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Low temperature sterilization is for devices and instrumentation that cannot withstand the 

normal temperatures associated with steam sterilization (250F-275F). There are also devices and 
instruments that do not require sterilization and may need to be only disinfected or require High 
Level Disinfection (HLD). 

For sterilization one of the common methods used in healthcare is Ethylene Oxide or 
ETO. ETO is a gas and is registered with the EPA as a fumigant. In industry one use is in grain 
silos to kill insects. It is an effective sterilant and carries specific OSHA exposure and exhausting 
regulations. One draw back is the length of the cycle. Some units require three hours of exposure 
to the gas and twelve hours of aeration for a fifteen hour turnaround time. Unless a small unit is 
used it is not typical for use in the veterinary setting. Gas Plasma sterilization is another form of 
low temperature sterilization that utilizes a Hyrdrogen Peroxide gas that is bombarded with 
Radio Frequencies to create plasma which is the sterilant. These units are very expensive and 
again not practical for purchase by a small vet or medical office. There are third party vendors 
that can provide sterilization services and some local hospitals offer these services.  More typical 
for vet and small medical offices is the need for High Level Disinfection. 
To determine what devices require HLD the instrument and device manufacturers Instructions 
For Use (IFU) must be checked. Prior to IFU’s being available the Spaulding Classification 
system was used to determine what level of disinfection was required. Developed by Dr. 
Spaulding in the 1930’s and 40’s the system broke devices down into categories.  

 
Spaulding Classifications 

Body Contact Disinfection Requirements FDA Device Class 

intact skin low level non-critical 

mucous membranes high level semi-critical 

sterile body cavity sterilization critical 

The guide can still be of use to us in the modern world by guiding us as to how and where 
devices are headed for processing. Today the IFU is more of the standard benchmark due to 
material compatibility and sophisticated electronic components in modern devices.  All products 
used to achieve disinfection and HLD must be used with employee safety in mind and according 
to the manufacturer’s instructions. Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) must be updated and 
readily available to the employees using the products. Adequate spill control procedures and 
possible products associated with it must be on hand. 
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