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The Finality of Death by
Intravenous Infusion

L | Peter-Soi ler .

AL the beginning of TW93 state president FW De Klerk wrote 1o the author,
saving “Twish o intorm you that 1 share with deepest sympathy your concern
wilh the Joss and grievances sultered by the parents and familics involved in the
tragie events o Lregret that Fean be of no Turther” assistanee o yvou.”

For all practical purposes. this callous response represented a tragic
ending to the equally tragie start of a chaim ol events w hich ook place between
[9O0and 1992, 1ois behieved that, during this period. scores of babies and adults
died alter receiving an mtravenous infusion contaminated with bacteria of the
Klchsielha group

Contaminated SABAX Infusions

The tragedy starred i abowt February 1990, when neonates and adulis, who
were being treated with intravenous potassium cocktail and non-potassiom
cocktan ! ifusions, began dying i greater than usual numbers from seplicacmi
associated with the Klebsiella group. The muravenous infusions which were
linked o the chn ol deaths were prepared in the sterile unit of SABAX
laboratonies in Johannesbure. Tothis day. SABAX denies that their intravenous

infusions were, i any way. a contributory Factor o the deaths, despite the Fact

that m some instances it was shown beyond doubt that patients recenved
ifusions contaminated with traces ol bacteria ol the Klebsiclla group.

AL the same tme. deaths were occurring trom similar canses at the Ga-
Rankuwa Hospital. where medical workers who were on strike were being
blamed Tor the deaths of approsimately 35 babies. The chimical symptoms
preceding death were wdentical at all the alfected hospitals, In most cases, the
I CNOUS INTUSTONS Were pul up as o Precattionary measure in premature
habies and Il patients. so thate 1t necessary, drugs could be administered
intras enousky. Within a few hours of infusion., patients showed severe climeal
stgns ol septicaemi whiche despite aggressive antibiotic therapy. progressed
until death.

According to the official stance. apparently none of the health workers
iy olved saw that there was o causal link between all these unaccounted Tor
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deaths. However. evidence was given at the mguest into a few ol the deaths tha
SABAX were warned of the possibility of their drips being the cause of sonmwe
deaths in or about March 1990, 1t s also recorded that SABAX disputed the
abihity ol the Clinie Holdings Group of Hospitais 1o prove their assertion in
court of faw.

More Deaths, No Justice

Although neonatal intensive care units closed. they re-opened alter assurances
were given by the manutacturer that the entire process was found 10 he
acceptable. Alter the units in Johannesburg private hospitals were re-opened.
muore deaths occurred. in what can only be described as a "mini-epidemic”.

Scientifie investigations revealed a number of serious flaws i1 the manu
Facturing process of the potassium cockhiail and non-potassium cocktail infu-
stons, Tewas also found that these products were never terminally heat sterilised
belore administration.

An Inquest Court found that there was no causal link between the
contamination ol the muavenous imfusion and the deaths of the babies. These
findings were challenged, but it proved impossible. without the active assist-
ance of the state, 10 successtully challenge these Imdimgs inasuperiorcourt, The
vast resources ol SABAX made itoverwhelmingly impossible to ensure that an
cllective. Tull or proper inguest ook place,

It remains o proven fact that the intravenous infusions manulactured Iy
SABAX were contiminaied and that paticnts who receiy ed these inlusions and
who ought o have survived their illnesses did not so survive, [0 should be
emphasised that these patients did not only include babies, but imcluded adults
who died From overwhelming Klebsiclla infection during the sime period and
at the same institutions where the infusions in guestion were being supphed.

The doors of justice have now been closed to many Famialies who know
why therr dear ones dicd, These same doors remained closed to so many of the
less privileged members ol society. reliant on the public sector. who were denied
the basie right ol heing properly informed of the circumstances surrounding the
uncxpected complhications and untimely deaths of therr foved ones,

Missing Letters

Why was this medical catastrophe allowed o occur in the first place, and then
permitted to remain clouded i mystigue? How could a society which pretends
1o invoke advanced standards of medicine allow characteristically hackwand
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crrcmmnstances o oceur m s health serviees?

