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Bacteriological hazards of disposable bedpan systems

EXPERIMENT 5: THE ESCAPE OF ORGANISMS
ON OPENING THE LID DURING A TEST RUN

It was possible to lift the lid manually while the
machine was in action quite sufficiently to allow a
visible spray of water, faeces, and papier maché to
emerge. This was demonstrated repeatedly and
heavy contamination was obvious on the MacConkey
agar plates.

EXPERIMENT 6

Repeated testing by holding a MacConkey agar
plate 1 cm from the mouth of the vent pipe during
closing, opening, and running failed completely to
demonstrate any organisms spraying onto the plate
during normal free running.

EXPERIMENT 7: SWABBING OF VISIBLY CON-
TAMINATED SITES

1 The outside of the machine

The top of the machine was often found visibly
contaminated especially under the overhang of the
lid. The lid itself was rarely contaminated. Little was
grown from any site unless the contamination was
fresh and wet. The rim of the chamber was a simple
and fruitful source of common faecal organisms and
was generally wet.

2 Interior of casing

This was heavily contaminated and dried faeces and
papier maché could be seen on most of the interior
surfaces and covers of the parts of the apparatus.
The hinge mechanism and surrounding pipe work
were the most heavily contaminated areas. Faecal
organisms could on occasions be recovered from
these sites by simple aerobic cultivation and heavy
growths of coliforms, enterococci, and Clostridium
welchii were obtained using Robertson’s cooked
meat broth. Twelve of 16 such specimens yielded
coliforms, and 12 out of 16 yielded Clostridium
welchii.

3 Vent pipe

Swabs of the interior failed to yield positive cultures
on six out of six occasions although small pieces of
papier maché adhering to the underside of the fibre-
glass lid cover over the mouth of the vent pipe
showed that the chamber contents could on occasions
be expelled through the vent. Culture of such material
on two occasions aerobically and anaerobically was
totally unproductive.

Tests of pressure differential using a finger stall
over the end of the vent pipe gave similar results to
those on the Haigh machine. Again blockage of the
drain did not materially increase the vent pipe
pressure due to escape of air around the lid.
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As the sampling techniques which were employed
in the foregoing experiments were less suitable to
the Clinimatic machine than to the Haigh a number
of modifications and additional tests were attempted.

It was decided to use MacConkey agaroid cylinders
both as ‘pressure contacts’ against relevant surfaces
and as ‘settle plates’. An alternative tried was to use
Uricult plastic plates of MacConkey agar in both
these roles but, although readily available and very
simple to use separated from the Uricult bottle top,
they did not give such satisfactory growth within 18
hours, and are of course, more expensive than the
MacConkey agaroids made in this laboratory.
They do, however, present a reasonable alternative
to agaroids for this type of investigation and have
the advantage of being easily returned to the con-
tainer and reunited with the screw top and trans-
ported without damage.

Before a run was begun, the agaroid was pressed
against four sites at the corners of the underside of
the lid, a slice of agaroid being removed after each
pressure. These tests were named ‘pre-run lid’ and
were numbered clockwise 1-4.

Four positions on the rim of the chamber were
tested also by pressing the agaroid cylinder against
them and similarly four sites were tested on the
cabinet top round the opening of the chamber.

Six agaroid slices were placed on the cabinet top
in these four positions and also on either side of the
hinge.

The lid was then slammed shut.

Six agaroid slices on these same positions were
left during the course of a cycle of the machine to
monitor the run itself. These tests appear as ‘run’ in
the results.

Following the run the same tests were repeated as
were done before the run. These were designated
‘after-run’, in each case.

The condition of the machine was noted before
the tests began.

Results can be seen in Table VII.

The heavy contamination of the rim both before,
and especially after, a run can be seen, together with
some evidence of contamination of the top of the
cabinet and the escape of organisms during shutting
the lid.

Estimation of Destructive Capacity

Both machines were well able to cope mechanically
with the maximum permitted load and indeed the
reduction by the manufacturers of the Clinimatic of
a recommended four bedpans to three bedpans
seemed a counsel of overcaution. However, both
machines frequently exhibit the bumping phenome-
non and this is particularly evident when fully laden.
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Contents Growth on MacConkey Agaroids

Before the Run Run

Lid Top Rim Slam
F U E 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6
3 1 - - - - £ - - - - ++ ++ - - - = = - = - - ++ - - -
2 - - - - -+ 4+ + 4+ 4+ + o+ o+ - - - - - - - - o
3 - 1 - - - - - - - = 44 - - ++ - - - = = = - = - - - -
2 1 1 - - - - - - - - 4 + + + - - - - - = - = - - - -
1 P2 - - - - - - - - 4+t -+ 4t ok = - - - - - -
3 S et o S
3 L e e
3 -1 - - - - - = = = 44 o+t 4+ ++ + + - - - - - - - -
3 -1 - - - -+ £ * * - 44+ ++ ++ - - - - - - - - _ _ _
3 - 1 - - - - + - £ - = - ++ + £ - £ £+ + + +4+ % - - -

Table VIL Clinimatic tests using agaroids

In addition to the load of papier maché and faeces
areasonable quantity of toilet paper is easily disposed
of. Occasionally the shiny hard type of paper is
found wrapped around the blades of either machine
at the cycle end, but is always eventually broken up
and dispersed. The appropriate slipper-shaped
covers for bedpans constructed of rough grey card-
board are easily dealt with, but shiny paper bags of
the kind often used as bedpan covers can be found
undestroyed after a cycle.

