Occupational Health for Individuals Exposed to Animals in their Studies or Work 
Many different categories of workers at The University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston (UTHealth) have animal contact. Animal care employees are easy to identify as having animal contact, but students, researchers and support staff may also have this type of exposure.  All individuals who work or study in locations where animals are housed or handled are offered enrollment in the UTHealth occupational health program.
 
Licensed healthcare providers within Employee Health Clinical Services administer the UTHealth Occupational Health Program.  This program is an important facet of the UTHealth accredited animal care and use program and is designed to protect both the employee, as well as the laboratory animal.  How do you know whether you have enough animal contact to qualify for this program?  UTHealth assesses the total risk to personnel considering factors such as the time spent in an animal environment, the animal species involved, the zoonotic pathogens potentially carried by that animal species, the experimental hazards (i.e. use of biological, chemical, or radiologic agents), and physical hazards (e.g., needles, lifting requirements, and loud noises). 
 
This program follows guidelines from the National Institutes of Health (NIH), the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and the Committee on Occupational Safety and Health in Research Animal Facilities. Program components are modified in response to new information or changes in these federal guidelines as they are published.
  
All persons who work in animal facilities, or who have contact with animals or unfixed animal  tissue are covered by this program, including:  all veterinarians;  veterinary technicians; many principal investigators and their research assistants; all animal resource personnel and some employees in Facilities Planning and Engineering, UT Police Department and Environmental Health and Safety.  Students, contract workers, and visitors may qualify for inclusion based on their contact with animals at UTHealth.
 
The Occupational Health Program includes:
 
· Pre-placement medical evaluations; periodic examinations
· Immunizations, as determined by risk category, to prevent workers from acquiring contagious diseases from animal work (e.g., rabies vaccine; hepatitis A and B vaccines, tetanus, etc.)
· Screening tests to look for certain diseases known to be transmitted in animal settings   (e.g., PPD skin tests for TB)
· Appropriate surveillance to determine whether at-risk workers have become infected with diseases because of their exposure to animals.
· Limiting access to animal areas that might pose an unacceptably high medical risk to individual workers who have certain preexisting medical conditions. 
 
Other tests or procedures may be recommended for persons who will have contact with species that might be infected with unusual or very hazardous organisms.
 
Your supervisor, the Animal Welfare Committee, a staff member from CLAMC, or Employee Health Clinical Services will normally notify you if you need to participate; however, if you know you have animal contact and no one has talked to you about this program, please call Employee Health Clinical Services for more information: 713-500-3267.  Initially, you will be asked to complete an Occupational Health Program Enrollment Form – either at the time of first employment, at the time of a new job assignment with animal exposure or prior to being added to an animal protocol.  Official visitors, observers or short-term students should complete the Minimal Exposure Personnel Occupational Health Program Enrollment Form. This will be submitted to Employee Health Clinical Services for review and follow-up, if needed.  
 
IN CASE OF EXPOSURE OR EMERGENCY:
All animal bites, scratches, mucous membrane exposures, or injuries that break the skin and are likely to be contaminated with excreta or secretions are considered exposures.  Contact your supervisor and Employee Health Clinical Services after performing first aid procedures. Your supervisor will complete a “first report of injury” form. If you are ill with fever or other symptoms of an infection and you also have animal contact, let your personal medical provider know that you are exposed to animals at work. Report any unusual or lengthy illnesses to Employee Health Clinical Services as well. 
 
TRAINING:
Training is a critical part of the Occupational Health Program.  A direct supervisor or principal investigator is responsible for making sure you are trained before you work with animals. Be sure you understand all procedures before you engage in animal contact activities.

