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Seasonal influenza (the flu) is a contagious respiratory illness caused by influenza viruses. It affects mainly the nose, throat, bronchi and, 
occasionally, lungs. It can also affect the gastrointestinal tract and other systems. Infection usually lasts for about a week and is often
characterized by sudden onset of fever, aching muscles, headache, severe malaise, non-productive cough, sore throat and rhinitis. 
Influenza affects the population in general but it is associated with increased risk of complications when at risk population is infected.
There are three types of influenza virus: A, B and C causing human illness and types A and B are being associated with widespread
outbreaks. Antigenic drift and shift happen from time to time and hence often generating new viral strains. Seasonal influenza outbreaks
are usually caused by sub-types of influenza virus that are circulating among human. In Hong Kong, it is more prevalent in January to 
March and July to August every year.  

Influenza A H1N1 (Human Swine Influenza) is a new influenza virus causing illness in people. This new virus was first detected in people 
in Mexico in March 2009. Human-to-human transmission of Swine Influenza is thought to occur in the same way as seasonal influenza, 
mainly through droplets from coughing or sneezing. People may also become infected by touching objects soiled with influenza viruses
and then touching their  mouths, noses or eyes. The symptoms of Human Swine Influenza are similar to those of human seasonal
influenza and include fever, cough, sore throat, runny nose, muscle pain and headache. Some people infected with Swine Influenza may
also have vomiting and diarrhoea. 

As Hong Kong moves into the influenza peak season, the public should pay more attention to their health. Seasonal influenza can be
prevented through vaccination.  A single vaccine is required each year to stimulate the protective immune response. In young children,
two doses of vaccine are required since their immune systems need to be primed to respond to the influenza virus if they have not been
previously vaccinated. About two weeks after vaccination, a protective response will develop to protect against seasonal influenza virus
infection. However, since H1N1 Swine Influenza viruses are very different from human H1N1 viruses, vaccines for human seasonal
influenza will not provide protection against H1N1 Swine Influenza viruses.   Specific H1N1 Swine Influenza vaccine is developing and
may be available soon.  More information on this vaccine will be available in due course. 

Maintaining good personal  and environmental  hygiene is  essential  for  prevention of  both  seasonal  influenza and Swine Influenza,
namely: 

•                     keep your hands clean and wash your hands frequently  

•                     cover your mouth and nose when you cough or sneeze 

•                     avoid touching your mouth, nose or eyes 

•                     avoid going to crowded or poorly-ventilated places 

•                     wear a mask if you develop respiratory symptoms or fever and see doctor  
                    right away 

•                     stay home if you develop influenza-like symptoms or fever  

•                     get vaccinated when vaccines become available 
  

Various vaccination programs including influenza vaccination (for seasonal flu) are available each year, e.g. 

•                      Hepatitis & Influenza Awareness Campaign – September 2009 

•                      Cervical Cancer Awareness Campaign – October 2009  

For more details, please contact the university clinic at 2358 6670 or email to hkustclinic@pacifichealthcare.com.hk 
  

Additional Health Information  
  

Please refer to the Health Matters website (http://www.ust.hk/healthmatters) to know more about the development and safeguards of
H1N1 (Swine Flu) in HK 
  

 (This article is written by Health Concepts Ltd, the HKUST's medical clinic operator.)  
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The Hong Kong Situation 

The number of reported H1N1 Human Swine Flu cases in Hong Kong has been on the rise lately, reaching over seven hundred new cases in one day.  However, this number is quite misleading in
that it appears to represent only the tip of an iceberg.  First of all, many people who suffer from flu symptoms may not seek medical assistance and just stay home to recuperate.  Then, those who
visit private clinics will not generally be tested to find out if the infection is due to H1N1.  Even for those who seek help from government flu clinics or clinics managed by the Hospital Authority,
normally only the high risk groups such as pregnant women, obese persons, those suffering from chronic illnesses and those with severe symptoms are tested.  With this background information,
one can sense the true magnitude of the spread of the H1N1 virus in Hong Kong.   

