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Abstract

Background and Aim: Multi drug resistant Non fermenting gram negative bacilli (NFGNB) have
emerged as a major cause of health-care associated infections especially in immunocompromised
hosts. The aim of the study was to investigate the prevalence of NFGNB as a cause of health-care
associated infections (HAI) in cancer patients and determine their resistance pattern. Patients and
Methods: During the study period, 158 NFGNB isolates were collected. Microscan Walk Away 9 was
used for identification and testing for the metallo-B-lactamases (MBLs) was done by Imipenem-
EDTA combined disk synergy test (CDST-IPM). Results: NFGNB represented 29.0% of infections
caused by gram negative organisms. Carbapenem resistance, the multi-drug resistant (MDR) phe-
notype, and MBL production were documented in 70%, 63%, and 59% of NFGNB isolates, respec-
tively. MDR-NFGNB rates were significantly higher among hospitalized patients, medical depart-
ment and those with longer duration of hospital stay (p = 0.034, 0.026, 0.019; respectively) than
non MDR-NFGNB. Conclusion: A high level of carbapenem and multi-drug resistance were detected
among the non-fermenter pathogens isolated from hospitalized cases and were more frequently
encountered in high risk adult cancer patients requiring longer duration of hospitalization. The
MDR-NFGNB are constituting important causes of health-care associated infections in cancer pa-
tients.
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1. Introduction

Non fermenting gram negative bacilli (NFGNB) are taxonomically diverse group of pathogens emerging as a
major cause of health-care associated infections (HAI) especially in immunocompromised hosts and patients
with malignant disorders [1]. Currently, an increased frequency of serious infections caused by these organisms
is reported with a significant contribution to in-hospital mortality [2]. The proper identification of NFGNB up to
the species level together with monitoring their susceptibility patterns are mandatory for proper management of
infections caused by these pathogens. The antibiotic susceptibility patterns may change with time and may vary
from hospital to hospital [3]. Thus, surveillance of the local pattern of HAIs is needed in order to guide appro-
priate selection of empiric therapy [1].

Carbapenems are considered the last resort for treatment of critically ill patients in ICUs and high risk wards
[4]. However, the emergence of increasing frequency of carbapenem-resistant gram negative bacteria, including
Pseudomonas aeruginosa and Acinetobacter species, is a threat for medical practice especially in the middle-
east region [5]. The resistance to these compounds is mediated by a combination of different mechanisms; with
enzymatic hydrolysis, mediated by carbapenemases being the most important mechanism of resistance. Carba-
penem hydrolyzing enzymes can be divided into two main sub types; Serine g-lactamases (Ambler class A and
D) and metallo-g-lactamases (MBLs) (Ambler class B) [6].

Metallo-S-lactamases are one of the most worrisome resistance mechanisms because in addition to limiting
treatment options, their genes are carried on highly mobile elements, allowing easy dissemination [6]. Strains
producing MBLs are recorded to be responsible for prolonged HAIs outbreaks associated with serious infections
[4]; together with higher morbidity and mortality [7]. Rapid detection of MBLs is essential. This could help to
modify therapy and to initiate effective infection control to prevent further dissemination [5]. Thus, we aimed to
investigate the prevalence of NFGNB as a cause of health care associated infections in cancer patients and de-
termine their pattern of resistance.

2. Patients and Methods

This study was conducted at the Microbiology unit of Clinical Pathology Department of National Cancer Insti-
tute (NCI), Cairo University in Egypt, during the period from January 2012 to May 2013. This institute is a ter-
tiary care center receiving an average of 20,000 new cancer cases per year and draining cases from all over the
country. The study was approved by the ethical committee review board of NCI, Cairo University with obtain-
ing consents of patients. All the data collected during this study were kept confidential.

2.1. Data Collection

The medical records of the patients infected with NFGNB were reviewed for the following data including age,
gender, ward of isolation, department (medical or surgical), prior hospitalization, date of admission, duration of
hospital stay before onset of infection, clinical site of infection, and clinical outcome within one month of the
infectious episode.

