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Drug residues 
 

From cure to catastrophe 
 

Drug residues in the environment 
Pharmaceutical drugs are used in large 
quantities for both human and veterinary 
purposes. After use, any residue ends up in 
wastewater. This is purified at sewage 
treatment plants (STPs). These however, are 
not capable of removing all drug residues 
from the wastewater. The remnants ultimately 
end up in surface and groundwater and more 
recently even in our drinking water. These 
substances include contraceptives, 
antidepressants, X-ray contrast fluids, 
antibiotics and painkillers. 

 
Risks and toxic effects 
Pharmaceutical drugs have been developed 
to be effective in low concentrations. Most 
drug residues however, are not acutely toxic, 
but they can for example disrupt the 
endocrine system. A well-documented 
example of this is the feminisation of male sex 
organs in fish and snails. More alarming are 
the possible long-term effects. For example, 
bacteria present in water can become 
resistant due to prolonged exposure to a 
mixture of antibiotics, or toxic effects can 
occur in organisms due to exposure to a 
combination of drug residues. For humans, 
the main risks are related to our drinking 
water. The increasing use of drugs due to the 
growth and aging of the population means 
that if no further measures are taken, 
concentrations in drinking water will increase 
further. Little is known about the cumulative 
effect this will have on humans. With this in 
mind drinking water companies have made 
agreements with the health sector and  

pharmaceutical companies to reduce the 
environmental impact caused by drug 
residues. 
 

  
 
Legal context 
The Dutch government is well aware of the 
problem of drug residues in the aquatic 
environment, but no specific standard values 
for these have been included in international 
regulations, such as the European Water 
Framework Directive. 
National and international monitoring 
programmes have been set up to make an 
inventory of the presence of drug residues. 
Currently, "hormone disruption" is one of the 
selection criteria of the Oslo and Paris 
(OSPAR) convention for the list of hazardous 
substances. AS a result a list of potential 
endocrine disrupting chemicals has been 
drawn up. 
 
Dutch government policy focuses on general 
emission-reducing measures of substances 
that hinder the preparation of clean drinking 
water. Ecotoxicologists, however, recommend  
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placing drug residues with the highest 
environmental risks on the list of priority 
substances of the European Water 
Framework Directive. Since no specific 
standard values have yet been formulated 
and these substances already have 
demonstrable effects at very low 
concentrations, analysis results of drug 
residues must be reported with the lowest 
possible detection thresholds offered by the 
'the current state of technology'. 
 

 
 
Eurofins accredited testing 
Eurofins is involved in a number of monitoring 
programmes and research projects. Delivering 
tailor-made solutions, Eurofins offers a broad 
range of analysis packages for drug residues 
with unambiguous identification at very low 
concentration levels. In addition, Eurofins has 
analysis packages available for frequently 
occurring drug residues such as painkillers, 
antibiotics, hormones, anticonvulsants, 
antidepressants and X-ray contrast fluids. We 
can also develop in a short time span new 
methods for analysing substances where 
currently no analysis method is available. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
More information 
Eurofins is looking forward to carrying out 
your drug residue analyses. For additional 
information concerning analyses, reporting, 
rates, delivery times, service and more, 
please contact us via your contact person or 
mail us at: info-env@eurofins.nl. 
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