The latest surge in the number of reported cases coincides with the commencement of local schools which created more opportunities for school children to congregate and spread the virus. 
Even though the Government no longer closes schools after finding of a single case among students, it comes as no surprise to see reports of primary and secondary school closures due to
finding of school-based outbreaks. The current guideline for school closure is set at an infection rate of about 10% of the student population which could mean around 100 cases in a school. 

  

(Figure from: CHP on 26 September 2009)  

The Situation at HKUST 

At HKUST, we did observe a few sporadic cases after orientation camps.  Fortunately, these cases did not lead to mini-epidemics.  In general, university students are more mature and can better
follow infection control measures by engaging sound personal and environmental hygiene practices.  Also, thanks to many university units for helping to promote infection control measures, for
assisting  to  maintain  facilities  in  good  sanitary  conditions,  and  for  monitoring  development  and  reporting  cases.  The  University’s  Emergency  Management  Task  Force,
(http://www.ust.hk/healthmatters/C1.htm) 

under the leadership of the Vice-President for Administration and Business, has been providing guidance on effective management of this health concern and adopting protocols to address
matters related to administrative arrangements, facility operations, teaching and examination arrangements, etc.     

Always Practice Infection Control Measures 

While members of the HKUST community have limited impact on the H1N1 spread in the HK general community, we can all help curb infection in the community and on our campus by continuing
our vigilance on adhering to infection control measures.  These measures will also help protect ourselves and others:  

-          Pay attention to your health condition, if developing flu like symptoms, promptly wear mask and seek medical assistance 

-          Minimize contact with others if suffering from flu 

-          Clean hands often, never touch eyes, nose and mouth before washing or disinfecting hands 

-          Enhance natural ventilation whenever possible 

-          Maintain a healthy life style 

For further information, please access: 

http://www.chp.gov.hk/files/pdf/Daily_update_on_swine_influenza_bilingual.pdf 

http://www.ust.hk/healthmatters/ 
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The Upcoming Flu Season and Flu Vaccines 

We are already in the autumn season and according to past experience, there will be another peak in the number of flu cases in Hong Kong in the winter months.  It is not unreasonable to expect
that the peak will include cases of both seasonal flu and the H1N1 Human Swine Flu.  We must continue to practice the above-mentioned protective measures to avoid infection.  In fact, we
should form a habit of practicing them all the time as a basic defense to a wide variety of respiratory pathogens, including the seasonal flu, SARS, and avian flu.   

In terms of vaccines, the seasonal flu vaccine for the 2009 - 2010 flu season is already available.  The seasonal flu vaccine contains three inactivated influenza viruses: one A (H3N2) virus, one
regular seasonal A (H1N1) virus (not the 2009 H1N1 Human Swine Flu virus), and one B virus. The viral strains in the vaccine change every year based on international surveillance and scientists'
predictions on the specific types and strains of viruses which will circulate in a given year.  This seasonal flu vaccine does not offer protection against the current H1N1 Human Swine Flu. 

Vaccines for the current H1N1 Human Swine Flu have been under development by vaccine manufacturers in different countries.  They may be available in the market in the next few months. 
Nevertheless, expert opinions on the efficacy, safety, required number of doses, etc. are still  evolving.  Adverse side-effects associated with the H1N1 Swine Flu vaccine used by the US
government  in  1976  have  prompted  scientists  to  be  extra  careful  with  the  vaccines  which  are  scheduled  to  be  available  in  the  market  shortly
(http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/health/Swine_flu/article6797993.ece). 

Stay tuned for further developments!   



HKUST joined the "Wastewise Scheme" in January 2003. The scheme is operated by the Environmental Protection Department (EPD) of HKSAR.  The University was
awarded the first "Gold Wastewise Logo" in 2004 and continues to support the Scheme till now.  In 2009, our efforts in sustaining a green campus under the "Program
on Source Separation of Wastes" were further recognized by EPD of HKSAR.  

