhsengland

 england.nhs.uk

End slide
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