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Letter to the Editor

Assay of antibacterial drugs using Bacillus
stearothermophilus
fn the description of the rapid micro-
biological gentamicin assay (Wahlig and
Holt, 1976) it is suggested thattheBacillus
stearothermophilus method could have
wide applications. It is also suggested that
the method is simple, accurate, and fast in
both technical time and result. We have
investigated this method and do not agree.

Sixteen specimens of serum spiked with
known amounts of gentamicin were pre-
pared from either known potency material
or were samples used in previous quality
control surveys: they ranged from 125
mg/l to 20 mg/I. The specimens were
assayed by the acetylase method (Haas
and Davies, 1973) or by the method des-
cribed by the instructions in the Merck
Refobacin-Test.

Using the same analysis as used in the
Public Health Laboratory Service quality
control survey (Reeves and Bywater, 1975)
the mean per cent error plus two standard
deviations was 33 3 for the microbiological
test and 21-3 for the acetylase method.
Thus the microbiological method would
fall into the 'poor' group.

There were other problems using the
high temperature method: (a) there was a
tendency for the media to dry out; (b)
getting the plates to float was not very
easy; (c) the high humidity led to excess
moisture being present and on several
occasions the discs were washed off; (d)
we found that the method took two hours
to perform before incubation and con-
siderable technical expertise was needed to
set it up; (e) in our hands, no growth was
visible for four hours in comparison with a
total time to perform the acetylase method
of 11-2 hours.
We feel that this method cannot be

recommended. It has little or no advantage
over the acetylase method or other rapid

microbiological techniques (Shanson and
Hince, 1977).

R. WISE

J. M. ANDREWS

Department of Medical Microbiology,
Dudley Road Hospital,

Dudley Road,
Birmingham B18 7QH,

UK
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The authors have commented as follows:
It is difficult to account for the wide range
of error in the results of Drs Wise and
Andrews using the high temperature
method described by us; in our individual
hands and in those of several experienced
colleagues in both Germany and the UK,
much greater accuracy has been regularly
attained during the performance of many
hundred, even thousands, of clinical
assays by this procedure.

We are also surprised by the technical
difficulties met by Drs Wise and Andrews.
In our hands the plates, plastic of course,
float readily on water, growth appears
quite obviously well within three hours,
and during this time the plates do not
become excessively damp nor do the discs
float off. The length of preparation time
required by these workers seemed to us
very excessive and may be attributable to
their unfamiliarity with this method. The
obvious advantages of the high tempera-
ture method are not mentioned in their
letter.
When writing this paper we recognised

that the method and its variations reported
by us would probably appear unorthodox
and even heretical to some workers;
microbiological assay procedures, of
which we have between us over 50 years'
continuous clinical experience, are notori-
ously subject to personal views and
prejudices. Nevertheless we felt that a
simple and rapid method, however
unusual in technique, which gave reliable
and accurate results in our and other
experienced hands, should be available for
workers in the field.

R. J. HOLT
Department of Microbiology,

Queen Mary's Hospital for Children,
Carshalton, Surrey, UK
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