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The human cost of toxic gas leaks

By BRAD TEETER .

TERRACE — The shutdown of
the Mills Memorial Hospital gas ster
ilizer may have come too late for
Central Supply Room workers who
have long suffered the conse-
quences of sloppy toxic gas
management.

. For years, CSR workers — all
women — complaining of EtO relat-

VICTIMS OF DENIAL: Betty Horth (left) and Joan Ziraldo beth are suffering the Tong-term effects of repedted

_ed health problems were told their
concerns were imaginary or rooted

. in other causes, such as their brand

of hand soap.
But the hospital has not explained
why serious health disorders asso-

ciated with EtO exposure have been -

suffered by four primary operators

of the Mills Memorial EtO machine -

over the past decade.

“It was like beatmg my head |

against the wall)’ recalls Joan
Ziraldo, who has worked in the
Central Supply Room since 1975.
Ziraldo, who suffers chronic nose
and throat irritation, nausea and

general nervous system disorders,

is thankful the sterilizer finally is
closed.
“At least no one else is gomg to

- exposure to ethyline oxide (EtO) in their work at Terrace’s Mills Memorial Hospital. Despite repeated illnesses and
WCB orders regarding the gas sterilizer at Mills, administrators deny any shortcomings in their safety program.

Charlie Lind

By BRAD TEETER

TERRACE — Charlie Lindstrom is
a stubborn man, Nothing, it seems,
can shake his belief in the safety of
the toxic gas sterilizer at this com-
munity’s Mills Memorial Hospital.

Like his counterparts in many
other facilities around B.C.,
Lindstrom rejected suggestions that
health workers were at risk from
leaks of deadly ethylene oxide gas.

But action by HEU members,
backed by Workers Compensation
Board orders, is forcing Lindstrom
and others in B.C!s health care sys-
tem to undertake a major effort to
make gas sterilizers safe.

The heavy-set Mills Memorial
Hospital plant maintenance direc-
tor isn't swayed bythoroughly docu-
mented evidence of dangerous ex-
posure ratings and an assortment of
ethylene oxide (EtO) related
illnesses and burns suffered over
the years by operators.

Even after the sterilizer was shut
down March 9 because the hospital
opted not to make safety changes
recommended by the Workers Com-
pensation Board (WCB), Lindstrom

remained unmoved. “You know that-

- it was only shut down because your

people would not work on it
Lindstrom told The Guardian in a
brief telephone interview.

As a result of HEU members’ ac-
tion, the hospital's gas sterilizing
now is done in Prince George.

“I've always done everything hu-
manly possible to ensure its safe
operation,” says Lindstrom.

But that view isn’t shared by Ron
Mackenzie, a maintenance engineer
who worked under Lindstrom at
Mills Memorial for several years
after the installation of the EtO
sterilizer.

Mackenzie, who left the hospital
in 1986 after disagreeing with
Lindstrom’s handling of several hos-
pital matters, including EtO, recalls
shocking EtO exposure levels in the
area used by CSR staff in the late
1970s- and early 1980s. .

In an interview from the Quesnel
hospital, where he is currently em-
ployed, Mackenzie told The Guard-
ian that he routinely advised

strom’s stubborn denial

Lindstrom of high exposure ratings
over a lengthy period. ,

He cites as central to Mills Me-
morial Hospital EtO concerns, a dan-
gerous fault in the gas sterilizer's
design. In a 1988 letter chronicling
his EtO concerns, Mackenzie wrote
that a two-part system requiring
operators to handle instruments still
covered in EtO residue was a serious
problem.

Mackenzie wrote that tests later
showed that CSR staff were ex-
posed to EtO residue 50 times above
the acceptable level.

Nevertheless, Lindstrom main-
tains the EtO sterilizer was safe to

operate and would be running today

if staff would only agree to work on

EtO leaks plague HEU

Dangerous EtO gas leaks contin-
ue to threaten the safety of B.C.
health workers, who have been
forced to insist on sterilizer shut-
downs. Suspected toxic gas leaks
were reported at three hospitals
-during the past two months.

On May 2, alarms warning of a

leak of the gas used to clean heat-

sensitive surgical equipment forced
the evacuation of Surrey Memorial
Hospital's central processing de-
partment. Hospital engineers re-
ported EtO exposure in the depart-
‘ment ranged as high as 70 parts per
million at the time of the alarm.

About 25 surgical sterile supply
department workers at Vancouver’s
St. Paul's Hospital evacuated their
work area May 1 when alarms indi-
cated an EtO storage tank leak. The
gas leak came on the heels on an
incident earlier in the week when
two workers became ill after appar
ent exposure to the gas.

HEU has pressed St. Paul's man-

~agement for several months to up-

grade safety precautions in the area
as recommended by an internal
review. .

In Nanaimo April 29, the Worlk-

get sick because of it} she say. “It's
a pleasure not to be short of breath
after a day at work. Too bad it's 14
years too late!”

Betty Horth, who shared EtO du-
ties with Ziraldo for several years, is
also grateful for the shutdown deci-
sion but, she too, says the order
came late. “It bothers me that I was
never given the benefit of the doubt”
Horth suffers respiratory health
problems and has a serious heart
condition.

Horth was told her hand soap
was at fault after her face was
burned in an EtO.accident Jan. 28,
1983. The morning after an EtO leak

An the sterilizer exhaust system,

Horth woke up with a blistering
face. A subsequent WGCB report or-
dered the hospital to make EtO
safety improvements, including a
proper venting system.

‘Former HEU member Linda Perry,
a part-time nurses’ aide in CSR for a
three-year period starting July 1980,
was sick for most of the period she
worked around the gas sterilizer.

“I developed-a blistering rash on
the neck which would come back
periodically” She also suffered itchy
eyes, scabs in the nose, shortness
of breath and a rapid heart beat that
she is still on medication for.

Perry says she could never under
stand why engineers were equipped
with masks and gloves whenever
they worked on the sterilizer but
CSR staff members were given no
protection. _

Veronica Wllhams, a fourth CSR
member who suffered health prob-
lems after working with the gas
sterilizer, was not available for
comment.

Although CSR staff members have .

been unable to prove all of their

health concerns are linked to EtQ,

their symptoms are consistent with
health problems shown in numer
ous studies to be caused by EtO
exposure.

Medical studies have demonstraf-
ed that high vapour concentrations
(above 100 parts per million) may
cause serious adverse effects such
as severe irritation to the upper

respiratory tract and lungs, abdomi--

nal cramps, nausea, vomiting and
diarrhea. Cardiac arrest has also
been linked to EtO exposure and
long term exposure has been shown
to cause cancer. Exposure may also
cause adverse effects on the lungs,
liver, kidneys, adrenal glands, tes-
tes and blood.

members

ers’ Compensation Board ordered

- major changes in the operation and

testing of the gas sterilizer at Na-
naimo Regional Hospital in the wake
of two toxic.gas leaks and the evacu-
ation of the hospital's sterile supply
department. -

The HEU demanded the inspec-
tion after a chaotic experience April
25 when alarms twice indicated EtO
leaks. The problems were traced to
a defective ventilation system. The
WCB inspection led to orders re-
quiring improvements in training,

record-keeping, testing and ventila-

tion.
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