In recognizing our green efforts, EPD presented an award of "Model Member" to the University on 20 August 2009.  

 
 

 

Prof YS Wong, Vice-President for Administration and Business and Dr Joseph Kwan received the award from  
Ms Anissa Wong, JP, Permanent Secretary for the Environment/Director of Environmental Protection of HKSAR.     
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Dr Samuel YU of HSEO also introduced our environmental initiatives to industries in the open forum.  

 
(News from: South China Morning Post, Thursday, 20 August 2009) 



 
(News from: Sing Tao Daily, Thursday, 20 August 2009) 

 
(News from: Ming Pao, Thursday, 20 August 2009)  

Our continuing support in sustaining a green campus should become a part of our daily life. 



The nature of science and engineering research calls for exploring what is unknown, and understandably, this kind of activities carries a certain amount of risk.
However, we came very far from the days when the risks of certain hazardous agents are totally unknown to us, and therefore making accident prevention or personnel
protection difficult. Nowadays, we have good ideas, if not hard data, on hazards of most of the hazardous substances, experimental procedures and equipment that are
used in research. Therefore we have no excuse of not applying suitable control measures and protective gears during our work in a laboratory environment. 

So what can researchers do to enhance laboratory safety? 

We can answer this question by looking at three major components of laboratory research activities: 

Research Protocols 

1. Submission of research proposal. Beginning with research proposal to be submitted to granting agencies for consideration, the documented research protocols are
the best place to begin a risk assessment for the planned research work. Given the protocols may change based on findings and the degree of success of original
plans, the protocols or work plans still provide the best written record of the research activities. As required by the University Grant Committee, all research proposals
need to undergo in-house ethics and safety review. This safety review under the Committee on Research Practice is the first instance the principal investigator (PI) is
asked to declare whether certain types of hazardous agents are to be used in the project, and if so, what control measures are in place to protect workers. This is a de
facto risk assessment. For the PIs, when they make the declaration and fill in the review form, it is a good opportunity to look at the project plan from a safety point of
view, and make necessary preparation for the actual work.  

2. Funding confirmed and commencement of research project. When the proposal is funded, PI should make sure the proposed safety measures are actually put in
place to ensure the project can be safely conducted. This is a critical step to ensure what is planned is implemented. HSEO, when notified about successful funding of
projects that underwent safety review, will help to verify that the safety measures are being implemented according to the safety review declaration.  

3. Change in research protocols. When there is a need to substantially change the research protocol, and if the change will affect the use of hazardous agents, another
risk assessment should be conducted by the PI. Any necessary change to safety measures should then be adopted.   

4. Student projects. Work plans of student projects, as already being done in some departments, can also go thru a similar safety review. This will ensure small
projects undertaken by students will  benefit from this risk assessment and management process.  This practice also educates the students about proper safety
procedures and safety management. 

Research Personnel 

1. Science and engineering departments should have a safety induction  procedures to ensure new laboratory workers know what safety training and personal
protective equipment are needed, the availability of safety resources such as MSDSs, the locations and operations of safety features in the laboratory and nearby
areas, and any other department or laboratory specific safety instructions or safe operational procedures. PI and the department should ensure this safety induction is
done diligently.  

2. The safety training courses offered by HSEO only cover general safety principles. They must be complemented by specific safety instructions and hands-on
safety training provided by the supervisors.  

3. When a staff or student completes his/her study or service, a safety clearance at termination must be properly done in a timely manner, so that we can ensure all
project-related hazardous materials or experimental setup are taken care of. Another important part for this exit clearance is to provide a closure to the occupational
health record, if any. 

4. The records of general and hands-on safety training, personal exposure monitoring, any accident investigation, and safety clearance at termination, must be kept by
the department and/or the PI. HSEO also maintains records of occupational health services, such as doctor consultation, physical examinations, etc. provided to
individual lab workers.  

