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NRC eyes nuke medicine misuse

By David Stoeffler
Environmental reporter

Concerns about nuclear power
plants may get the headlines, but a re-
cent federal report suggests that Wis-
consin residents should turn some al-
tention to mishandling of radioactive
medicines by state hospitals

A recent Nuclear Regulatory
Commission report — @ncompassing
medical uses of radiation at some
2200 medical centers nationwide —
indicates that hospitals sometumes
use the wrong dose or the wrong drug
when diagnosing or treating patients;
that is, when they doi't have the
wrong patient.

At least 37 patients in Wisco' sin
hospitals were treated incorre .y
during the period between Jan. 1,
1981, and June 30, 1982, the report said.
That included one in-state patient
given an inaccurate therapeutic dose
of radioactive iodine.

More than 800 patients nationwide
were given wrong treatments during
the same period.

While the NRC said this repre-
sents less than ~ne in every 100 pa-
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tients, the agency report indicated
concern about personnel errors and
mislabeling of radioactive drugs.

Nearly 30 percent of the mistakes
involved administration to the wrong
patient, often because a patient an
swered to the wrong name.

The report does not list mistakes
by individual hospitals However,
Russell Marabito, an NRC spokes-
man in Chicago, said that none of the
nearly 115 licensed hospitals in Wis-
consin have been fined or repn-
manded during the last two years for
misuse of medicines.

All of Madison's hospitals have nu-
clear medicine departments.

Most of the mistakes reported in-
voived the use of radioactive medi-
cines for diagnosing patients. In diag-
nosis, a radioactive material may be
given to a patient as a tracer. X-rays
of where the material coliected could
show various problems or tumors.

Of the treatment misiakes, 14 in-
volved radioactive tho i py, such as
the use of 1odine isolopes [or thyroids
or cobalt radiation for breast or brain
cancer. One of those therapy errors
involved a Wisconsin hospital
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In that case, a palient was 1o re-
ceive a capsule of radioactive iodine
with a dose of 5.4 millicuries. Instead,
a capsule with just 0.392 mulicuries of
radioaclivilty was administered.

The capsule given was supposed to
have been thrown away, bul was
being kept in storage while its radio-
actlivity decayed

As a resull, the patieni needed a
new dose of iodine, meaning the pa-
tient received more radiation than
was necessary.

Therapy mistakes at licensed hos-
pitals in other states included:

v Giving a dose of radioactive io-
dine to the wrong patient. The
woman, who did not speak English,
was misidentified. A language barrier
was cited by the hospital, even though
the patient was accompanied by an
interpreter.

v Allowing a radiation source 10
slip undetected from an apphcator
used in treatment of cancer of the
cervix. The source was iater found in
the patieni's bed About four weeks
later, a smail lesion appeared on the
¥ an's butiock

# Causing soft tissue damage to
the neck of a patient by giving a 12

h

percent overdose of iridium.

v Overloading an applicator
used in {reating cancer of the ulerus,
resulting in radiation three tmes the
prescribed dose. No evidence of ab-
noi malities of the vagina were dis-
covered.

v (Overexposing a patient with
cobalt in tteatment of a brain tumor,
resuiting i an “unduly brisk scalp
reaction” by the patient. Treatments
were stopped unul the scalp returned
to normal.

Based on these reports, the NRC
estumated that about 13 percent of the
licensed hospitals would report at
jeast one misuse of medicines annual-
ly.

Since the problems covered in this
report, many hospitals have proposed
improvements in handhng of drugs
and correctly identifying patients, the
NRC said.

The report, prepared by the NRC
Office for Analysis and Evaluvation of
Operational Data, also criticized hos-
pitals for failing to fully detail prob-
lems with radioactive medicines it
said about one-third of the reports
contained insufficient information.




