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Pharmaceuticals are the active substances of medicinal products used in human and
veterinary medicine. They are excreted either in their native form or as a metabolite and
are discharged to the sewer system (Fent et al., 2006). Via the sewage water
pharmaceuticals reach the waste water treatment plant where they are not completely
degraded, resulting in a continuous release of pharmaceuticals in the aquatic
environment (Hernando et al., 2006). In recent years, numerous monitoring studies
have demonstrated the occurrence of pharmaceuticals in the aquatic system at
concentration levels from the low ng.l-1 up to ug.l-1 concentration level (Gros et al.,
2006; Ternes, 1998). Based on current evidence, little is known about the occurrence
and the persistence of pharmaceuticals in the marine ecosystem (Weigel et al., 2002).
The objectives of this study were at first to develop and validate an analytical approach
for the determination of 15 pharmaceuticals in surface water, including sea- and
freshwater. Secondly, the method was applied to samples of the North Sea and the
Scheldt Estuary in order to know more about the presence of pharmaceuticals in the
marine environment and their transfer to estuarine and marine ecosystems. This study,
which is part of the INRAM project (www.vliz.be/projects/inram), is the first to report the
detection of concentrations of pharmaceuticals up to 0.855 ug.l-1 in the marine
environment.
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