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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Contaminated oxygen cylinders for COVID-19 patients: A grave negligence?

Sundus Nasim,! Muhammad Taha Nasim,2 Muhammad Tabish Nasim3

Madam, as of March 2021, COVID-19 has infected more
than 93.3 million people worldwide.! Recently, health
care providers in India have come across another menace
infecting COVID-19 patients: mucormycosis (MCR). MCR is
an opportunistic fungal infection that enters the body
through the inhalation of fungal spores, and it can affect
the skin, sinuses, and lungs. This letter aims to shed light
on the rise of MCR due to substandard care of oxygen
cylinders in Pakistan.

Immense  immunosuppression and  significant
lymphopenia due to COVID-19 increases the patient's
susceptibility to various opportunistic pathogens. Bhatt K.
et al. noted that 85% of COVID-19 patient's laboratory
findings showed a reduced number of lymphocytes,
particularly the CD4+ and the CD8+ T cells. This increases
their predisposition to opportunistic fungal infections
such as MCR." Additionally, free available iron due to low
IL-6 and a hyperglycaemic state due to pre-existing
diabetes provide favourable conditions for the growth of
MCR. The anti-inflammatory use of steroids in COVID-19 is
also another contributor to immunosuppression
favouring MCR growth.2

In a systematic review of COVID-19-associated
mucormycosis (CAMCR) patients by Singh AK et al., it was
found that 101 cases have been reported worldwide, with
81.2% of them from India. The fungus was predominantly
observed in male patients (78.9%), and the majority of the
patients were known diabetics (80%). About 76.3% of the
cases reported corticosteroid intake as a treatment for
COVID-19 infection, and the overall mortality rate was
30.7%.2

After infecting 7,250 patients throughout India, MCR has
made its way to Pakistan, putting additional pressure on
Pakistan's already-fragile healthcare system.3 Dr. Arif Raza,
ENT chief at Khyber Teaching Hospital, stated that 2 of his
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12 patients who underwent sinus surgeries in the last two
months were infected with MCR during or after their
COVID-19 illness. He further stated that the source of this
fungus were the oxygen cylinders used by the COVID-19
patients claiming that fungal spores were found at the
bottom of the cylinder.#

It is feared that if the hygiene standards at the oxygen
supply facilities remain subpar, Pakistan might experience
devastating consequences. Therefore, it is essential to pay
close attention to this emerging problem and take
possible precautions, such as the use of dry oxygen,
maintenance of good glycaemic control, and judicious
use of steroids, to avoid opportunistic fungal infections.>
Furthermore, the concerned authorities should ensure
that necessary measures are taken to avoid a possible
shortage in the provision of antifungal medications.
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