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Hospital Infection
Too many patients actually acquire infection while in hospi-
tal, and in a great variety of ways, among which new ones
are still coming to light. An officially sponsored conference
on nosocomial infections was held at the Center for Disease
Control, at Atlanta in Georgia, in August 1970, and its
proceedings have now been published.' The fact that nine
of the foreign contributors were from Great Britain and
only one from each of several other countries is a tribute to
the effort which has been devoted in Britain to the study
of this subject. It may be said to have originated here. since
a sine qua non in tracing the spread of infection is to be
able to suibdivide a species into as many identifiable types as
possible, and this was first achieved in London by the late
Frank Griffith in his studies of haemolytic streptococci.
The conference dealt systematically with every aspect of

its subject. Contributions on current national patterns came
from six countries, that from Great Britain being by M. T.
Parker. Micro-organisms responsible were dealt with indi-
vidually, including viruses and fungi, and the part played
by drug resistance in enabling them to establish themselves.
Sources of infection and modes of spread were discussed
at several sessions, together with factors in the patient pre-
disposing to infection. Preventive measures were discussed
under three main headings, ascertainment by surveillance,
air control techniques, and sterilization or disinfection of
materials liable to be dangerously contaminated.
Among the last, anaesthetic equipment and nebulizers

figure prominently. Nebulizers, especially those with large
reservoirs, according to A. K. Pierce and J. P. Sanford of
Dallas, Texas, became a frequent cause of Gram-negative
(usually Pseudomonas) necrotizing pneumonia until their
disinfection with acetic acid was adopted. These authors do
not say what medicaments were being applied in this way.

L. 0. Kallings came from Sweden to retell the fantastic
story of an epidemic of salmonellosis caused by imported
thyroid tablets, evidently derived from infected animals,
together with forbidding findings about the bacterial content
of ophthalmic ointments, hand lotions, and baby powders.
Discussions are proceeding in official quarters about stan-
dards of bacteriological purity to which such products should
conform. Another instance of this kind of thing with which
we are familiar in Britain is the presence of living bacteria
such as Pseudomonas in solutions of disinfectants with a
defective action on this class of organism.
The two principal kinds of air control techniques dis-

cussed were the enclosure of the patient in a plastic "isolator"
and the laminar flow system in which a strong current of
pure air is directed at the patient, the positive pressure of
which prevents access of contaminated air from elsewhere.
Opinions of these systems, including that of E. J. L. Low-
bury of Birmingham, amounted to only qualified approval,
and this is decidedly one of many measures the cost of
which needs to be balanced against its benefits.
One of the longest and most interesting papers, delivered

at the banquet, was by a lawyer on "Nosocomial Infections
and the Law," and includes accounts of various actions for
damages brought in United States' courts. The scale of
damages sometimes awarded is very high, and a hospital is
mentioned which pays an annual premium of $500,000 to
insure against this. One risk mentioned is unfamiliar to us
in Britain-that of obtaining blood from "commercial"
blood banks who pay their donors, among whom are drug
addicts. Such blood is not only more likely than that of

healthy donors to contain hepatitis virus but may even
transmit other organisms such as Candida. A warning of
much more general application concerns "rule books" about
infection control, several of which from official sources are
specifically mentioned. If these, as often happens, make
idealistic and almost impossible demands on equipment and
hospital staffs, it is easy for plaintiffs counsel in court to
examine the defendant on a series of rules until he finds
one which has not been carried out. One rule is mentioned
which appears to suggest that before a porter enters an
obstetrical department to remove sacks of dirty linen he
should take a bath. The speaker did not refer to the pro-
phylactic administration of antibiotics, but how much un-
necessary and sometimes positively harmful administration
is undertaken simply to assure an affirmative answer to ques-
tions about this in court should things unfortunately go
wrong?

Both the introductory paper and the final summing up
were delivered by R. E. 0. Williams, and each stresses the
need for further information. Firstly, on "cost-effectiveness,"
some of the methods proposed for controlling infection re-
quire major structural changes, expensive apparatus, and
larger staffs if nurses are to do all that is expected of them,
and it should evidently be known whether the benefits
achieved are commensurate with the expense. Secondly, when
new methods are proposed, whether costly or perhaps merely
variations on accepted routine, clinicians are entitled to con-
vincing evidence that "their patients will get better more
quickly or survive in significantly greater numbers." Such
evidence is hard to come by. However perfect the system,
lapses by individuals in aseptic technique are likely to re-
main a common cause of avoidable infection.
1 Center for Disease Control, Proceedings of the International Conference on

Nosocomial Infections, August 1970. Chicago, American Public Health
Association, 1971.

Skin Reactions to Ampicillin
In a survey of skin eruptions attributed to various penicillins
S. Shapiro and colleagues1 found the risk of a reaction in
patients treated with ampicillin to be 7.7% compared with
2-7% in patients treated with other penicillins. Patients with
infectious mononucleosis are especially prone to react to
ampicillin and almost invariably develop within five to eight
days a characteristic erythematous macular-papular rash pre-
dominant over the extensor aspects of the extremities and
the trunk. Mucous membranes may be affected and there
may be itching and malaise. Recently S. J. Cameron and
J. Richmond2 reported that the risk of developing this par-
ticular ampicillin reaction is as high in patients with lym-
phatic leukaemia as in those with infectious mononucleosis-
that is, of the order of 90%.

E. T. Knudsen3 pointed out that urticarial reactions are
no commoner with ampidllin than with other penicillins
and probably reflect true penicillin hypersen-sitivity. On the
other hand, many features of the erythematous ampicillin
reaction point to a "toxic mechanism associated with the
presence of abnormal lymphocytes rather than to a hyper-
sensitivity response. Its high incidence in infectious mono-
nucleosis and in lymphatic leukaemia, the relatively short
"incubation" period, the uniform clinical picture, and the
absence of anaphylactoid reactions are all unusual for allergic
reactions. Also patients do not react similarly when given
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