6th Basic Concept in Infection Control (Excerpt of Epidemiology Update on SARS in QMH on 03/06/03)

 
Now it is time for me to move on to the sixth basic concept in Infection Control. It relates to our idea of using disinfectants especially in the killing of microbes, both in the environment and somatically on the human body.


It is true that chemical disinfectants are effective in killing microbes and it becomes almost an obsession in the 50s. Disinfectants were widely used, giving the hospitals the characteristic disinfectant smell. Fumigation and soaking of instruments in chemical disinfectants were widely practised. I am sure even some of you remember we used to put our thermometers into nice pink coloured chlorhexidine.


It was soon realised that this is not the way to use chemical disinfectants. In general these chemicals will only work on a clean surface and so dirt or “soil” must first be meticulously removed. Furthermore for most surfaces, it will be re-populated with microbes very quickly. So it is more critical to maintain these surfaces by regular physical cleaning.  It was also realised that no “magic solution” exist that can kill all microbes and some in fact are able grow in these chemicals. Even in TYH, we had a salmonella outbreak because it grew in the chlorhexidine used for soaking of the rectal thermometers.


As healthcare move into the 60s and 70s, drastic changes in practices occur. Fumigation and soaking for example were no more recommended. So we practise dry storage of our thermometers and even the use of traditional instruments like the cheatal forceps were eliminated because it has to be soaked in disinfectant. Regular cleaning is established in all modern hospitals in a professional way (often contracted out) and hospitals today definitely elude a different fragrance.


So the sixth basic concept is that ordinary physical cleaning is paramount and must be first appropriately done before chemical disinfections or sterilization is considered. Now you know how we derived our dictum – wash, Wash and WASH, when there is lapse in Infection Control practices. This is just an expression of the sixth basic concept.

Remember:
Wash Hands
Wear Masks

Control SARS

Dr. Seto Wing Hong, Infection Control Officer
