June 22, 2005

Legislators act as hospital admits at least seven contracted Legionnaires'

BY CURTIS L. TAYLOR STAFF WRITER NEWSDAY

State lawmakers are now demanding greater accountability from hospitals to report infectious disease cases to the public as officials at New York-Presbyterian Hospital/Columbia University Medical Center admitted Tuesday that at least seven patients had contracted Legionnaires' disease there during a 14-month span.

Previously, hospital officials said that four patients had contracted the legionella bacteria in 2005, including three in March and one in April.

But less than two weeks after state Health Department officials expressed confidence that the hospital had taken the appropriate steps to safeguard patients and staff from an outbreak, a fifth patient in 2005 contracted the bacteria at the medical center on May 3.

The hospital revealed Tuesday that it also had two cases of Legionnaires' Disease there in March 2004. Two of the seven patients have died as the result of the deadly bacteria. Hospital spokesman Bryan Dotson said no new cases have been reported.

Tuesday, the State Senate acted swiftly and passed legislation sponsored by State Sen. Kemp Hannon (R-Garden City) that would force hospitals to report all infectious disease cases to the state Health Department and make that information available to the public.

But City Councilwoman Yvette Clark (D-Brooklyn) blasted the ongoing state probe at the hospital calling for the federal Center for Disease Controls to take charge.

"It is critical that they get in there and get this situation under control," said Clark, a member of the Council's Health Committee. "You can't have a strain of bacteria that you have been unable to contain and have healthy people going there and coming out dead. The bottom line is we need the highest level of expertise to solve the problem. At what point does it become an outbreak?"

The Daily News reported Tuesday that the hospital had tried unsuccessfully for a year to remove the legionella bacteria from its water pipes but waited until this April to warn patients or staff.

Dotson said that the hospital has taken steps to eradicate the bacteria, including installing new equipment and hypercholorination of the water. Patients and staff are being given bottled water, he said.

"We do view this matter very seriously and we are taking all necessary measures to ensure the safety of our patients,"

Dotson said. "We have been and are continuing to work closely with the city and the state departments of health." Robert Kenny, a spokesman for the state Health Department, said their investigation continues.

In an unrelated development, a second investigation into legionella bacteria found in the water supply at Harlem Hospital was closed earlier this year after the problem was corrected. No patients were infected in that case, state health officials said.

Legionnaires' disease causes pneumonia-like symptoms and was first identified in 1976 in Philadelphia at a convention of American Legion members, which gave the disease its name. Although it can be fatal, medical experts say it is treatable. 
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June 19, 2005

Legionnaires' Is Cited in Death at Hospital

By THE NEW YORK TIMES 

Legionnaires' disease contributed to the death of a man who was undergoing treatment at NewYork-Presbyterian/Columbia hospital in April, according to a report by the city medical examiner. 

The man, Richard Montesano, 63, is the second patient found to have died at the hospital after contracting the disease, which is caused by the Legionella bacteria. 

Four patients became infected from tainted water in the hospital's Milstein building in March. Another man, whose name was not released, died of the disease that month, an autopsy showed. The other two patients recovered, the hospital said.

Hospital officials had said they did not believe Legionnaires' disease caused the death of Mr. Montesano.

Legionella bacteria can be transmitted through heating and cooling systems, and have been detected in at least three city hospital buildings since March. The medical examiner said that Mr. Montesano, who was hospitalized for heart problems, was thought to have contracted a bacterial infection after a catheter was inserted into his arm. He died April 13. 

The medical examiner's office said on Friday that Mr. Montesano died because of "septic complications following treatment for congestive heart failure," and that the legionella bacteria were a "contributing factor" to those complications.

A spokeswoman for the hospital declined to comment yesterday. 

April 2005

NYC Hospital, 2 Deaths, 
A hospital in New York City has reported four cases of Legionnaires' to the health department since last month. Two of the patients have died, although the hospital has not confirmed Legionnaires' disease as the cause.  One of the patients, a 63-year-old man, checked into the hospital last month for a procedure intended to sustain his life while he waited for a transplant. On 4 April, his family members were told he had Legionnaires' disease. He died nine days later. Although the source of contamination has not been identified, it’s interesting to note that his wife reported having used hospital tap water to fill the humidifier that was connected to his breathing mask. The New York State Department of Health is investigating the deaths. Source: The Journal News.com
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