
CYTOTOXIC HEALTH AND SAFETY 
 
Cytotoxic drugs are also known as antineoplastic drugs or cancer chemotherapy drugs. The drugs 
that are used at Abbey House Veterinary Hospital are listed separately. Material Safety Data Sheets 
(MSDS’s) are held for each of the drugs used.  
They are administered by injection, infusion, or as tablets or capsules, by mouth. 
 

HEALTH HAZARDS 
 
Many cytotoxics are extremely irritant and may cause severe local reactions on direct contact with 
the skin, eyes, and mucous membranes. They may also be absorbed into the body through the skin if 
not removed by washing.  
 
Three other routes of entry to the body exist: 

 Inhalation. May occur following the creation of aerosols and airborne dust 
 Ingestion. This is unlikely if good hygiene measures are followed 
 Self injection. Also known as needle-stick injuries 

Procedures are designed to minimise exposure from all four sources. 
 
All accidents and incidents where they may be a concern about health and safety must be 
documented in accordance with RIDDOR. The accident book is kept in the first aid cupboard. 
 
Anyone with a query or concern about their own safety or the safety of others should contact the 
health and safety officer Jane White RVN, in the first instance. 
 

PREPARATION OF CYTOTOXIC DRUGS 
 
Injectables.  
 
All injectable drugs are to be prepared in the Class2 microbiological safety cabinet located in the 
chemotherapy room.  

ONLY PERSONS TRAINED IN THE USE OF THE CABINET SHOULD USE THIS EQUIPMENT. 
 A list of trained personnel will be maintained and posted in the chemotherapy room.  
 
Tablets and capsules.  
 
These should be prepared in the chemotherapy room. They should not be crushed or split. The drug 
dose should be rounded down to the nearest tablet size, or the dose schedule adjusted.  
Labels should bear the warnings “DO NOT CRUSH” and “WEAR GLOVES WHEN HANDLING”. 
They should also bear either a “CYTOTOXIC” label or a strip of cytotoxic warning tape.  
All drugs should be placed in a paper pharmacy bag with a chemotherapy guidance leaflet. Gloves 
should alsways be supplied.  
 
Personal Protective Equipment. (PPE) 
 
PPE must be worn at all times during preparation, administration, when handling waste from 
chemotherapy patients and when dealing with spillages. An impervious gown and powder free 
gloves (purple nitrile, or brown nitrile as supplied in Helapet® packs) and goggles must be worn by 



both vet and nurse involved in the administration of cytotoxic drugs to patients. Gloves must cover 
the gown sleeves. Additionally impervious sleeves should be worn during preparation of injectables. 
PPE should be removed before leaving the chemotherapy room and disposed of in the chemo room 
waste bin (Yellow bag). 
 

ADMINISTRATION OF CYTOTOXIC DRUGS 
 
It is expected that all patients will be treated in the chemotherapy room. There may very 
occasionally be exceptions to this rule but there must be a valid case for treating animals in any 
other part of the practice.  
 
No food, drink or chewing gum is to be stored or consumed in the chemotherapy room.  
Contact lenses must not be adjusted or applied in the chemotherapy room. 
 Lip salve should not be applied in the chemotherapy room.  
 
Following administration 
 
Part used vials of cytotoxic drugs may be labelled with patient and owner details, and the date of 
opening of the vial and placed in the fridge in the chemo room. The vial spike should not be 
removed. 
 Used syringes and other administration equipment must be disposed of in the cytotoxic waste bin. 
Any sharps should be placed in the purple top bin in the cyto cabinet. The animal should be returned 
to its kennel, and all surfaces should be wiped with the routine daily cleansing solution.   
PPE can then be removed and placed in the waste bin. Goggles should be wiped clean and replaced 
in the cupboard. All persons using the room should then wash their hands with soap and water 
before leaving the chemo room.  
Unused tablets and capsules should be returned to the pharmacy.  
Empty vials and bottles, and all disposables in direct contact with the drug being given should be 
bagged in a cytotoxic disposal bag, sealed and disposed of in the cytotoxic waste bin kept in the 
chemo room.  
 

SPILLAGE. 
 
Spillage includes any contamination that arises during the storage, handling, transport, preparation 
and administration where there is a major break in the containment of cytotoxic drugs. It will involve 
heavy contamination of a work area. It does not include contamination of a kennel with urine or 
faeces, or other body fluids from a patient receiving chemotherapy. It is important that all staff 
understand the definition of spillage in this context.  
 

In the event of spillage the following procedure should be followed: 
The person discovering the spillage should deal with the contamination and evacuate the room.  
Further entry to the chemo room should be prevented. A “SPILLAGE” notice should be placed in on 
the window of the door.  
Special PPE is located in the spill kit located in the chemo room 
Take a few moments to decide the best course of action…do not make the situation worse by hasty 
ill-thought actions.  
Follow the guidelines on the poster displayed in the chemo room.  
Following clearing of a spillage staff should take a shower and consult a doctor if there has been and 
skin contact.  
A record of the spillage must be made in the accident book and reported the HR in cases of personal 
contamination 