Here are some common sense steps that you should take to reduce your risk of acquiring an illness from laboratory animals:
· Handle all animals as if they are potentially infectious; be careful and use precautions at all times.
· Wear long pants, not shorts, and closed-toed shoes in the animal facility and your lab.
· Always wear the personal protective equipment (gloves, gowns, mask, etc.) that you are instructed to wear.
· Wash your hands before and after animal contact, even if you wore gloves during the procedure.
· Do not eat, drink, or put anything in your mouth while in the animal areas.  Keep your hands away from your face.
· Do not put on makeup, lotions, or put in contact lenses while in areas housing animals.
· To help prevent bites, scratches, and injuries:
· Recognize that the animal may be frightened. 
· Be alert to the animal’s body language indicating fear or aggression.
· Get help when moving or lifting large animals.
· Use chemical restraint (sedation) for aggressive or potentially dangerous animals.
· Report any sick animals or animals with unusual behavior to the CLAMC veterinary staff.
· Take care to avoid cuts when using sharp objects.  
· DO NOT RECAP NEEDLES!

Accidents happen to even the most careful workers.  Know what first aid to use if you have an accident or exposure, and always report exposures immediately to your supervisor.

WHEN TO CONSULT with EMPLOYEE HEALTH SERVICES
 
IF YOU ARE LACTATING, PREGNANT OR IF YOU AND YOUR PARTNER ARE ATTEMPTING TO CONCEIVE A CHILD:
Your medical history should be updated with EHCS if you are pregnant or attempting to conceive. All persons, male and female, who are trying to have children should use extraordinary care to prevent toxic chemicals or infections from entering their bodies.  Women who are pregnant are at particular risk if they acquire an infectious disease such as Q FEVER or TOXOPLASMOSIS.  Q Fever is caused by the aerosol transmission of a bacterium Coxiella burnetti.  In research, small ruminants and their wastes can be a source of the organism. The organism is highly concentrated in the fetus and related birth tissues in infected animals.  Infection in pregnant humans can lead to miscarriage, stillbirth, growth retardation or low birth weight in the baby and the mother is at increased risk for the chronic form of the disease.  Lactating mothers can also pass on the disease to their child.  If you are pregnant, considering pregnancy, or lactating, consult with Employee Health Clinical Services prior to any exposure to small ruminants, their fluids or wastes.  Toxoplasmosis is caused by a protozoan agent carried by cats and some other species of animals.  Pregnant women who have never had this infection and get it during pregnancy can pass it on to their fetus.  Although the disease is very mild in healthy adults, it can cause devastating illness in the fetus.  Gloves should be worn when working in any areas potentially contaminated with cat feces.  Hands should be washed thoroughly after handling any potentially infected materials. Women who are pregnant or planning children or lactating should discuss the health risks and precautions with can ask to have an antibody test performed by their obstetricians or by Employee Health Clinical Services.  

There are many hazardous chemical agents that should not be used by pregnant women. Risks and guidance are provided in the corresponding Chemical Safety Committee applications. Additionally, exposure to inhaled anesthetics such as isoflurane increases the risk of miscarriage. EHCS can advise on preventative measures to take if working with gas anesthetics is a requirement of your position. Personnel that have concerns about a specific agent or experiment should contact their supervisor or the Chemical Safety office at 713-500-5832 for additional information.

IF YOU HAVE A CHRONIC ILLNESS:
If you are being treated for a chronic illness, notify Employee Health Clinical Services before you have animal contact.  Diseases that lower your immunity, such as HIV infection and cancer, as well as drugs that lower immunity, like prednisone, Humira, and many others, may put you at increased risk of contracting a zoonotic infection. Exposures to certain animal species may be unsafe for you.

DISEASES TRANSMITTED FROM ANIMALS TO HUMANS
Humans do not usually “catch” infectious diseases that affect animals.  However, there are some important exceptions.  Infections of animals may sometimes cause very serious disease in people.  These infections, which begin in animals, but are then transmitted to humans, are called zoonotic diseases, or zoonoses.  In many cases, the animals do not look or act sick.  Although the animals have developed resistance to their own pathogens, humans with no previous exposure to these infectious agents lack protective immunity.  Some zoonotic infections can cause catastrophic illness in humans.  
 
