
 

Study finds fire stations contaminated with
MRSA

June 1 2011

MRSA transmission may be occurring in fire stations, according to a
study published in the June issue of the American Journal of Infection
Control, the official publication of APIC – the Association for
Professionals in Infection Control and Epidemiology.

The purpose of the study, conducted by investigators from the
University of Washington School of Public Health, was to determine
potential areas within the fire stations that were contaminated with
methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) and characterize the
isolates to determine if they were related to hospital (HA-MRSA) and/or
community (CA-MRSA) strains.

"This is the first study to molecularly characterize MRSA isolates from
fire station environmental surfaces and the first study to sample both fire
station surfaces and personnel as well as one of the first studies to
characterize non-health care environmental MRSA," commented lead
investigator Marilyn C. Roberts, PhD, University of Washington School
of Public Health.

Researchers assessed nine different areas in two fire stations that
included 1) medic trucks; 2) fire trucks and fire engines; 3) outer fire
gear; 4) garages; 5) kitchens; 6) bathrooms; 7) bedrooms; 8) gyms; and
9) other areas. After the first sampling, an educational program was
conducted at each station, and hand sanitizers were installed. A second
set of samples was collected 7-9 months later at the same two stations.
During the second sampling, nasal samples were obtained from 40
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healthy fire personnel from 13 stations to evaluate MRSA carriage.

A total of 1,064 samples were collected, 600 in the first sampling and
464 in the second. Each sample was analyzed for MRSA, staphylococci
that were not S. aureus but were resistant to methicillin (labeled
methicillin-resistant coagulase negative Staphylococcus spp. [MRCoNS]),
and staphylococci that were not methicillin resistant (labeled as
coagulase negative Staphylococcus spp. [CoNS]).

At the first sampling, 26 (4.3%) of the 600 surface samples were MRSA
positive, with MRSA positive samples found in all nine areas sampled.
The most common area for MRSA contamination was the medic trucks
with 13 (50%), the kitchens with 3 (11.5%) and other areas such as
computer keyboards and computer desks with 2 (7.7%).

At the second sampling, 18 (3.9%) of the 464 surface samples were
MRSA positive, with MRSA positive samples again found in all nine
areas sampled. The kitchen and outer gear both had 4 (22%) MRSA
positive samples, while the medic truck had 3 (16.6%), other areas had
1-2 MRSA positive samples each. Two samples contained a strain of
MRSA (MRSA SCCmec type II), which is commonly found in hospitals,
and were isolated from the fire truck/engine and garage areas.

Thirty percent of the nasal cultures were positive for MRSA (9 samples)
or S. aureus (3 samples). The majority (58%) of the nasal MRSA and S.
aureus were genetically related to environmental surface isolates
suggesting transmission between personnel and the environmental
surfaces may be occurring.

Investigators conclude that "Fire personnel interact with both hospital
and community population as part of their job and thus have the
potential for exposure to MRSA from both sources…MRSA SCCmec
type II isolates, commonly found in the hospital, were also identified in
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the study, demonstrated that both community- and hospital-like MRSA
can contaminate the fire station surfaces. The isolation of the same strain
in the fire apparatuses and garage as well as the living quarters suggests
that the transmission of MRSA may be occurring between these two
areas…Clearly more research is needed to determine if the current
findings are representative of fire stations surfaces and personnel
throughout the country."

MRSA is an antibiotic-resistant bacteria that can lead to severe
infections and is associated with approximately 19,000 deaths annually,
according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).
Community-acquired MRSA infections are on the rise, and outbreaks of
such infections have occurred among previously healthy individuals on
school and professional sports teams, in day care centers, jails, and the
military. Risk factors for CA-MRSA include shared personal care
products, frequent skin-to-skin contact, skin abrasions and crowded
living conditions.

  More information: AJIC 2011; 39 [5]
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