VA San Diego Healthcare System

Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee

Policy for Aseptic Technique for Surgery on Rodents


This policy applies to all survival surgical procedures performed on rodents at the VASDHS.  Any request for deviation from this policy requires approval from the IACUC for each protocol before procedures begin.

This policy is based on The Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals and accepted veterinary practice.  The IACUC and VMU veterinary staff can help you with specific recommendations for maintaining asepsis for your procedures.

Aseptic Technique:
Aseptic technique must be used.  This requires the surgeon to act in a manner that ensures that sterile items remain sterile.  Any item that touches a non-sterile item is no longer sterile.  Any non-sterile item that is held above a sterile field will contaminate that sterile field. 

Surgery Area:

1. The area used for surgery must be clean, uncluttered and in a well-designated/differentiated area.   No other procedures may be done in the same designated area while surgery is being performed. Location should be in a low traffic area.

2. The designated surgical area must be disinfected. A clean bench pad should be used.

3. Positioning devices and all surfaces surrounding the surgery area must be non-porous and easily sanitized.

4. Animals must be shaved and prepped in an area separate from the surgery area.

Instruments and Devices:

1. Instruments and devices used for surgery must be initially sterilized and remain contamination free during the surgery.

2. Instruments may be sterilized by any of the following means:

a. Steam autoclaved within a steam-permeable wrapper at 121 C for a minimum of 15 minutes or at 131 C for a minimum of 4 minutes.  

b. Dry-heat sterilized using a validated protocol for time and temperature. 

c. Soaked in a sterilizing chemical for the full amount of time for which the product is labeled as a sterilant.  (Glutaraldehyde products are not permitted at the VASDHS)

d. Exposed to Ethylene Oxide or other sterilizing chemical vapors for the full amount of time recommended by the sterilizer manufacturer for the material to be sterilized.

3. All devices used for surgery including tubing, implants, sutures and staples must be sterile at the time of use.  The methods listed above for sterilizing instruments may be used or the items may be purchased as sterile and maintained in a sterile condition for the entire time of use. 

4. If instruments used for assembly-line procedures are kept in a sterile condition, rinsing or wiping with sterile alcohol between animals is acceptable.  If they are not, a hot bead sterilizer is recommended for sterilizing the tips of instruments between patients.

Preparation of the animal’s surgery site (skin preparation)

1. Hair must be removed from the animal’s surgery site.  Hair may be clipped using a #40 or equivalent clipper, plucked or chemically depilated.  A margin of at least 2cm in each direction of the intended incision is recommended if possible according to anatomical location.

2. The skin must be disinfected using a povidone-iodine or chlorhexidine-based surgical solution.  Scrub solutions containing soap are difficult to remove and are not recommended for rodents.  Alcohol may be used as part of the skin preparation but cannot be the sole means of skin disinfection.

3. A sterile cloth, paper or plastic drape must be used if it is likely that instruments or devices used for surgery may contact the unprepared area of the animal or unsterile surfaces.

Surgeon preparation and required coverings

1. A surgical mask that covers the nose and mouth is required to be worn by the surgeon. Exceptions may be granted by the IACUC if other protective devices approved by the IACUC are used.

2. The surgeon must wear a head cover to keep any hair from falling onto the patient or hanging above the patient.  People who do not have head hair are excepted from this requirement.

3. The surgeon must thoroughly wash hands, using an antibacterial hand soap.

4. The surgeon must wear gloves.  

a. Sterile gloves must be worn if the gloved hands will touch any part of the animal’s prepared surgical site, the internal tissues of the animal or any part of instruments or devices (including sutures) that will touch the prepared site or internal tissues of the animal.

b. Non-sterile exam gloves may be used only when the surgeon’s hands Will Not touch the animal’s prepared surgery site, any part of instruments or devices (including sutures) that will touch the prepared site or the internal tissues of the animal.

c. Gloves must be disinfected or changed between animals. Alcohol is not considered a surgical level disinfectant for these purposes. Chlorhexidine or betadine solutions may be used.

5. The surgeon must wear a clean lab coat or scrub top while performing surgery.
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I have read the above and agree to comply.
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