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Description

Field of the invention

[0001] The present invention relates to the sterilization of phases comprising gases and/or vapors and suspended
particles. The invention is directed to a device for sterilization of streams of the mentioned matter.

Background of the invention

[0002] As various pathogenic microbes and substances are being treated in dedicated facilities, such as laboratories,
research facilities, hospitals, glove boxes and other special containment areas, and also in equipment for biowaste
destruction, it is of increasing importance to ensure that none of these agents escapes outside such facilities or equipment
at any time during the various processing stages. Autoclaves are typically used for sterilization of various media, equip-
ment, tools and waste materials.
[0003] During use of such equipment or facilities, gases and vapors, typically air and steam, are led both into the
facility and out of it. A particular case is the exhaust from an autoclave used for sterilization. During an operational
process, the autoclave goes through various cycles of evacuation and repressurization, whereby the risk of still viable
hazardous agents escaping through an exhaust channel is obvious, in particular during the early stages of the process
when the specified sterilization temperature has not yet been reached. To decrease this risk, filters are often arranged
in the exhaust line. An effective way of ensuring that the exhaust stream is sterile is to provide an incinerator in the
exhaust line, but open flame incinerators are not easy to operate and not cost-effective, and they pose other risks.
[0004] Sterilization in the context of the present discussion includes the killing of microbes including bacteria and
viruses so as to render them non-pathogenic, as well as the destruction of other biological agents that may cause harmful
effects. Exhaust fluids in this context mean gases which are non-condensable under the normal operational conditions
of the device to which the exhaust line is connected, such as atmospheric gases, as well as condensable vapors, and
also any particles suspended in these, and which exit a facility or equipment in order to be sterilized in accordance with
the invention.
[0005] In International patent application WO2008/105696, a device and process for treating an autoclave exhaust
stream are disclosed. The invention disclosed in WO2008/105696 is based on the arrangement of two filters in series
in the exhaust line, and a heater between the filters for evaporating condensate that tends to form in the line. With the
use of the heater, the condensate can be driven through a hydrophobic filter which will not allow liquid water through,
and the condensate can also be heated to sterilization temperature.
[0006] In international patent application WO 98/16263 are disclosed a method and apparatus for sterilizing air to be
used for e.g. pneumatic medical instruments, cleanrooms and aircraft cabins. The device comprises a replaceable filter.

Summary of the invention

[0007] In order to ensure maximum sterility, according to the present invention a device has been developed in which
exhaust fluid from equipment or a facility for treating biologically active material is heated to a temperature at least
sufficient to kill or denature hazardous agents, and conveyed through a filter which is heated, preferably by the fluid, to
essentially the same temperature. The relevant temperature is maintained during operation in both the fluid and the
filter. Since the filter is dimensioned to trap microbial agents like bacteria and viruses and the temperature of the filter
surfaces is sufficient for sterilization, microbial agents are bound to come into contact with said surfaces and a very high
degree of sterilization certainty is reached.
[0008] According to the invention, a device is provided which has a body, an inlet port, a space provided with a heat
source for heating a fluid flowing through the space which comprises a meandering channel for ensuring effective heat
transfer, at least one metal filter unit which can be heated to the desired fluid temperature which is at least 400 °C, and
an exit port for fluid which has passed through the filter unit(s).
[0009] The filter unit or units are seamlessly joined to the body of the device by welding without the use of gaskets.
Eliminating the gaskets makes possible the utilization of temperatures in excess of 600 °C.

Brief description of the drawings

[0010]

Fig. 1 is a longitudinal section of a device according to the invention.

Fig. 2 is a schematic view of a tubing arrangement associated with the device according to the invention.
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Detailed description

[0011] In the following, the invention is described in detail with reference to the attached drawings. Fig. 1 shows a
longitudinal section of a device according to the invention. Fluid enters through inlet port 1, which is connected via
suitable tubing to an exhaust port of e.g. an autoclave or a device for the destruction of biological waste. The inlet port
leads to the inside of a heating section 2, which comprises heating rods 3. These are preferably resistive metal heating
elements connected to an electrical supply unit 4, the details of which are not shown but well known to the skilled person.
As is understood by the person skilled in the art, the device for heating the fluid may be in any form which ensures
adequate heating of the fluid and is compatible with the process according to the invention. The heating section 2 is
provided with baffles 5 in order to form a meandering channel ensuring advantageous conditions for heat transfer. The
distance between the heating elements is based on the maximum flow of the fluid.
[0012] The outlet 6 of the heating section leads to a filtering section 7, in which is provided a filter unit 8. A single filter
unit is shown in Fig. 1, but arrangements involving several parallel units are also possible. The pore size is 0.1 mm or less.
[0013] Preferably, the material of the filter unit is stainless steel. Other metal alloys may be used as required, taking
into account the desirability to obtain a seamless, welded structure.
[0014] Suitable metal filter units are available from e.g. the Pall Corporation, NY.
[0015] During operation, the filter unit is essentially in thermal equilibrium with the heated fluid flowing through it.
According to a preferred embodiment of the invention, the thermal equilibrium is achieved by including in the process a
preconditioning stage, during which a vacuum pump pulls sterile, filtered atmospheric air through the heating and filter
section. In Fig. 2, a setup involving a device according to the invention is shown. Vacuum pump 16 is connected to line
9. During the preconditioning stage, valve 10 is open, allowing filtered ambient air to flow through the device 11, while
valve 15 is closed, preventing fluid from entering the heating and filtering section from source 17, which may be e.g. an
autoclave chamber. Heating section 2 is operable and the temperature of the flow is monitored at a measuring point 13
in the heater but upstream of the filter and at a measuring point 14 downstream from the filter. From the temperature
difference between these measurements, the filter temperature can be deduced as the filter unit is heated by the air
flow flowing through it. Only when the filter unit has reached its operating temperature, i.e. when the temperature values
at measuring points 13 and 14 are acceptable, valve 10 may be closed and valve 15 opened, allowing the flow to be
sterilized to enter the device.
[0016] With the filter unit at operating temperature, agents entering the device encounter already in the heating section
a temperature which is normally sufficiently high to eliminate the viability of bacteria and viruses, and to effect degeneration
of biologically active structures like pyrogens and prions where applicable. The relevant temperature is determined by
the skilled person according to the conditions and biological agents involved in each case. The fluid temperature at the
downstream end of the heating section is above 400 °C; preferably above 600°C.
[0017] Finally, surface contact with the filter unit or units at essentially the same temperature ensures that no viable
harmful agents are released to the atmosphere.
[0018] After the fluid stream has passed through the unit, it may be cooled by spraying water into the stream through
a nozzle, or in any other suitable way, as is known to the skilled person.
[0019] The device according to the invention may be used for sterilizing a fluid leaving a processing device or facility,
but it may also be used for decontamination of inflowing fluid to a facility or apparatus if necessary.