2.2. Microbiology

A total of 158 non-duplicate NFGNB were isolated out of 544 gram negative organisms cultured from various
clinical samples of adult (>18 years) cancer patients. All specimens were collected aseptically and were trans-
ported within 2 hours to the laboratory. The isolates were identified according to microscopic examination and
cultural characters and identification was done by using Microscan Walk Away 96, Gram-negative panels. The
antibiotics panel included amikacin, amoxicillin-clavulanic acid, aztreonam, cefepime, cefotaxime, cefoxitin,
ceftazidime, ceftriaxone, ciprofloxacin, gentamicin, imipenem, levofloxacin, meropenem, piperacillin-tazobac-
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tam, tobramycin and trimethoprim-sulfamethoxazole. Results were interpreted according to Clinical and Labor-
atory Standards Institute (CLSI) guidelines [8], and polymicrobial infections were documented. The isolate was
considered as multidrug resistant (MDR), if resistant to more than two classes of antimicrobials (> 3 classes) [9].

Imipenem-EDTA Combined disk synergy test (CDST-IPM): Test organisms were inoculated on to plates
with Mueller Hinton agar. Two 10 pg imipenem discs (Oxoid, UK) were placed on the plate, and appropriate
amounts of 10 pl of EDTA solution (0.5 M) was added to one of them. The inhibition zones of the imipenem
and imipenem-EDTA discs were compared after 24 hours of incubation at 37°C. The difference of >7 mm be-
tween the inhibition zone diameter of the imipenem-EDTA disk and that of imipenem disk alone was considered
to be positive for the presence of MBLs [4].

Statistical analysis: Data was analyzed using IBM SPSS advanced statistics version 20 (SPSS Inc., Chicago,
IL, USA). Numerical data were expressed as mean and standard deviation or median and range as appropriate.
Qualitative data were expressed as frequency and percentage. Chi-square test or Fisher’s exact test was used to
examine the relation between qualitative variables. All tests were two-tailed. A p-value < 0.05 was considered
significant.

3. Results

In one and a half year duration, 544 gram negative organism were isolated from microbiology specimens of
adult cancer patients; out of which NFGNB were isolated from 158 samples. This accounted for an isolation rate
of 29.0%. Acinetobacter baumanii (A. baumannii) was the most common NFGNB isolated (51.9%), followed by
Pseudomonas species (45.6%), Stenotrophomonas maltophilia (S. maltophilia) (1.3%), Burkholderia cepacia (B.
cepacia) (0.6%) and Aeromonas hydrophila (A. hydrophila) (0.6%). The demographic data and clinical charac-
teristics of patients infected with NFGNB are summarized in Table 1. The mean age of patients was 48 + 16.5
years; with 70% of cases spending > 7 days prior to infection.

Antimicrobial susceptibility of NFGNB is shown in Figure 1. The results of antimicrobial susceptibility tests
of NFGNB showed that 63% of isolates were MDR (n = 100). Table 2 shows the comparison of demographics
and clinical characteristics of the cases included in the study between resistant and susceptible groups. Resistant
NFGNB were significantly more encountered among female gender, medical department, inpatients, patients
with longer duration of hospital stay and A. baumannii isolates, with a p value 0.039, 0.026, 0.034, 0.019,
<0.001; respectively. Other risk factors including age, prior hospitalization, clinical sites of infections and poly-
microbial infections did not significantly differ between both groups, p-value 0.856, 0.593, 0.573, 0.672; respec-
tively. The MBL phenotype was detected in 59% of all NFGNB isolates (93/158), by the CDST assay; in 83%
of imipenem resistant isolates (85/102) and 14% of imipenem sensitive strains (8/56). The MBL positive isolates
were significantly more frequently resistant to the other antibiotics (MDR) than MBL-negative isolates (82% of
MDR-NFGNB [82/100] versus 38% of non MDR-NFGNB [11/58], respectively, with a p-value < 0.001.

Crude mortality: The crude mortality was recorded in 50 patients among the 158 cases infected by NFGNB
(32%). According to statistical analysis, being infected by MDR-NFGNB was significant predisposing factor for
the outcome of patients (82% [n = 41], p = 0.004).

4. Discussion

In the present study, NFGNB constituted 30% of gram negative pathogens isolated from different clinical spe-
cimens of adult cancer patients in one and a half year duration. Similar figures were recorded [7], whilst higher
figures (50%) were also reported [4]. The wide spread use of antibiotics and other chemotherapeutic agents has
a major role in the increased frequency of infection by these organisms due to disruption of the normal flora [10].
Pseudomonas and Acinetobacter are the most commonly isolated NFGNB human pathogens [1] [11] [12]. In the
present study, NFGNB isolates were A. baumannii, Pseudomonas species, S. maltophilia, B. cepacia and A. hy-
drophila in 52%, 45.6%, 1.3%, 0.6%, and 0.6%, respectively. In a similar study, Pseudomonas species was the
most commonly isolated NFGNB (70%), followed by Acinetobacter species (30%) [12]. These differences in
the rate of infections may be partly related to the type of host requiring more invasive procedures and partly due
to inadequate adherence to infection control policies among different health care settings. Frequent occurrence
of hospital infections with A. baumannii is often related to antibiotic misuse or overuse and also due to its ability
to persist in hospital environment. In case of A. baumannii infections, its long life span in hospital premises
renders its eradication very difficult [13].
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Table 1. Demographic data and clinical characteristics of NFGNB infections.

