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The Laboratory Environment. Edited by
RUPERT PURCHASE. (Pp 258; price £49-50.)
1994. Cambridge: The Royal Society of
Chemistry. ISBN 0-85186-605-0.

The Laboratory Environment is based on the
proceedings of a symposium that was
organised by the Royal Society of
Chemistry Environment and Toxicology
Subject Groups in association with the
Health and Safety Group of the Society of
Chemical Industry. The one day sympo-
sium on The Laboratory Environment:
Working with Dangerous Substances was
held in March 1993. The contents consid-
ered the principal areas of surveillance,
handling, disposal and control of exposure
in 13 chapters contributed by a range of
specialists in occupational medicine, archi-
tecture, radiological protection, toxicology,
microbiology, and chemistry.
The book sets out to describe the "design

and management of the laboratory environ-
ment for the 1990s" and is aimed primarily
at managers, safety officers, and staff who
are concerned with the administration of
work in laboratories, dispensaries, and simi-
lar workplaces and with the implementation
of health and safety policies. The subject
matter will, indeed, be of considerable
interest to these groups but, also, chapters
such as methods for the disposal of carcino-
gens and carcinogenic waste and runaway
reactions will also be of value to scientists
who work within their laboratories.

Inevitably, the wide subject range cov-
ered in a single volume of 258 pages means

that most of the chapters give an overview
of their subject rather than a detailed treat-
ment and as such may not present much
new information to those experienced in the
health and safety aspects of laboratory man-
agement. However this compilation does
provide an excellent starting point for those
who may just be getting to grips with the
problems of laboratory safety, in that it sup-
plies the discussion of a number of relevant
and important topics in a single volume.
Also, the individual articles are well sup-
ported by reference lists that will facilitate
further detailed study. The requirements for
good health and safety management are set
out in a chapter on an insurer's approach to
health, safety, and environmental issues in
the laboratory and valuable information on
health surveillance, carcinogens, hazardous
pharmaceuticals, and the handling of radio-
active materials and infectious waste is also
presented.

Those contemplating a move to new
premises or the modification of existing
facilities will find that they are well served
by two chapters that together comprise
almost one third of the book. Interaction
between client and architect in the process
of laboratory design is discussed from the
architects point of view and a comprehen-
sive description of the planning and com-
pletion of a major commercial research
laboratory building provides a practical
example of the "design and build" process.

At a cost of nearly £50, a value for
money judgement will depend on how
closely the contents list matches the individ-
ual requirements of the prospective pur-
chaser. Those interested in detailed
information on a limited number of the
subjects covered might find better value in
individual specialist texts.

D WIDDOWSON

Environmental and Occupational Risks
of Health Care. By DAVID R MORGAN. (Pp
211; price £;15-95 (BMA members) £;16-95
(non-members).) 1994. London: BMA.
ISBN 0-7279-0887-1.

There are few publications that devote
themselves entirely to the hazards of the
health care industry, but now this BMA
report ambitiously aims to set out "the evi-
dence relating to the environmental and
occupational risks arising from medical
practice". Aimed at a general and profes-
sional readership, it often seems to fall
between stools in attempting to find the
correct balance of complexity and general
interest. After an introductory canter
through the historical hazards of medical
practice, the second chapter summarises
basic concepts and uncertainties in environ-
mental toxicology and seems to be pitched
towards a lay readership. The authors of the
chapter on chemical hazards have sensibly
baulked at detailing the thousands of com-
pounds in use in hospitals but have chosen
four examples; formaldehyde, glutaralde-
hyde, ethylene oxide, and methyl methacry-
late. One can sense their frustration as the
authors struggle to summarise the evidence
on workplace exposure for these four
commonly used substances in health service
settings, and plead for more published work
on exposures and resultant effects. Sections

follow on anaesthetic gases, microbial
hazards, radiation, and genetic modifica-
tion. An excellent analysis of the problem of
clinical waste disposal highlights the scant
attention paid to a proper waste manage-
ment policy throughout the NHS and con-
cisely describes future options and barriers
to change. The respective roles of specialists
in occupational and public health are dis-
cussed and it is good to see space devoted
to health and safety issues for general prac-
titioners and the contribution of building
design to the working environment.

In any report of such ambitious scope by
many authors there are bound to be repeti-
tions and gaps in its coverage and this book
is no exception. The accent on risks arising
primarily from chemical and other obviously
environmental hazards suggests that the
editorial board wished to cover the unique
hazards of health care rather than the com-
mon ones. More attention is paid to the
speculative but interesting hazards associated
with activities such as genetic modification
than the real disorders seen daily by occu-

pational physicians. A glaring omission is
the almost complete absence of any refer-
ence to musculoskeletal disorders, the main
occupational morbidity in health care.
Barely more than a paragraph covers irritant
and allergic contact dermatitis, despite a
substantial scientific literature on its preva-
lence in health care workers, and allergy to
laboratory animals is not mentioned at all.
The book is also vulnerable to criticism in
its treatment of the pharmaceutical indus-
try, which is mentioned only in passing
throughout. Inclusion of such a highly spe-
cialised manufacturing environment should
merit at least a chapter to its :lf. 'here are
errors of fact, such as the suggestion that
definitive exposure standards for anaesthetic
agents have been set by the HSC-they
have not (although one can forgive the con-
fusion on this point), and contentious state-
ments, such as the assertion that "darkroom
disease" results from sensitisation. Some
chapters are guilty of confusion in their lay-
out and there is some irritating duplication
of material, particularly with regard to
health and safety legislation.

These criticisms can be forgiven when
the report is taken as a whole, and the BMA
are to be congratulated for bringing these
issues to the attention of a wider readership
in a relatively accessible style. A refreshing
honesty is seen in admitting that in many
areas, there is still insufficient research to be
able to quantify the suspected risks. A chal-
lenge is thereby set to those working in
NHS occupational medicine to improve
epidemiological databases and exposure
records. It is rewarding to see the authors set
out a vision of the future that emphasises
the collaboration required between man-
agers, a consultant led occupational health
service, and departments of public health. If
a detailed and comprehensive review is
being sought, this report comes up well
short of expectations, although the refer-
ences are useful. Its arguments for better
and more structured occupational and envi-
ronmental risk management in the NHS
will, however, act as valuable ammunition
for occupational physicians and others. As a
result, it will interest every occupational
health department in the NHS and at rela-
tively modest cost should achieve a wide-
spread circulation.

ALEXANDER G ELDER
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