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The Right Thing
Whether it’s in-house washing, cleaning and sterilizing, or third-party
reprocessing, there are options available for hospitals to be
environmentally-conscious in their instrument care processes.
by Amanda Hankel
April 27, 2011

According to Cheryl Schwanke, Senior Marketing Manager at SterilMed, Inc., a thirdparty reprocessor of single-use surgical instruments, U.S. hospitals produce over 12
million pounds of waste each day.
One way to help reduce the impact of medical waste on the environment is to
reprocess single-use surgical instruments. Schwanke explains that reprocessing
saves over six million pounds of medical waste from being sent to landfills each
year. A typical 300-bed hospital can divert approximately 35,000 pounds of medical
waste from landfills through instrument reprocessing.
“Recycling metal and plastic from used devices, rather than discarding, saves
energy, reduces pollution and conserves water resources,” Schwanke says. “For
example, reprocessing electrophysiology catheters saves approximately 20 times
the energy used to produce platinum from ore1. Meanwhile, medical waste
incinerators are the fourth largest known producers of mercury released into the
environment and recycling medical devices can help decrease mercury
emissions2.”
Page 1 of 6

The Right Thing
Published on Surgical Products (http://www.surgicalproductsmag.com)
How it works
As Jason Wandersee, CEO of MEDISISS, another third-party reprocessor in the U.S.,
explains, the reprocessing of surgical instruments typically begins as soon as the
instrument has been used in the OR. After use, the instrument is usually precleaned on-site in the sterile processing department to rid the device of blood and
other proteins.
“Our whole goal is to maximize the amount of savings that a facility can drive,”
Wandersee says. “If the devices sit with blood, proteins and deposits from surgery,
it tends to corrode and pit metals/plastics so less devices can successfully be
reprocessed.”
The instruments are then placed in the reprocessor’s bins at the hospital. The bins
get shipped to the reprocessing facility where they go through a multi-step process
of reprocessing that might go something like this:
1. Cleaning/decontamination to remove any debris that could have been on the
device prior to entering the facility.
2. Identification, to look for gross cracks or breaks — obvious damage to devices
that cannot be fixed. Wandersee explains reprocessors will also look for their
specific mark as they are required to mark devices in order to keep track of how
many cycles the instrument has been reprocessed.
3. Refurbishment. In this stage, the instrument will go through a series of
inspections, such as sharpness testing or electrical testing. “Depending upon the
device, we develop refurbishing, testing and repair functions so when the device
comes out of the refurbishment process, it functions the same as a new device,”
Wandersee says. “We can’t make a device better than new. We can only make it as
good as was when it was new. That’s our goal, so that when a surgeon uses our
device, he/she can’t tell the difference.”
4. Final wash. Another series of washing and cleaning is done to remove any
debris on the device by virtue of handling in the refurbishment process, as well as
to take off any of the cleaning agents that may have been on the device.
5. Inspection/testing and packaging/shipment. The instruments are inspected,
tested and sterilized, then packaged for shipment back out to the hospitals.
Pushback to instrument reprocessing has historically been from the belief that
reprocessed instruments are not as clean, sterile or safe as new, single-use devices.
However, since the establishment of FDA regulation for the reprocessing industry in
2001, Wandersee says reprocessors undergo the same, if not greater, regulatory
scrutiny as original manufacturers, including inspections and 510k premarket
clearance.
Schwanke adds FDA-regulated reprocessors have shipped nearly 70 million
reprocessed devices with no evidence, from any source, of an increased risk to
patient safety. A 2008 Government Accountability Office (GAO) report found no
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evidence to indicate that reprocessed devices present an elevated health risk to
patients and no evidence linking usage of reprocessed devices to hospital acquired
infections3. In addition, a FDA post-market surveillance study of over 350 facilities
found a zero increase in infection rates when the facilities used reprocessed
devices4.

