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Hand disinfection in ward and operating room with soaps, rinses or gels (Slide 1)
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Transient hand flora, sometimes including highly pathogenic micro-organisms that are
picked-up from somewhere, can easily be washed away to a certain degree, depending on the
time taken, with soap and water (Slide 2). Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis, however, was the first
to show in Vienna (1861) that hand washing was not always sufficient to prevent the
transmission of puerperal fever via contaminated hands of the medical personnel. He,
therefore, introduced the procedure of hygienic hand disinfection with chlorine releasing
chemicals in order to “destroy chemically cadaveric particles transferred via hands from the
dissection room into the birth ways of his parturient women”. His clinical success in terms of
decreased maternal mortality (from over 20% in some months to less than 3%) proved his
theory to be right (Slide 3). Later - until today - antiseptic soaps containing quats,
hexachlorophane, povidone-iodine, phenolics, chlorhexidine or triclosan have been tried to
increase — at least — the antibacterial effect of hand washing. However, excepting deficiencies
in the antimicrobial spectrum they are hardly any better than ordinary soap (Slide 4).
However, at least antiseptic soaps containing active chemicals, which mediate a sustained
effect, could have their place in eradicating colonization of the hands with pathogens.
Another, more successful approach was the introduction of alcoholic rubs into the

armamentarium of hand hygiene. High concentrations of short-chain aliphatic alcohols such






gluconate containing preparations have this feature. Therefore, with chlorhexidine detergent
or alcoholic chlorhexidine-preparations this effect can be clearly demonstrated (Slide 11). It
is, however, questionable, whether this effect is needed, as with the strong requirement of the
prEN 12791 for an immediate effect not being inferior to that of the reference n-propanol 60%
the release of skin flora after 3 hours wearing gloves is still much less than the baseline and

even below that seen with chlorhexidine-gluconate soap.

It is worth-while to note that the effect of a surgical scrub is associated with the time taken.
Assessing the antibacterial activity of n-propanol 60% and iso-propanol 70% for 1 min, 3 min

and 5 min we have shown a significant trend confirming this logical hypothesis (Slide 14).

In spite of the negative experiences with alcohol gels for the hygienic hand rub, there seems
to exist a gel containing 85% (weight) ethanol that passes the strict evaluation according to
prEN 12791 (Kampf & Kapella, in press, Slide 15). It is, however, still unknown whether a
gel is acceptable under the surgical glove. As with alcohol rinses one must make sure, in any
case, that the alcohol is evaporated before gloves are taken on, in order to prevent skin

damage.

With the above knowledge we can summarize that a hand wash with soap and water is only
suitable for removing dirt from the hands in both ward and operating room. Presently,
commercially available antiseptic soaps are not acting fast enough for usage in the ward and
are, at least in terms of the European preNorm 12791, not sufficiently efficacious in the
operating room. Alcoholic rinses are, at present, the optimum products for hand disinfection
in both ward and operating room because they are the most efficacious and fastest acting

disinfectants and are well tolerated by the skin. In addition, their usage requires only one third



to one quarter of the time necessary to wash hands. The development of alcoholic gels is on

the way and they may, in future, reach sufficient antimicrobial activity.
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