Safety Concerns for Working with

Research Animals

The purpose of the Northeastern University Medical Surveillance Program is to:

1.
Provide a defined procedure for monitoring participants who have direct contact with research animals.  Direct contact is defined as any contact with animals, their viable tissues, blood and/or body fluids, and wastes.

2.
Educate participants regarding their occupational exposure to research animals, appropriate monitoring and exposure follow-up procedures, and obligation to report communicable diseases.

3.
Provide immediate medical care and follow-up for those participants sustaining exposure due to a bite, scratch, or body fluid splash from a research animal.


4.
Establish a database of participants with research animal contact

It is imperative that animal facility and research personnel maintain high standards of personal cleanliness.  

To ensure personnel protection and to minimize any potential for cross contamination, all personnel must wash hands thoroughly upon entering and exiting an animal room.  Additionally, shower facilities are available to satisfy this requirement.

Eating, drinking and smoking are permitted only in designated areas and not in the animal facility.

All Personnel who handle and/or work with research animals at Northeastern University are required to enroll in the NU Occupational Health and Safety Program for employees and students working with research animals.  All participants (except DLAM personnel) with research animal contact will be required to fill out a new Animal Contact Questionnaire before starting any work using animals and after each protocol renewal(every three years).  The level of participation in the program will be determined by the results of the Animal Contact Questionnaire, which will be filled out by all that participate.  All completed questionnaires will be submitted to the DLAM Administrative Office at the time of enrollment in the program.  All DLAM personnel will be required to fill out the Animal Contact Questionnaire on an annual basis.  Participants failing to fill out the questionnaire will not be allowed to work with animals.  Additionally, the participant will be retrained on the health risks of working with research animals each time the questionnaire is updated.

Allergies:  Allergic reactions are one of the most common adverse health conditions related to the use of animals in research.  Allergies may develop in personnel that not only clean the cages, but also those involved in injections, surgeries or euthanasia.

Clinical signs may include nasal symptoms, i.e.: runny or itchy nose, itchy eyes, sneezing, rashes, swelling and/or hives and possibly asthma or difficulty breathing.  Anaphylaxis, an acute generalized allergic reaction, is possible and can be life threatening.  Allergic reactions are not only immediate (within 10-15 minutes of exposure), but late developing as well (4-6 hours following exposure).

The major sources of allergen exposure are in the urine and saliva, as well as the fur and dander of the various laboratory animals.  Airborne particles carry these allergens and disturbance in the bedding provoke the release of allergens into the air.

Transmission of allergens occurs through multiple routes, including inhalation, scratch/bite, and on occasion, contact alone.

Prevention is important and can be accomplished by two separate methods.  One is via facility or laboratory practices.  These includes working with animals in a hood, emptying dirty cages in a bedding disposal unit, and the use of micro-isolator cage tops whenever possible.  The second method involves the use of personal protective equipment (PPE): gloves, mask, bonnet, and lab coat/scrub suit (removed when not working with animals).

Be aware that it can take allergies some time to develop, so, while initial contact may not elicit a reaction.  Symptoms may develop within months to years of working with the species.  Any pre-existing allergies should be considered and preventative measures and/or therapy should be discussed with an allergist.  Remember that a high percentage of those who have a prior history of allergies are predisposed to develop allergies to other substances, including animals, creating greater risk to develop clinical signs that may worsen with time and possibly develop into asthma.

Animal Bites and Scratches: Animal bites and scratches are a relatively common injury amongst animal handlers.   The best preventative measure is to learn proper and humane handling and restraint of the species with which you are working.  DLAM personnel, as well as reading materials, are available for assistance.  

When bitten or scratched by an animal, wash the area thoroughly with soap and water and contact the Lane Health Center.  Extensive tissue damage requires medical intervention and a review of tetanus/dyptheria status.  People also need to be aware of Rat Bite Fever, a bacterial infection spread to a person from a rat bite.  This is very rare.

Zoonoses:  Zoonotic diseases are those that can be transferred from animals to human.  Listed below are common zoonotic diseases found in laboratory animals:

Bacterial:

Rat bite fever: Rat bite fever is bacterial infection caused by a bite wound from a rat.  Symptoms can be seen as chills, fever, malaise, headache, muscle pain, and a rash.

Tuberculosis or TB: TB is a bacterial infection that is spread by contact with infected non-human primates.  This disease primarily affects the pulmonary system and is characterized by a cough, and sputum production.  A chest x-ray and a skin test reaction are used diagnose TB.

Brucellosis: Brucellosis is a bacterial infection often found in cattle, dogs, swine, and ruminants.  This infection is typically transmitted in the urine, and placental tissues from infected animals.  Clinical signs can be characterized by fever, headache, chills, myalgia, nausea, and weight loss.  Pregnant women should especially avoid this organism for it can cause abortion.

Salmonella:  This infection is transmitted by the fecal-oral route through contaminated food or water or by direct contact with infected animals.  Salmonella will produce will a colitis-like condition that could lead into more serious septicemia

Protozoal Infections:

Toxoplasmosis: (Toxoplasma gondii) Toxoplasmosis is a protozoal disease that is spread to people from cats.  The disease is spread by ingesting oocysts from the cat.  This disease can be especially dangerous for pregnant women.  Proper protective equipment is necessary for prevention of spread of this diease.

Rickettsial Infections:

Q-Fever: This rickettsial infection is primarily transmitted to humans by inhalation of infectious aerosols and from the birth products of sheep.  Person’s working with pregnant sheep should always use personal protective equipment.  Symptoms could be seen as headache, fever, chills, profuse sweating, malaise, anorexia, and sometimes with nausea and vomiting.

Viral Infections:

Herpesvirus simiae (Herpes B-Virus): Herpes B-Virus is a herpes virus found primarily in macaque non-human primates.  Transmission is by either a bite or scratch or direct exposure to infected tissues/body fluids from an infected animal.  This virus can be fatal to humans causing devastating encephalitis.  Proper training and use of personal protective equipment is mandatory for working with all macaque non-human primates.

Lymphocytic Choriomeningitis Virus Infection (LCMV):  LCM is virus that can be found in mice.  Transmission is through exposure to the urine and feces of infected animals.  Symptoms will appear as flu like symptoms that can be serious.

Contagious Ecthyma or Orf Disease: Orf is transmitted to humans by sheep and goats.  Infected animals will have lesions that can be found on the eyelids, mouth, feet, and genitalia and the virus is transmitted by contact with these vesicles.  Signs of this disease will be seen as red nodules and vesicles on the hands.

Rabies:  The primary reservoir of rabies is in cats and dogs.  Transmission is through the saliva from a bite or scratch from an infected cat or dog.  Rabies can be fatal if untreated.

Inhalant or Volatile Anesthetics:  Inhalant or volatile anesthetics should always be properly used inside a fume hood or a properly ventilated workspace.  Women of childbearing age, who are or plan to become pregnant soon, should not work around these substances.

Physical Hazards:  Animal research facilities are potentially a hazardous environment and people must be aware there are physical hazards in their work areas that may cause severe or possibly life threatening injury.  These hazards include lifting injuries, slipping and falling in water or on a slippery surface, burning themself on steam or heat, or having a chemical injury.  Caution must be taken at all times while working the animal facility

