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medical microfile

BITES AND NEEDLES–A TRAUMATIC PORTAL OF ENTRY

That venerable tale of “man bites dog” turns the tables in more ways than one, because a human bite is probably far more dangerous than a dog bite. The main reason for its potency is the presence in human saliva of huge numbers of relatively virulent bacteria. A bite also creates a ragged, deep wound favorable to anaerobes. The most common lacerating injuries occur in fistfights, when the knuckles of the hitter are bashed against the teeth of his opponent. The inoculated wound rapidly advances to a deep ulcer that can spread and cause damage to the joints if left untreated. Infections also occur in bite wounds inflicted by children or psychiatric patients, in persons who self‑inflict a wound by nervously chewing the insides of their cheeks, and in dental personnel accidentally inoculated with saliva.

A tragic and growing societal problem is the drug abuser who frequently and willingly forms a portal of entry into his own skin and veins with a hypodermic syringe. There is no denying that those who inject heroin, cocaine, or amphetamines are in dire jeopardy from the drug itself, but many drug‑abuse practices increase chances for infection and are just as life‑threatening. A fiend looking for the perfect system to transmit infectious agents might well use the behavioral patterns of the drug addict as a model. Drugs can be injected into the skin (skin popping) or into the veins (IV). Some IV users “boot” the drug by drawing out a small amount of blood and mixing it with drugs before reinjecting it–a sure way to contaminate the syringe. Most serious of all, “needles” are often shared and even rented with meager or no attempts at disinfection. Considering that a single “shooting gallery” can play host to hundreds of users every day, and that many participants hop from one gallery to another, the potential for spread of infection is tremendous. Programs have been adopted by many cities to distribute kits with sterile syringes and bleach for disinfecting them.

Users who inject drugs are predisposed to a disturbing list of well‑known diseases: hepatitis, AIDS, tetanus, tuberculosis, osteomyelitis, and malaria. A resurgence of some of these infections is directly traceable to drug use. Contaminated needles often contain bacteria from the skin or environment that induce heart disease (endocarditis), lung abscesses, and chronic infections of the injection site.
More information about AIDS risks from drug paraphernalia may be found at:

http://www.nida.nih.gov/Nida_Notes/NNVol12N2/Paraphernalia.html
Information on preventing needles stick injuries to health care workers may be found at:

http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/pdfs/2000-108.pdf
