
Tackling the Problem of 

Emerging Environmental 

Contaminants: Lessons Learnt 

from Pharmaceuticals 

Alistair B A Boxall and Emily Burns

Environment Department

Email: alistair.boxall@york.ac.uk

Twitter: @alistairboxall

mailto:alistair.boxall@york.ac.uk


Global occurrence of pharmaceuticals

Aus der Beek et al., 2016
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The bigger picture
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Around 1500 active 
ingredients in use 

yet publically 
available chronic 

data only available 
for 100 of these



Dealing with the data gaps
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Exercises to date
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Pharmaceuticals that have been 
prioritised
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Have we got the right substances?

• Existing methods not perfect

• Difficult to characterise emissions

• Real data difficult to get

• Parameters/assumptions/models 
used previously may be inappropriate
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Summary

• Around 84,000 chemicals used in commerce 
and many more formed in the environment

• We can’t look at everything everywhere

• Prioritisation methods are part of the 
solution

• Closer working of industry, regulatory bodies 
and research community essential to 
develop usable approaches
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