THE FOLLOWING ILLNESSES CAN OCCUR AFTER EXPOSURE TO MANY DIFFERENT KINDS OF ANIMALS:

ANIMAL ALLERGY
Allergy to animals can develop in anyone who has animal contact, or who breathes the same air as animals.  Symptoms of animal allergy include sneezing, red or itchy eyes, hives, and wheezing and shortness of breath.  Report these symptoms immediately to your supervisor and to Employee Health Clinical Services if they occur. Any symptoms that cause difficulty in breathing should be treated in an emergency room as soon as possible. Animal allergy is the most common work-related illness seen in animal workers.

DIARRHEAS
Many species of animals carry both bacteria and protozoa that can cause diarrhea, such as salmonella, shigella, campylobacter, and amoebae.  Report any diarrheal illness that lasts longer than 24 hours. Employees with diarrhea should stay at home until their symptoms disappear. 

RABIES
Rabies is a fatal disease of the brain that is rare in the United States, because of widespread vaccination of dogs and cats against the disease.  At present, animal rabies occurs naturally in the US in raccoons, bats, skunks, foxes, and coyotes.  Rabies can occur in large animals, such as cattle and horses, but is much less common in these species.  All animal workers are eligible for rabies vaccine.  Avoid all contact with any wild species and report any exposures immediately.
 
DISEASES ASSOCIATED WITH SPECIFIC ANIMAL SPECIES: 

If you work with rodents (e.g. mice and rats)
Rodents can carry infectious agents which cause a number of human diseases, including lymphocytic choriomeningitis (a type of brain infection), toxoplasmosis, and rat bite fever.  Wild rodents may carry leptospirosis, plague, and hantavirus infection.  Wild rodent control is an important part of animal care programs.  These species are a common cause of allergic reactions in people.  

If you work with rabbits: 
This species is a common cause of allergic reactions in people.  They can also transmit a mite that cannot live on humans but can cause a rash.    


If you work with nonhuman primates (rhesus and cynomolgus monkeys):
Nonhuman primate facilities have special zoonosis risks, because so many nonhuman primate diseases are transmissible to humans.  Zoonoses from nonhuman primates can sometimes cause very serious illnesses.  Tuberculosis can be transmitted back and forth between nonhuman primates and people.  In all nonhuman primate colonies, TB screening is required for both the animals and the people who work with them.  Common human viruses such as measles and herpes simplex can be a risk to nonhuman primates.  Hepatitis A, B, C, and D/E have been seen in nonhuman primates and can be cross-transmitted between some species of nonhuman primates and people (although not species that we normally use at UTHealth).  

Macacine herpesvirus (B-virus infection) is carried by many Old World monkeys, such as macaques.  B virus is found in otherwise healthy monkeys and often causes no symptoms in the infected animal.  B virus infection can cause a rare, but fatal, brain infection in humans.  Any bite, scratch, eye-splash, mucous membrane exposure, or exposure to any other break in the skin can allow B virus into your body.  The virus is found in monkey saliva, urine, and body fluids; it can resist drying and can be found on surfaces such as cages and floors.  Report all monkey exposures immediately to the supervisor, the veterinarian on call, and Employee Health Clinical Services.

Every area at UTHealth that houses nonhuman primates has a “Macaque Exposure Kit” which provides supplies and instructions for first aid and cleaning of injuries, including instructions for after-hours exposures.  All injuries should be immediately reported to the supervisor, the veterinarian on call, and Employee Health Clinical Services in addition to being reported on a Supervisor’s First Report of Injury form.  First aid procedures are posted in these kits.  If an after-hours exposure occurs, take the after-hours exposure flyer in the kit with you.  Know the location of the kits. The use of protective clothing, including gloves and face shields, as well as the use of chemical restraint when handling nonhuman primates, should help prevent exposures.

Simian immunodeficiency virus (SIV), a relative of the AIDS virus, is found in the African green monkey and other African nonhuman primates. It is used in some research protocols as a model for HIV-like illness.  This virus can infect other nonhuman primates in experimental settings; several laboratory workers in the US have also become infected, although none of these people became ill.
 
If you work with pigs:
Erysipelas in pigs can be transmitted to people as a severe skin infection; pigs showing skin problems should be handled with care. 