Research Facility and Safety Equipment 

1. Facility planning. Similar to research protocols, it is most effective to integrate safety considerations at the proposal or planning stage. Many pieces of safety
equipment or measures are difficult, if not impossible, to be retrofitted to a research facility. It is therefore imperative to consider hazardous agents that will be used in
any planning of research facility, so that necessary building structure or building services provisions can be planned ahead of time. FMO and HSEO colleagues will all
be glad to help with this effort. 

2. Proper usage and maintenance of safety equipment. Essential safety equipment like fume hoods and biological safety cabinets requires certain skills in their
usage, and must be properly maintained to ensure their effectiveness. Users should always follow the proper usage guidelines, and notify FMO-LS when scheduled
maintenance is overdue. 

3. Proper use of personal protective equipment.  Even though HSEO colleagues can help with recommending suitable personal  protective equipment (PPE),
ultimately the protection can only be effective if the individual uses the PPE properly where necessary. Laboratory supervisors should help to ensure laboratory users
properly use, maintain, and replace PPE where needed. 

4. Self-inspection. Laboratory users should regularly conduct self-inspection of their research facilities to make sure safety measures are in place and functioning

How Researchers can 
Enhance Laboratory 
Safety



properly. HSEO staff can help to suggest self-inspection checklists that can be used by laboratory users. 

In addition, when there are accidents or near misses, laboratory supervisors should conduct investigation and collaborate with HSEO to find out what went wrong, and
laboratory users should all learn from these incidents in order to prevent recurrence.  

The bottom line, as in any other safety programs, is the supervisors and workers must play their roles diligently, so that they can protect themselves and others who 
are in the workplace. We hope all laboratory workers and their supervisors will work together, and with support from HSEO and other concerned units, we can achieve 
and maintain a safe laboratory work environment at HKUST. 



Disposal of unwanted chemical bottles may sound like a mundane routine to many laboratory users.  However, a seemingly insignificant task could all of a sudden become a
contributing factor of a worrying situation which deserves much attention.   

Not long ago, an FMO housekeeping staff was trying to tidy up the garbage hoop in the loading bay between Zones J and H so that the hoop could accommodate more.  Some what
to his surprise, he found an empty concentrated nitric acid bottle in the hoop and he was not wearing appropriate gloves to protect himself.  According to the stock record from the
Center of Laboratory Supplies (CLS), the chemical had only been acquired recently but the barcode on the bottle had been removed and the owner could not be identified.  The
incident was already the second one of its kind within a short period of time.  A comparable incident occurred several months ago in which  a cleaner collected a paper box containing
some air-sensitive chemicals in a service corridor in the laboratory block and disposed it as waste in the same garbage hoop.  The box was left in the service corridor by mistake. 
Since this is a general practice that laboratory users leave all the garbage outside the laboratory for disposal, the cleaner collected the box and disposed it as routine without any
knowledge of the content inside the box. Clouds of white smoke were steaming out of the hoop and HSEO was called for emergency response action.  Fortunately, the barcode label
on the bottle and the chemical labels were intact. All the information needed in order for the emergency response personnel to handle the situation was readily available.  The
situation was resolved promptly without inflicting any serious property damages or personal injuries.  The consequent would have been more serious if the chemicals being disposed
were some highly reactive chemicals instead.   

As demonstrated in both incidents, the janitorial staff is at risks whenever the laboratory users do not follow established procedures for proper disposal of chemical bottle or laboratory
wastes in general.  Laboratory users should clean their chemical bottles and request CLS for collection.  Under no circumstances should the chemical bottles be disposed as regular
waste. As the school term just commenced, this is perhaps a timely reminder to laboratory users, especially the new comers, to follow established procedures for proper disposal of
unwanted chemical bottle and be familiar with general practices regarding handling of laboratory wastes.  You are welcome to contact CLS at extn. 6884 for further details on
collection of empty chemical bottle.   

  

 

Be Considerate! Watch Out  
What You Put Into a Waste Bin 


