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Feedback of the European Association of Hospital Pharmacists for the assessment of different options concerning the protection of workers from exposure to hazardous medicinal products carried out by COWI 


The exposure of healthcare personnel to hazardous medicinal products is a serious issue that needs to be addressed uniformly across the European Union and its Member States to ensure the protection of nurses and pharmacists against the exposure of these drugs. Guidelines on the handling of hazardous drugs exist in hospital pharmacies across the EU for many years. For example, in the Netherlands, these safe handling guidelines – established in the mid-90s – are regularly reviewed and have led to a decline of contamination with hazardous drugs well below the threshold of 0,1 ng/cm2. This decrease was achieved without the use of closed system transfer devices.Consequently, 

EAHP welcomes the assessment of COWI linked to research into the best available means for achieving improvements in the field of hazardous drugs. The study should take into account the following points relevant for hospital pharmacists:
	
· Ensuring centralised handling of hazardous medicinal products in all European hospitals
Centralised preparation protects, on the one hand, the final product against microbiological and particulate contamination and on the other hand healthcare personnel against the exposure to hazardous medicines. This type of preparation is usually carried out by pharmacists in accordance with guidelines on the handling of hazardous drugs which have existed across the EU for many years. These safe handling guidelines are regularly reviewed and have, for example in the case of the Netherlands, led to a decline of contamination with hazardous drugs well below the threshold of 0,1 ng/cm2. This decrease was achieved through a combination of measures which included the concentration of the whole handling process at one point in the hospital. By locating the preparation of hazardous medicines in the pharmacy where they can be handled with protective equipment, such as safety cabinets, used by trained staff, the contamination risk is lowered. Additionally, this practice also protects other healthcare workers, since only ready-to-administer patient products are delivered to the wards which reduce spillage as well as waste. In light of these benefits, EAHP recommends to COWI to include information on the centralisation of hazardous drug preparations and its benefits for the protection of workers from exposure to these medicinal products in the study. 

Concerning the types of tools that are used in different countries for the handling of hazardous drugs, EAHP would like to highlight that their successful application depends on the training of the healthcare personnel using the tools. Both spikes and closed-system drug transfer devices (CSTDs) have the potential to lower the risk of environmental contamination with hazardous drugs in hospitals provided that they are correctly used. Concrete evidence on the effectiveness of the different methods is however lacking. Therefore, no definite conclusions could be drawn on the concrete benefits of CSTDs, spikes and other safe handling processes on hazardous drug exposure, apart from the fact that CSTDs are much more costly. In light of the fast evolving research environment, efforts should thus be made by COWI to collect as much independent evidence from the researchers studying the different technological solutions. In particular, hospital and oncology pharmacists should be approached, including the persons responsible for the MASHA project of the European Society of Oncology Pharmacists looking into the environmental contamination by cytotoxics and the management of safe handling procedures. 


· Increasing the awareness of healthcare professionals, patients and health system managers about the management of hazardous substances at the workplace
Hospital pharmacists are tasked with the handling of hazardous substances and the preparation of cytotoxic therapies for oncological patients. Their work follows strict guidelines and involves the use of proper protective equipment. The administration of these treatments will also bring other healthcare professionals and patients in contact with hazardous substances. To ensure patient safety as well as the protection of the healthcare workers themselves, target groups, such as nurses, hospital pharmacists, physicians and others working with hazardous drugs should be provided with information tailored to their area of activity.   

Awareness raising about effective occupational safety and health management involves all healthcare professionals in the hospital environment in which hazardous substances are handled. Health system managers need to recognise the concern that cytotoxic drugs pose to healthcare workers to ensure the elimination of contamination through the application of proper procedures. For instance, safe handling guidelines for nurses should be aligned with those of pharmacists. Also, it should be guaranteed that both professions share similar information with patients about the risks posed by cytotoxic therapies.

· Investing in continuous education
Healthcare workers that handle hazardous drugs need to be familiarised with the risks of working with cytotoxics and the necessary precautions. EAHP has anchored the application of safety rules and procedures in the workplace in Section 3.5 of it European Statements of Hospital Pharmacy[footnoteRef:1] to ensure the adequate use of protection measures established in each country for workers and environment. Continuous education of healthcare providers, along with the use of appropriate personal protective and drug handling equipment, is recommended to effectively prevent the exposure to hazardous drugs. EAHP thus encourages the regular review of good manufacturing practices (GMPs) used in hospital pharmacies for the production of treatments using hazardous drugs as well as of the good practices for handling these treatments. Health systems also need to ensure that regular and suitable education is provided to healthcare personnel that partakes in the handling of cytotoxic drugs to understand the risks involved and to ensure the safe handling of these agents.  [1:  The European Statements of Hospital Pharmacy, European Journal of Hospital Pharmacy 2014; 21:256-258. Available at: https://ejhp.bmj.com/content/21/5/256.] 



· Collecting independent evidence supporting the uptake of technological solutions
Different types of tools are used in different countries for the handling of hazardous drugs. The most common ones include spikes and closed-system drug transfer devices (CSTDs). Both lower the risk of environmental contamination with hazardous drugs in hospitals. Concrete evidence on the superiority of one of these tools is however lacking. Therefore, no definite conclusions could be drawn on the effect of CSTDs, spikes and other safe handling processes on hazardous drug exposure. In light of the fast evolving research environment, efforts should thus be made by COWI to collect as much independent evidence from researcher studying the different technological solutions. In particular, hospital and oncology pharmacists should be approached, including the persons responsible for the MASHA project of the European Society of Oncology Pharmacists looking into the environmental contamination by cytotoxics and the management of safe handling procedures. 

· Prolonging the assessment to ensure the adequate engagement of healthcare professionals in the finalisation
For the robustness of the study, EAHP deems close engagement of hospital pharmacists and other healthcare professionals vital. The current coronavirus pandemic and the challenges that it has put on Europe’s health systems hamper the full engagement of healthcare personnel in activities other than the treatment of patients. Consequently, making not only the organisation of face-to-face exchanges, such as the one planned for June for this study but also other forms of involvement of healthcare professionals in the assessment difficult. For EAHP it would thus be vital to factor in the impact of the current pandemic and to consider the extension of the study period to allow for adequate engagement of the healthcare professionals handling hazardous drugs daily. 
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