If you work with sheep or goats:
Staff working with sheep or goats in the research setting should be aware of potential health risks, primarily the airborne rickettsial organism, Coxiella burnetii (common disease name is Q-fever). These species can be carriers, generally without symptoms. Concentrations of the organism are higher in the birthing products of females such as the placenta; therefore staff involved in fetal research or handling tissues from fetuses or pregnant animals are generally at higher risk. The disease in people has flu-like symptoms and is often misdiagnosed as the flu.  

To minimize the chance of transmission from animals to staff, animals are tested prior to delivery and upon arrival.  In addition, all personnel with exposure to sheep/goats or their tissues/fluids and/or access to the areas where sheep/goats are housed or manipulated will have respiratory fit testing, training, complete a health questionnaire and will have follow-up assessments when there is a potential exposure to a Q fever positive sheep. Personnel should follow posted Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) requirements at all times, wash hands after handling animals, and never wear PPE outside the animal areas.  

If you work with canines (dogs) or cats:
Hookworm and/or roundworms) in dogs and cats can cause visceral larval migrans and cutaneous larval migrans that destroy tissue as they travel through the human body.  Personal hygiene and de-worming practices for dogs limit this exposure. 

If you work with birds and other small animals we have not mentioned yet:
Unusual research animals also pose risks.  Birds have diseases like psittacosis, which can cause fevers and many other symptoms in humans, and avian tuberculosis.  Only inspected and quarantined birds should be used in research studies.


PHYSICAL HAZARDS ASSOCIATED WITH ANIMAL AREAS:

Heavy Lifting - Physically moving items such as cages, cage racks, feed and bedding can cause injury to backs, upper and lower extremities.  Ergonomics can be implemented in daily tasks performed by animal workers in order to reduce their risks from heavy lifting injuries.

Noise - Some animals such as dogs, pigs, and nonhuman primates as well as machine processes such as cage washing can create excessive noise.  Hearing loss from loud environments can occur gradually over a period of years without much notice by the individual. Protect your hearing by wearing ear plugs or muffs in noisy areas.

Slip, Trip, and Falls - Many processes involved with animal care will subject the worker to slippery surfaces such as when mopping floors, maneuvering large items in small spaces, creating trip hazards and situations where falls could occur. Be aware of these hazards and exercise precautions.

New research / new diseases / new questions
The evolution of research developments often involves animal testing.  Every effort to inform you fully about possible health risks as these new experiments are performed is a priority.  Safety guidelines for each project are reviewed to ensure your health is protected.

Questions:
CLAMC 								713-500-7728 (main)
EH&S   								713-500-8100 (main)
									713-500-5832 (24-hour)
Employee Health Clinical Services				713-500-3267
Needlestick Hotline	(24/7)						1-800-770-9206
NHP Exposures if after working hours				1-800-770-9206
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[image: latex gloves]GENERAL RISKS IN ANIMAL AREAS
 	
Latex items such as gloves, masks, etc., can induce sensitization or allergic response.
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Steam and hot water are used extensively for sanitation and sterilization and can cause severe thermal burns.
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Chemicals such as detergents, acidic descaling agents and alcohol can cause chemical burns or toxicity.

[image: ]  Biohazards such as bacteria, viruses, and fungi may cause human infections.

[image: ]Pharmaceuticals such as anesthetics, antibiotics, analgesics, tranquilizing agents and test drugs can be toxic.


[image: ]Heavy items such as animals, feed bags and caging can cause lifting or other ergonomic injuries. 


[image: ]Wet floors of animal facilities, which are mopped frequently, present a hazard of slipping and falling.


[image: ]Carcinogens, radioisotopes and other hazardous test substances must be identified and undergo safety review.
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UV lights (in biosafety cabinets) and lasers can damage eyes.

[image: ]
  Needles, scalpels, and other medical equipment may produce puncture injuries or other physical injuries.

[image: ]
High noise levels from cage wash equipment or loud animals can cause hearing loss.
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