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A case of Lassa fever

Sir,—In the description of the experience at
St Thomas’s Hospital of a case of Lassa fever
(9 October, p 1003) we read that, happily,
there were no unfortunate consequences for
staff or patients. This is not an uncommon
experience! and therefore gives no cause for a
premature reappraisal of the precautions that
should be taken in the event of a case, or
likely case, of Lassa fever being admitted to
hospital. What the report does show, however,
is that hospitals should have an established
policy for the recognition and management of
patients with a febrile illness who give a
history of having been, within three weeks of
the onset of illness, in an area where viral
haemorrhagic fever may be a risk.

Several years ago the control of infection
committee at this hospital established a
procedure whereby any patient with pyrexia
of unexplained origin arriving from Africa
(but possibly also from other areas where viral
haemorrhagic fever is known to exist) is
examined by a senior doctor and no specimens
are sent to a laboratory until the likelihood of
viral haemorrhagic fever has been assessed.

Such assessment is made in terms of low,
moderate, or high risk,? and all request forms
are signed by a senior medical officer or
signed and then countersigned by two junior
medical officers and are identified by red labels
on the specimen and the request form. Cases
with a low risk of viral haemorrhagic fever are
processed with the same care as is accorded to
specimens from patients who are known to be
positive for hepatitis B antigen. Those of
moderate risk or higher are processed in
secure circumstances, and we are fortunate
to have the high-security laboratory for
Scotland situated in this hospital, in which
such specimens can be handled.

This system has worked fairly well, although
occasionally even with this seemingly simple
arrangement staff have omitted to label a
specimen correctly. Nevertheless, we believe
that our system, which is easy to operate and
understand, affords a useful measure of
protection against the inadvertent introduction
of potentially hazardous material into labora-
tories. Perhaps if some such similar system
had been in operation in St Thomas’s Hospital

members of staff would not have been put in a
situation where, although in the event all was
well, a tragedy might well have ensued.

R J FaLLoN
Chairman, Control of Infection Committee

Ruchill Hospital,
Glasgow G20 9NB

! Westwood JCN. The hazard from dangerous exotic
diseases. London: Macmillan, 1980.

2 Emogns% 117{T Smith H, Welsby PD. Br Med F 1978;
1:966-

Postexposure immunoprophylaxis
against B virus infection

SIr,—Following the publication by Boulter
et al' and the ensuing correspondence (9
January, p 113; 23 January, p 271; 6 March,
p 746) we would like to make some suggestions
about the procedure to be adopted when a
monkey handler is exposed to the risk of
infection with monkey B virus (Herpesvirus
simiae). We hope that this letter will be of
assistance to occupational physicians who