Certain articles are not destroyed and may inter-
fere with the free running of the machine, eg,
incontinence pads, sanitary towels, hard shiny paper,
polythene, plastics, rubber, cloth, glass, and metal.

Discussion

The first major disadvantage of the disposable
bedpan systems is the need at present for a carrier or
support for the bedpan. This is of plastic or fibre-
glass and is not disposable. Its disinfection is a serious
problem and the need for it is a basic defect in the
whole system, although with care it can be done. We
have found boiling or the use of cetrimide/chlor-
hexidene adequate for the task, as did Dafforne
(1963). Indeed Schwabacher (1963) found after
swabbing with 19 cetrimide that fibre-glass carriers
compared favourably with steel bedpans when tested
for contamination, due to their lack of a turned-over
rim. She also found that the carrier was never touched
by the patient’s buttocks nor was it soiled by excreta.
We cannot confirm this latter opinion and find
considerable contamination in practice and that
cleaning is not always done properly. Examples of
carriers returning for further use in a faecally con-
taminated condition can be seen all too frequently.
Separate carriers can, of course, be used for indi-
vidual patients, but this requires large numbers of
them, with increased storage space and for this reason
was advised against by Dafforne (1961).

Secondly, the machines allow the escape of live
organisms into the environment during their use and
thus constitute a hazard, particularly as there is no
disinfection by heat or chemicals involved in the
process. In the report to the Public Health Laboratory
Service of the Working Party on Haemodialysis
Units (1968), it was recommended that for the
destruction of viruses either a steam jet washer or
boiler was necessary or failing that, faeces from
patients undergoing haemodialysis should be
covered by a suitable phenolic disinfectant before
being discharged to waste. The importance of the
liquid state of the stool itself in the spread of
infection was noted by Parker (1954) and stressed by
Rowe, Giles, and Brown in 1969 in the spread of
salmonellosis. The pulping process in the destructor
involves the formation of a finely divided wet pulp
and spray and aerosols are produced. This mixture
of stool and paper while not the same in all respects
as a naturally produced liquid stool, particularly in
bacterial content, does have similar characteristics
and may well have similar dangers.

A disadvantage of papier maché bedpans themselves
as compared with those of steel lies in their relatively
rough surface which may actually damage thin or
tender skin over pressure points. The surface has
improved recently but the point is still valid. Minor
disadvantages include recurring revenue costs, and
ordering, delivery, and storage of bulky items

Problems may arise in the disposal of large amounts
of pulp into the sewage system. Adequate local
drainage is necessary (Payne and Lorenzato, 1970)
and the weight of pulp discharged by a major hospital
can be considerable. The quality of sewage works
effluent may be affected but as papier maché is bio-
degradable in spite of fillers and binding agents, it is
possible that a cleaner, more friable product may be
achieved at the end of sewage treatment. In an average
community the additional weight of solids in
sewage attributable to total use in hospitals of
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Growth on MacConkey Agaroids C on . Condition of
Lid Rim

After the run

Lid Top Rim Slam

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 5 6

- 4+ ++ 4+ £ ++ ++ + 4+ ++ ++ ++ - - - - — — Jump &splash Wet

- - - - 4+ 4 4+ 4+ + + + + - - - 4+ 4 - Nojump Wet

- - - - + - - - ++ £ - + - - - - — = No jump Clean

- - - - - = = = 44 ++ 4+ ++ - - - - - — Jump Clean

- - - - - - - - ++ - - ++ £ + + - = —= Jump Dirty

+ - - - - - - ++ - - ++ - + + + + + Jump Dirty

- - - - - = = = 44 4+ ++ ++ + + T ¥ ¥ ¥ Shudder Dirty

- - - - + - - 4+ +4+ ++ ++ ++ 4+ ++ ++ - — 1+ Shudder Dirty

- - - - - 4+ - + +4 4+ ++ ++ - - = - 1+ = Shudder Wet

- - - - + £ - - * ++ ++ ++ - - - ~ = - No jump Clean

Table VII Clinimatic tests using agaroids—continued

disposable bedpans should not exceed 3%, which is
within the normal range of variation expected in
sewage solids (Mozley, 1972).

Any estimation of the value of a system must
consider alternatives to it. Disposable bedpan systems
exist because of difficulties, costs, and defects in
other systems. With only cold water, normal electric
power, and reasonable drainage, they can answer a
problem well and must have obvious advantages in
new hospitals where steam is not available at ward
level. They probably are no more risky in use than
non-disposable bedpans subject to disinfection by
hot water in washer-disinfectors as these are often
slow to heat up and inadequate in action. They are
much less expensive in capital outlay than main-
steam ‘washer sterilizers’ and are probably as safe in
general wards as other systems not involving a
sterilizing cycle in a properly closed vessel. Their use
is certainly more acceptable to nurse and patient
than a situation in which bedpans are sluiced, washed,
and soaked in antiseptic. It would not be possible,
however, to recommend the use of the existing system
in infectious disease units.

Measures to improve the present systems are
being actively pursued. The most important of these
is the introduction of completely disposable bed-
pans, and provisional estimates of a test of 1000 of
these are very favourable. Alterations to existing
machines must include a positively closinglid as well
as other minor modifications and they must be
adapted to destroy the slightly heavier totally
disposable bedpan. Such a machine provided to the
author in prototype by one manufacturer has proved

so far to do this reliably and safely over several
months with a cycle time of 100 seconds to deal with
two bedpans.

The tests of the modified destructor, totally dis-
posable bedpans, and other devices indicate at this
stage a much improved outlook for the disposable
bedpan system and further tests are proceeding.
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