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Introduction

J. M. MEDLOCK
Eastern Hospital, Homerton Grove, London E9 6BY

THE corner stones upon which the control and
treatment of infectious disease have been built are
isolation, immunization and chemotherapy. The
need to prevent dissemination of infection as a
rational procedure amongst the mumbo-jumbo of
irrational therapeutics was acknowledged in the
fourteenth century by the Knights Hospitallers of
St John of Jerusalem in Rhodes by the construction
of single rooms and separate sewage systems (Hume,
1938). In Britain, the distinctive dress and clapper to
identify the leper when he left the lazar house are
part of history and the disappearance of the disease
from this country by the seventeenth century may be
a tribute to the effectiveness, if not the humanity, of
these measures. In the absence of widespread im-
munization, isolation remained of paramount
importance to the community health until the
twentieth century when the decline of the major
epidemic diseases followed by the introduction of
specific anti-microbial drugs suggested to the unwary
that the solution of the problems of transmissible
infection might be in sight. To think that these
problems, which have been with man as long as man
himself, should be so easily solved was naive and the
appearance of transferable antibiotic resistance, the
recognition of highly lethal and infectious viral
diseases unresponsive to chemotherapy and, in
particular, the continuing presence of bacterial cross-
infection in intensive care units, operating theatres,
etc., have emphasized the need for a firm restatement
by those who treat infection of the basic techniques
for the prevention of cross-infection, long under-
stood and applied by infectious diseases physicians.

In the past, emphasis has been placed on the need
to prevent the infectious patient infecting others.
With the increasing use of immunosuppressive drugs
has come the realization that the immuno-compro-
mised patient must sometimes be protected from the
microbes of those who attend him. In the first
section of the proceedings of the British Society for
the Study of Infection 1975 symposium, 'Modern

Concepts of the Prevention of Infection', we are
fortunate to read of P. C. Trexler's development of
isolators for such patients, and then of their use in
practice by those who have experience of them.
The second section is devoted to the subject of

chemoprophylaxis. In some respects the word itself
implies therapeutic failure for if our techniques for
the prevention ofcross-infection could be guaranteed,
and if initial therapy was always successful, drug
prophylaxis would be unnecessary. In recent years,
however, the attempt to keep the well patient well or
the immuno-compromised patient free of infection by
the use of anti-microbial drugs has been widely
practised with varying success. Three important
aspects are discussed in the section.

If there has been controversy over the use of anti-
microbial drugs and doubt in the minds of some of
the importance of isolation, there is no denying that
a vaccine which is effective and safe should be used
to protect the public against infectious disease. It is
sometimes forgotten, however, that those who care
for the infectious patient may need protection. This
is achieved by the use of sensible protective ward
techniques together with immunization. Some
aspects of the latter are dealt with in the third
section. The immunization scene is a changing one.
The success of the World Health Organization
programme for the eradication of smallpox deserves
wide acclaim. The controversy over whooping cough
vaccine might be better keyed in low profile until
more precise knowledge of the hazards and efficacy
of the vaccine is available. In the meantime there are
other diseases, including some the aetiology of
which is only now being suggested as microbial,
against which vaccines might be developed. Prospects
for new vaccines are considered in the last contri-
bution.
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