Parameter Total number Percentage (%)

Age, years

18-40 55 348

41-64 70 443

>65 33 20.9
Gender

Male 83 52.5

Female 75 475
Department

Surgical 116 734

Medical 42 26.6
ICU admission

No 118 74.7

Yes 40 253

Prior hospitalization
No 106 67.1
Yes 52 329

Hospitalization
Inpatient 150 94.9
Outpatient 8 5.1

Duration of hospital stay before onset of infection, days

<7 48 30.4
7-29 78 49.4
>30 32 20.2

clinical site of infection

Blood 11 7.0
Respiratory tract 61 38.6
Urine 5 3.2
Wound swab 81 51.3

Causative organism”

A. baumannii 82 51.9

Pseudomonas species 72 45.6

S. maltophilia 2 1.3

B. cepacia 1 0.6

A. hydrophila 1 0.6
Mixed bacterial infections

No 7 48.7

Yes 81 51.3
Outcome

Alive 108 68.4

Dead 50 31.6

“A baumanii = Acinetobacter baumanii, S. maltophilia = Stenotrophomonas maltophilia, B. cepacia = Burkhol-
deria cepacia, A hydrophila = Aeromonas hydrophila.
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Table 2. Comparison of demographics and clinical characteristics between MDR-NFGNB
against non MDR-NFGNB.

Non-MDR (n = 58) MDR (n = 100)

No. (%) No. (%) SRR
Age, years 0.856
18 - 40 (n = 55) 18 (33) 37 (67)
41 - 64 (n = 70) 29 (41) 41 (59)
>65 (n = 33) 11 (33) 22 (67)
Gender 0.039
Male (n = 83) 38 (46) 45 (54)
Female (n = 75) 20 (27) 55 (73)
Department 0.026
Surgical (n = 116) 46 (40) 70 (60)
Medical (n = 42) 12 (29) 30 (71)
Prior hospitalization 0.593
No (n = 106) 36 (34) 70 (66)
Yes (n =52) 22 (42) 30 (58)
Hospitalization 0.034
Inpatient (n = 150) 52 (35) 98 (65)
Outpatient (n = 8) 6 (75) 2 (25.0)
Duration of hospital stay before infection, days 0.019
<7 (n=48) 26 (54) 22 (46)
7-29(n=78) 25 (32) 53 (68)
>30 (n=32) 7(22) 25 (78)
Clinical sites of infections 0.573
Blood (n = 11) 327 8 (73)
Respiratory tract (n = 61) 19 (31) 42 (69)
Urine (n =5) 2 (40) 3 (60)
Wound swab (n = 81) 34 (42) 47 (58)
Causative organism <0.001
A. baumannii (n = 82) 8 (10) 74 (90)
Other NFGNB (n = 76) 50 (66) 26 (34)
Mixed bacterial infections 0.672
No (n=77) 27 (35) 50 (50)
Yes (n=81) 31 (38) 50 (50)
Outcome 0.004
Alive (n = 108) 49 (45) 59 (55)
Dead (n = 50) 9 (18) 41 (82)

p values <0.05 are considered significant.
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Figure 1. Antibiogram of NFGNB isolates.

The clinical site of infection is an important epidemiological indicator [9]. Surgical site infections were the
most common site of infections in the present study, followed by lower respiratory tract infections. Similar re-
sults were previously reported [12]. Of the 158 NFGNB pathogens isolated, polymicrobial growth was detected
in 51% of the specimens. Polymicrobial infections were also reported in 50% of NFGNB isolates of hospitalized
patients [1]. It is evident that cancer patients are more liable to mixed infections. This could be explained by the
nature of operations undergone in cancer patients requiring more invasive procedures in contaminated areas, like
colorectal, urological and head and neck cancers; besides their immunocompromised status. Also, NCI is a ter-
tiary cancer center draining cases from all over Egypt, so patients might have acquired colonization with
NFGNB prior to admission to NCI. Polymicrobial infections have important implications on the clinical course
of the disease including limiting the selection of antimicrobial therapy and worsening the response to treatment,
especially when it involves pathogens commonly exhibiting antimicrobial resistance [14].