Saving more than the environment
Aside from the positive environmental impact, instrument reprocessing has shown
to be beneficial for hospital financials as well.
According to Schwanke, a typical 300-bed hospital can reduce device purchase
costs by up to 50 percent with savings of over $400 per bed through instrument
reprocessing. Additionally, there are cost savings with reduced biohazard waste.
“If a 300-bed hospital diverted 35,000 pounds of medical waste from landfills and
their disposal costs were $0.50 per pound, the facility would save nearly $18,000 in
waste disposal costs,” Schwanke explains.
Wandersee says he’s seen surgery centers save as much as $25,000 to $50,000
through instrument reprocessing, while large hospitals have saved over $1 million.
“There are significant dollar contributions, so much so that it’s typically one of the
top initiatives reviewed and looked at by surgery centers and hospitals across the
country,” he says, “because of the environmental aspect, but also because of the
significant financial pressures that facilities are seeing these days with the ever
increasing costs and the continued decline in reimbursement rates.”
Still, the underlying component of instrument reprocessing is sustainability and
environment-consciousness — and it can be seen throughout the entire process.
“Green initiatives are inherent to everything we do. It’s an underlying component
of everything,” Wandersee says.
In a new addition to the MEDISISS building, ultra-high efficiency heating/ventilating
systems were installed that are 85 percent more efficient than a standard HVAC
system, Wandersee says.
“We’re always working to figure out how we can recycle material fluids and make
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sure our footprint is responsible,” he says. “We continuously ask ourselves, ‘how do
we do the right thing?’”
At SterilMed, Schwanke says the mission is all about reducing the impact to the
environment by keeping medical devices from landfills. All rejected devices and
components are shipped on a regular basis to recycling and reclamation companies
to recover the metal and plastic materials. The company recycles over 4,000 yards
of cardboard, corrugate, glass, plastic, aluminum and paper annually.
Getting started
Schwanke says the number of hospitals using reprocessed devices has increased
and is expected to continue to grow. Over 3,000 U.S. hospitals have adopted
reprocessing as a standard of care, including all facilities from small, or the
physician-employed, to those in the top 100 hospitals as ranked by US News &
World Report.
Many surgical facilities use reprocessing as part of their Practice Greenhealth efforts
to move the health care industry toward more environmentally-conscious and
sustainable practices, Schwanke says. Practice Greenhealth annually awards
facilities with Environmental Excellence Awards, and past winners have frequently
included their reprocessing program as part of their sustainability efforts.
“I think people are really starting to ask themselves ‘what am I responsible for?’”
Wandersee says about the increase in hospitals reprocessing instruments.
“Environmental responsibility tends to be at a more core level with a lot of people.
“Let’s face it, a lot of the employees in the hospital will never see the direct
financial impact, but they’re very passionate about making sure that they can
reprocess as many devices as they can because of the impact on the environment
and on landfills,” he adds. “It just comes down to convictions — their way of looking
at ‘how can we do the right thing?”
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Being Green In-House
For Eric Willman, PhD, Research, Development and Engineering Director, Healthcare
at Ecolab, sustainability in the sterile processing department (SPD) means reducing
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water, energy and waste, all while maximizing efficiency. While it sounds like a
pretty tall order, new technology solutions are helping hospitals achieve various
forms of efficiency in their SPDs.
“An interesting aspect of sustainability is in the automated washer, which uses
water, energy in the form of heat and time,” Willman says. “All of these can be
optimized with detergents to minimize water and energy waste.”
Over the last decade, advancements have been made in enzymatic detergents to
allow washer operation at lower temperatures with less corrosive chemistries,
Willman says. Reducing the heat in a wash cycle directly translates to cost and
environmental sustainability.
There are also opportunities to be green in the delivery and packaging of
detergents. Willman says traditionally, products have been supplied in liquids,
which are mostly water, and in a large container — as large as a 30 gallon drum.
“You can imagine in the supply chain of a 30 gallon drum, there is a lot of waste in
the form of packaging and in the form of energy to deliver 30 gallons of liquid,”
Willman says. “By taking those liquids and concentrating them into a solid block,
energy consumption and plastic packaging waste is reduced.”
This strategy does require additional products to ensure safety and reliability in the
chemistries. Willman says the solid block chemistries are shape- and color- coded
so personnel can identify the block and avoid confusion or crossing of chemistries.
Dispensers are used to ensure the right mixture of detergent. All of this, he says,
contributes to the overall sustainability of the SPD.
In fact, automation itself in the SPD can result in operational efficiency and overall
sustainability in terms of the environment, as well as cost and time. Automated
instrument washers and irrigators can help increase efficiency and decrease the
total amount of time required for an instrument. This decreased time, then, could
also translate to savings in water and energy.
“If you can think about the process where the instruments come in dirty to a
decontamination area. They're soaked. They’re flushed/brushed. They’re put into a
regular sonic. Each one of those steps is taking a certain amount of time to
complete,” says Gary Jordan, President of Medisafe America. “Then, the instruments
are put into a washer/disinfector where they are processed for an additional
45-minute cycle before they can be wrapped and sterilized. Now, a single,
automated process can perform lumen flushing, enzyme injection, sonication and
thermal disinfection, all in about 45 minutes.”
Jordan explains that the efficient, repeatable, reliable process of an automated
system offers not only many sustainability benefits, but safety as well. It helps
eliminate repetitive routine cleaning tasks, increases productivity and creates a
safer process for staff.
“The fewer contaminated surgical instruments a staff member handles, the safer it
is for the worker,” Jordan says. “It is estimated that approximately 60 percent of
Page 5 of 6

The Right Thing
Published on Surgical Products (http://www.surgicalproductsmag.com)
exposure to bloodborne contaminants comes from ‘splash and splatter’ to the
eyes.”
In the end, achieving green initiatives in the SPD is often more than just
environmental — it’s about being efficient in all instrument care processes.
“It starts as a traditional green approach and branches out to operational
efficiency,” Willman says. “That is what we consider to be ‘sustainable.’”
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