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POLICY:  This policy provides practical information that can be utilized by all clinical staff for the pre-sterilization of equipment, safe operating, and appropriate maintenance of the autoclave.
PURPOSE:  This policy provides guidance on the sterilization process to ensure client safety and best practice in the sterilization of equipment and use of the autoclave as well as preventative and scheduled maintenance procedures.
Autoclaving is a process used to destroy microorganisms and decontaminate biohazardous waste from instruments by using high pressure and high temperature steam for sterilization.  There are potential risks to the operators which include:

· Heat burns from hot materials and autoclave chamber walls and door;
· Steam burns from residual steam coming from autoclave and materials on completion of cycle;
· Hand and arm injuries when closing the door; and
· Body injury if there is an explosion.
To ensure the health and safety of staff using the autoclave, it is important for each department to maintain their autoclave per manufacturer’s instructions and to train staff in their proper use.

PROTOCOL:  (insert AGENCY name) clinical staff will be trained in the operation of the autoclave and follow the manufacturer’s recommendations for proper maintenance to ensure not only their safety, but also to ensure that equipment is correctly sterilized. 
PROCEDURE:

1. Safety Practices of the Autoclave:
a) Follow manufacturer’s instructions for loading, operating, maintaining, cleaning, and performing quality assurance checks.
b) Before using the autoclave, check inside the autoclave for any items left by the previous user that could pose a hazard.
c) Clean the drain strainer before loading the autoclave.
d) Load the autoclave properly as per the manufacturer’s instructions (do not overload).
e) Make sure the door of the autoclave is fully closed and latched when in use.
f) Make sure the correct cycle for the material is selected.
g) When the cycle is complete, open the door slowly. Keep your head, face, and hands away from the opening.
h) Do not autoclave items containing corrosives, solvents or volatiles, or radioactive materials.
2. Prepare and Package Items Needing Sterilization:
a) Thoroughly clean instruments first by rinsing with water.
· Use of personal protective equipment (PPE) shall be worn for handling and cleaning contaminated instruments.
b) Pre-clean with appropriate cleaning product.
· If detergent based, ensure that it is mixed to the correct in-use dilution.
· Avoid prolonged soaking; soak for the amount of time recommended by the cleaning agent’s manufacturer.
c) Clean.
· Completely submerge items during the cleaning process to minimize aerosolization of microorganisms and assist in cleaning.
· Remove gross soil using tools such as brushes and cloths.
· Inspect brushes and other cleaning equipment for damage after each use, and discard if necessary.
· Clean, disinfect, dry, and store tools used to assist in cleaning after each use, or else discard.
d) Rinse.
· Rinse all equipment thoroughly with water after cleaning to remove residues which may react with the disinfectant/sterilant.
e) Dry.
· Follow manufacturer’s instructions for drying of the device.
· Instruments may be air-dried or dried by hand with a clean, lint-free towel.
· Dry stainless steel instruments immediately after rinsing to prevent spotting.
f) Post cleaning.
· Visually inspect instruments to ensure cleanliness and integrity of the device.
· Repeat cleaning on any item that is not clean.
· Follow the manufacturer’s guidelines for lubrication.
· Those instruments requiring lubrication shall be lubricated prior to sterilization.
g) Package in autoclave wrap or pouches.
· Use of heat-sensitive tape on the autoclave wrap provides monitoring which indicates the load has undergone an effective steam sterilization process and indicates the proper temperature has been reached.
· If the heat-sensitive tape does not turn brown (indicating the load did not undergo proper sterilization process) the load must be reprocessed.
· Autoclave pouches have a color sensor strip on the outside of the pouch which also must turn brown to indicate the package was effectively sterilized.
· Write the date, batch number that day, employee initials, and label contents on the wrap or pouches to be sterilized.
3. Loading the Autoclave:
a) Do not mix unwrapped and wrapped items, or sterilized and non-sterilized items.
b) Do not overload.
c) Close and latch door firmly.
4. Operating the Autoclave: 
a) Follow individual autoclave manufacturer’s operating instructions.
b) Press ON/Standby button.
c) Refer to Standard Cycle Parameters to select the proper sterilization program time and temperature.
d) Select and press the appropriate sterilization program button.
e) Press the START button.
f) If the autoclave is not working properly discontinue using immediately.

· Post sign alerting others not to use the autoclave.

· Contact the service company responsible for maintenance of the autoclave.
g) Address any error messages; make corrections and reprocess the instruments.
5. Unloading the Autoclave:
a) Allow the load to cool down to room temperature.
b) Examine the load items for: 

· Any signs of compromised packaging integrity; and
· Change to brown color of the heat-sensitive tape or pouch color strip.
6. Recordkeeping: (for example see Attachment 1)
a) Entries must be placed on the log form each time the autoclave is used.
b) Entries should include operator’s name, date, and time.
c) Log forms should be kept by the autoclave for easy access.
d) Log maintenance and repairs into log forms.
7. Monitoring:
a) Monitoring of the autoclave should be performed routinely using:
· Mechanical indicators;
1) Assessment of cycle time and temperature after each load.
· Chemical indicators; and
1) Affixed to the outside of each pack; changes color when sterilization parameters are present for each package.
· Biological indicators (e.g., Attesttm biological indicators, spore-strip biological indicators).
1) Sterilizer should be monitored at least weekly. 

2) If sterilizer is used frequently (several loads per day) daily use of biological indicators may be indicated.
3) Consider sending a processed pack or pouch to a laboratory for culture to verify sterility.
8. Contingency Plans:
a) If autoclave does not operate as expected, do not attempt to fix the problem.

· Record the problem on the log form.
· Notify (insert name) to report the problem.
b) Burn emergency.
· If you are burned, seek medical treatment as soon as possible.
· Burns to the face, third degree burns, or burns over large area should be treated as emergencies.
· Minor burns should be treated using first aid procedures.
· Regardless of the degree of severity, report the burn to (insert name) as an occupational injury.

9. Maintenance:
a) Preventative and scheduled.
· Follow the manufacturer’s recommendations for routine maintenance and cleaning. 
· Daily: clean door gasket with a soft cloth.
· Weekly: 
1) Clean the tray holder and trays with a cleaning agent and water and a soft sponge.
2) Clean and descale the chamber and reservoir with a descaling agent.
· Clean the outer parts of the autoclave with a soft cloth.
TRAINING:
1. All users must become familiar with the manufacturer’s operation manual prior to the use of the autoclave.
2. All users must be trained before operating an autoclave.  
3. All training should be documented and records should be maintained in the lab with other safety training records.
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