Example

[0020] The efficiency of the device for sterilization according to the present invention was tested. The device used in
the tests corresponds to that shown in Figure 1. Biologically active endotoxin (E. coli O55:B5 Endotoxin) was fed into
the device and the endotoxin concentration was measured from the outcoming fluid. Biologically active endotoxin was
measured using a validated kinetic chromogenic Limulus Amebosyte Lysate assay (Kinetic-QCL; Lonza, Walkerswille,
MD, USA). The pore size of the filter unit was 0.1 mm. Five different tests with different test arrangements were performed
as follows;

I. The endotoxin was fed through the heating unit, the filter unit was taken off - with heating (420°C);

II. The endotoxin was fed through the heating unit - no heating;

III. The endotoxin was fed through the heating unit and the filter unit - no heating;

IV. The endotoxin was fed through the heating unit and the filter unit - with heating (420°C);

V. The endotoxin was fed through the filter unit - no heating
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[0021] The test results are shown in Table 1 below.

[0022] As can be seen from Table 1, the device for sterilization of a fluid phase according to the present invention
combines two effective sterilization operations (heating and filtration). The arrangement provides redundancy, since
effective sterilization occurs even if one component, heating or filtration, would fail.

Claims

1. A device for the sterilization of a fluid comprising gas, suspended particles and possibly vapors, said device com-
prising

- a body having inlet (1) and exit ports, said body comprising

a heating section (2) having a space for conveying the fluid in intimate contact with heated surfaces (3),
said space provided with baffles (5) forming a meandering channel;
downstream from said heating section, a filtering section in which is provided at least one metal filter unit
(8) welded to the body;

said filter unit(s) being heatable to at least 400 °C by the heating section, and having a pore size of 0.1 mm or less.

2. A device according to claim 1, further comprising temperature sensors upstream and downstream relative to the
filter unit(s).

Patentansprüche

1. Vorrichtung für die Sterilisierung eines Fluids, das Gas, suspendierte Partikel und möglicherweise Dämpfe aufweist,
wobei die Vorrichtung aufweist:

- einen Körper mit Einlass- (1) und Austrittsöffnungen, wobei der Körper aufweist
einen Heizabschnitt (2) mit einem Raum zum Befördern des Fluids in engem Kontakt mit erwärmten Oberflächen
(3), wobei der Raum mit Ablenkplatten (5) versehen ist, die einen schlängelnden Kanal bilden;
strömungsabwärtig von dem Heizabschnitt einen Filterabschnitt, in dem wenigstens eine Metallfiltereinheit (8)
an den Körper geschweißt ist;

wobei die Filtereinheit(en) durch den Heizabschnitt auf wenigstens 400°C erwärmbar ist/sind und eine Porengröße
von 0,1 mm oder weniger haben.

2. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, die ferner relativ zu der/den Filtereinheit(en) strömungsaufwärtige und strömungs-
abwärtige Temperatursensoren aufweist.

Table 1. Test results

Test # I II III IV V

Heating section(* + + + + -

Filter unit(* - - + + +

Heating (420°C) yes no no yes no

Endotoxin concentration of the outcoming fluid(** 0 360 EU/ml 0 0 0

*) The presence of the heating section and/or filter unit in the device: yes (+), no (-)
**) Zero (0) means that no endotoxin was present in the outcoming fluid
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Revendications

1. Dispositif pour la stérilisation d’un fluide comprenant un gaz, des particules en suspension et éventuellement des
vapeurs, ledit dispositif comprenant :

- un corps doté d’une admission (1) et d’orifices de sortie, ledit corps comprenant :

une section chauffante (2) dotée d’un espace pour acheminer le fluide en contact intime avec des surfaces
chauffées (3), ledit espace étant pourvu de chicanes (5) formant un canal sinueux ;
en aval de ladite section chauffante, une section filtrante dans laquelle est disposée au moins une unité
de filtre en métal (8) soudée au corps ;

ladite unité ou lesdites unités de filtre (8) pouvant être chauffées jusqu’à au moins 400°C par la section chauffante,
et ayant une taille de pores de 0,1 mm ou moins.

2. Dispositif selon la revendication 1, comprenant en outre des capteurs de température en amont et en aval par
rapport à l’unité ou aux unités de filtre.
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