Longer duration of hospital stay and surgical intervention are important risk factors for infection with
NFGNB [12]. In our study, 73% of the patients infected with NFGNB were from surgical wards, 70% of pa-
tients spent more than one week before onset of infection and 95% of isolated NFGNB were recovered from
hospitalized patients. Similarly, 85% of patients infected with NFGNB were hospitalized [11]. This clarifies the
impact of health-care associated infections in acquisition of these types of pathogens. Age seemed to be another
risk factor for acquisition of NFGNB infections in the present study, as 65% of patients infected with NFGNB
were above 40 years. It was also documented that 72% of patients infected with NFGNB were above 45 years
[3]. This finding could be due to the fact that cancer is a disease of old age [15].

Carbapenem resistance has become a serious therapeutic problem worldwide [5]. In the current study, high
levels of resistance among NFGNB isolates were detected to carbapenems and also to the different antibiotics
tested. In general, high rates of MDR are increasingly reported worldwide limiting the options of treatment in
high risk patients [1]. High rates of MDR (63%) were reported in the present study. The evolution of MDR is
relatively fast, as the main driving force is lateral gene transfer, a process influenced by a wide range of mobile
genetic elements. Integrons have often been found in plasmids and/or transposons that enhance the spread of re-
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sistance genes [16]. In the current study, MDR were significantly higher among females, hospitalized patients,
medical department and those with longer duration of hospital stay; p = 0.039, 0.034, 0.026, and 0.019, respec-
tively. These findings emphasize the role of hospitalization in acquisition of MDR-NFGNB. Similarly, female
gender and longer duration of hospital stay were risk factors for acquisition of resistance in NFGNB [17] [18].
Thus, it is evident that resistance to carbapenem and other broad spectrum antibiotics becomes a threat in high
risk adult cancer patients whenever longer duration of hospitalization is needed.

The MBL phenotype was detected in 59% of all NFGNB isolates by the CDST assay in the current study; in
83% of imipenem resistant isolates and in 14% of imipenem sensitive strains. Similarly, 73% of the imipenem
resistant NFGNB were MBL producers [5]; however lower rates of MBLs among imipenem resistant NFGNB
were also recorded [4]. It is evident that MBLs are increasingly recognized among imipenem resistant isolates,
and they also exist in imipenem susceptible isolates. These carbapenem susceptible organisms with hidden MBL
genes can spread unnoticed in hospitals if such isolates are reported as sensitive without screening for the pres-
ence of MBLs. The treatment of these organisms poses a serious therapeutic challenge as these strains are most
often resistant to multiple drugs [19]. The detection of MBLs among imipenem sensitive isolates was reported in
some studies with varying percentages [19]. Remarkably, MBL positive isolates were significantly more fre-
quently resistant to the other antibiotics (MDR) than MBL-negative isolates (p < 0.001). A higher prevalence of
more resistance was observed in a similar study in MBL positive A. baumannii and P. aeruginosa isolates for all
antibiotics except colistin. Since MBL genes are carried on plasmids, this may explain the higher prevalence of
co-resistance to other antibiotics found in MBL-positive isolates [5].

Thus, non-fermenter gram negative pathogens constituted 30% of gram negative organisms isolated from
clinical infectious specimens of adult cancer patients in one and a half year duration at National Cancer Institute,
Cairo University. Non fermenters were primarily isolated from surgical site infections followed by lower respi-
ratory tract infections confirming the role of hospitalization and surgical intervention in transmission of these
pathogens. Polymicrobial infections were detected in 50% of NFGNB isolates of patients. A high level of car-
bapenem resistance and multi-drug resistance were encountered among the non-fermenter pathogens. The MDR
phenotype was significantly more detected in hospitalized patients, medical department and those with longer
duration of hospital stay. It could be concluded that antimicrobial resistance to carbapenems and other broad
spectrum antibiotics becomes a threat in high risk adult cancer patients requiring longer duration of hospitaliza-
tion. Also, MDR-NFGNB are constituting important causes of health-care associated infections in cancer pa-
tients that are associated with high rates of crude mortality.

Further studies are recommended to characterize the specific factors subjecting cancer patients to be more at
risk of these pathogens and also to assign the main lines of preventive measures to control such infections with
the changing medical practice towards more invasive procedures.
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