While the latest story about a horrific situation in the U.K. terrifies the local rural community in Surry just to the south of London, an upstart Canadian high tech company is quietly waging war to prevent just such an occurrence in the future.  Environmental Waste International Inc. is trying to eliminate one of the possible means of escape for pathogens used by researchers in centres working on ways to defeat such diseases.  

A report in the New York Times for August 8, 2007, points to a possible outbreak of foot and mouth disease and the actual source of the outbreak…  a lab that was preparing vaccines from the actual virus.  How the virus managed to escape the lab is still a mystery, but one possible avenue is an often-overlooked escape route, the sewer and drainage system.  Not all laboratories sterilize the wastewater leaving a facility, relying instead on the municipal sewage treatment plant to take care of the problem for them.  The result is a pipeline of connecting drains, vents and trunk lines that are subsequently subject to the organisms as well.  In a lot of cases, the particular bacteria or virus can’t survive outside of the laboratory setting and perish without causing any spread of the disease.  But in other cases the sewage system can be a haven for further breading, and the organism survive while waiting for a chance to escape.  This can be accomplished through a vent, through an animal or by someone repairing or doing maintenance on the system.  Weather can play a part as well, when excess water after a heavy storm causes the contents of the sewer system to be spread throughout buildings and community streets.  

How does EWI play a part in all of this?

By preventing the pathogens from ever reaching the sewers in the first place!  A system that they have developed completely sterilizes the wastewater in a microwave decontamination system that has built in safeguards to prevent contaminated water from ever leaving the facility.  The company has developed a number of systems to deal with everything from a single lab right up to a large research complex.  The US government’s USDA uses one of these systems at their National Plant Germplasm Quarantine Center in Beltsville Maryland where a high containment greenhouse laboratory passes all of the outbound water from experiments, sanitary fixtures, showers and irrigation through an EWI system before it goes to the drain.  A pharmaceutical company, Abbott Labs, uses a system at one of their locations when disposing of cultures used in vaccine production.  

Current practice and regulations allow for a lot of leeway in the use of wastewater sterilization for a particular laboratory, but in general all the highest safety rating, BSL4 labs, must have wastewater sterilization. The next safety level, BSL3, may or may not have wastewater sterilization depending upon the specific agent, being studied.  EWI believes that all BSL3 labs should have wastewater sterilization in place, both for the safety and peace of mind for those near the lab and for the community in general.  With proper safety protocols and practices in place, there is no need for an occurrence such as what happened in the UK, including the anxiety to the community, and the financial hardships to those actually affected, from ever happening in the first place.  EWI is doing their part to help prevent outbreaks like this.

For information on EWI biological waste sterilization systems, please contact EWI at information@ewmc.com, or at 1 800 399 2366.

