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Abstract

In order to assess short-term exposures to ethylene oxide, formaldehyde and glutaraldehyde
in a sterilization process, the authors conducted continuous environmental monitoring of these
chemicals in the breathing zone of workers in 2 hospitals. The arithmetic mean of ethylene oxide
was 1.2 ppm near unventilated cabinets housing sterilizing materials, and environmental concen-
trations of ethylene oxide could not be reduced under threshold limit values time weighted average
by only managing general ventilation. Environmental concentration of formaldehyde was lower
in a properly ventilated pathology division in which no large specimens were stored (0.3 ppm)
than in the pathology division where large specimens were stored (2.3 ppm). Although environ-
mental concentrations of glutaraldehyde in an endoscopy unit with proper general ventilation were
not detectable, environmental concentration levels in an endoscopy unit without general ventila-
tion system were 0.2 and 0.5 ppm. According to the results of environmental monitoring in the
breathing zone of workers, extremely high concentrations were observed in some work practices
(ethylene oxide, 300 ppm; formaldehyde, 8.6 ppm; glutaraldehyde, 2.6 ppm). In order to avoid
occupational exposures to these chemicals and prevent potential chronic and acute health hazards,
good communications with these chemicals, good work practices, appropriate personal protective
equipment, and engineering controls should be required.
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