The root causes allowing those responsible for the deaths to escape from
Justice include the tardy supervision and admimistration ol health services by
covernment at its highest level, o gross failure in the proper administration of
Justice in the Tower courts and the grossly madequate performance by the
statutory hody . the Medical Control Council IMCC ). appointed to conrol the
supply. manutacture and distribution of medicines in South Africa.

Can the state honestly deny that the premature deaths in 19900l the babies
al Gia- Rankuwaw ere cynically used Tor political propagandaagainst the nursing
strthe which took place that vear? The state knew., and was told in no uncertaim
teris by the stadTof Microbiology and Pacdiatrics, that the deaths of cach baby
cotthd be Tinked by genctic coding. not o the strike. but o identical intravenous
infusions that were simultancously wrmmating the lives of babies at sophist
cated obstetrie units i eentral Johannesburye and its environs, Letters written by
the academic stall 1o the provineial health authorities and the manulactures ol
the infusions. mysteriously disappeared when they were required for ollicial
purposes. To this day these letters remain ‘nissing’,

Another State, Foreign Deaths

Academic staltor Medunsawho offered to testify at the inquest were reminded’
that they were contractually not entitled 1o make statements in public. except
through a spokesperson of the Transvaal Provincial Administration. Yet. the
South Alvican inguest court found that, even with its wide powers o subpoceti,
it did not have the legal powers to subpoena the medical staft at Ga-Runkuwa

or Medunsa as these stadl were emploved and hived in another state. With the

mvocation of this novel bit ol international Tow . vital seientific evidence was
conveniently withheld from the "ofticial” South Afvican inguest into the deaths
ol the children from the region of southern Alrica. It is strange but true that
Toreien’ professorat Medunsa was actwally asked tobe anassessorat the inguesit.

Inept and Inactive

To add insult to ngury. the MOC has failed 1o publicly proclaim that the Lo
relating o supply and distribution ol scheduled drugs was disregarded. Ths
council was both mept and recklessly inactive. [t chose 1o adopt such o low
profile that even an acknowledgement of correspondence proved o be an
mmpossible ubjective. Teblatantly ignored the need o adhere w basic prineiples
of prescrimng. control ol batch numbers and supervision of drages with a hmited
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Is this baby secure from IV contamination? Photo: Ismail Vawda

shell hile.

Fhe council clearly reluses 1o see isell as a public body answerable o
soCiety, Ihe Bulure of the MCC was vaelbanothe nathmthe colthm ol those intent
on exposing the truth. 1ehas been shown that there is a need in every society o
mantan an independent and reliable body 1o monitor every Facet atfecting the
eeneral mterests ol society. In South Alnca. facing o total breakdown ol its
health services, it should be clear that the MCC, as it now functions. cannot be
expected o play an effective role. With the inevitable polincal change i this
country. there must be a ttal reassessment of the Tunctions of all structures
related o the adequate provision ol medical services

lhe puridical Factors allecting the unfortunate outcome ol this tragic event
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also require comment. Access 1o our courls 1s, inmany instances, restricted to
the very rich or the very poor, This is not acceptable. Justice must become
accessible wall. regardless of race, colour orereed. With erudite and costly legal
advice. those answerable to society for the drip deaths were successiul in
detving the truth,

An unsatisfactory medical malpractice investigatory procedure continues
o thrive. Tois guestionable whether justice in medical matters can, at present, be
achieved in courts other than the Supreme Court.

No Consolation

The Families who escaped the effects of the tragie drip deaths, should ke no
consalation on that account. They should keep i mind the oltused phrase which
savs There but for the grace of God go 17 Medical professionals need 1o stand
uprand be counted every time they come across any medical injustice. Without
the application of such mtegrity. tragedies of this sort will inevitably happen
agam. Lastly., no minister of health or government official in a future South
Alvica should ever be given the unfetiered privilege of writing aletter similar to
that quoted at the beginning of this article. thereby closing the doors ol justice.

Peter Soller iy anr antorney practising in Jolannesbure
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