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An assessment of 104 different breathing-system filters has been published by
the Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency.Filtration
performance was measured by determining the penetration of sodium
chloride particles.Wide variations in performance were found. This rapid, easy
assessment technique could be used to test each filter during manufacture.

Protecting patients during
anaesthesia
The World Health Organisation has
recently warned of the increase in the
prevalence of drug-resistant tubercu-
losis.! Viral respiratory illnesses such
as severe acute respiratory syndrome
(SARS) are also a threat to human
health.2 The spread of these diseases
is thought to result from the droplet
nuclei being expelled by infected
patients during episodes of coughing
and sneezing; these are then
deposited on the mucous membrane
of the mouth, nose and eyes of
people nearby. Unfortunately, when
patients are admitted to hospital for
surgery, it is not always apparent
whether or not they are infectious.
The breathing systems used to
deliver oxygen-enriched anaesthetic
gas mixtures to patients during
surgery are commonly reused for
more than one patient to reduce cost
and waste. Anaesthetic gasses can be
expensive and to reduce their con-
sumption, circle breathing systems
are used. In these systems, exhaled
gasses that contain anaesthetic gasses
are returned to the patient following
removal of carbon dioxide and the

addition of oxygen (Figure 1).
Coughing is a frequently encountered
adverse event during anaesthesia and
microbes may be released in the
breathing system. If the breathing
system is reused, microbes exhaled by
one patient may be inhaled by a
subsequent patient. To reduce the risk
of cross-infection, the Association of
Anaesthetists of Great Britain and
Ireland (www.aagbi.org/) recom-
mends that a new breathing system
filter is placed between each patient

and the breathing system.3 There are
many different filters on the United
Kingdom (UK) market.

The Medicines and Healthcare Prod-
ucts Regulatory Agency (MHRA) has
published an assessment of 104
breathing system filters available on
the UK market.* Wide variations in
performance were found. It is clear
that using a filter with a low filtration
efficiency could increase the risk of
cross-infection occurring in the
operating theatre.

Typical arrangement for a circle breathing system. P: patient; B: breathing
system filter; F:fresh gas flow (oxygen-enriched anaesthetic gas mixture); A:absorber
to remove carbon dioxide; V: ventilator or manual bag; S: spill. Arrows indicate direction

of gas flow.
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