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Antimicrobial resistance has been recognized as one of the main
public health problems worldwide and demands prompt actions
from healthcare institutions and policymakers.! The core strate-
gies in the battle against antimicrobial resistance are (1) to discover
new antibiotics that can be safely and efficaciously used in clinical
practice, (2) to optimize the use of currently available antimi-
crobials and (3) to limit the transmission of antibiotic-resistant
microorganisms.> As this is a complex, global and multifaceted
problem it is critical that all core strategies are applied with a “One
Health” perspective, considering human and animal health as well
as environmental issues.

Enterococcus faecium is the first of the microorganisms included
in the ESKAPE acronym, which contains six of the most pri-
ority pathogens for which antimicrobial resistance represents a
clinically-relevant problem.? Fortunately, the rate of vancomycin
resistance among E. faecium isolates in Spain remains below 5% and
outbreaks have seldom been reported.* Nevertheless, vancomycin-
resistant E. faecium (VREF) has a considerable potential to spread
in healthcare institutions and, therefore, to cause outbreaks and
become endemic. Acquainting the epidemiology of VREF is criti-
cal to control its spread. The gastrointestinal (GI) tract of infected
and or colonized patients is the main reservoir of VREF. The num-
ber of patients colonized by VREF significantly exceeds the number
of infected patients since estimated infection:colonization ratio is
10:1.° GI colonization can be prolonged, with a model-estimated
median duration of 26 weeks.® Importantly, enterococci are capa-
ble to persist in hospital environment. The main risk factors for VRE
acquisition are prior antimicrobial use, colonization pressure and
exposure to other patients, devices, other invasive procedures and
contaminated surfaces. Consequently, although infection-control
interventions have to be adapted to the epidemiological setting, fre-
quently a combination of hand hygiene, contact precautions, active
surveillance, enhanced environmental cleaning and antimicrobial
stewardship are necessary to control VRE outbreaks.”
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In this issue, Herrera et al. report how an clonal outbreak
of VREF in a renal transplant unit at an academic medical cen-
ter in Spain was successfully controlled after stringent infection
control measures focusing on patients, healthcare personnel and
environmental issues were applied.” The outbreak report is well
structured, following recommendations endorsed by the ORION
statement and provides input on both, clinical and molecular
epidemiology.® As soon as the outbreak was detected, basic infec-
tion control measures were implemented. Soon after, when active
patient and environmental surveillance showed that VREF was
widespread among patients and the environment, the intervention
was significantly escalated. Room cleaning, which was specifi-
cally monitored, and device cleaning were reinforced. For instance,
increased environmental cleaning staff was allocated to the unit. A
strict visit restriction policy was implemented and, importantly, the
ward was closed to new admissions during a non-specified period.
Following the implementation of these high-intensity measures
only three new VREF cases were detected. No further VREF cases
were identified beyond the third month after the onset of the
outbreak.

This report by Herrera et al. underscores several facts that,
although not unknown, should be emphasized. First, infections are
not conditio sine qua non for an outbreak to be identified. Indeed,
infections caused by multi-drug resistant microorganisms (MDRO)
are frequently said to be just the tip of the iceberg of the epi-
demiological burden to which colonized patients may contribute
to a greater extent. If asymptomatically colonized patients are
not taken into account, it will be more difficult, if even possible,
to control outbreaks.® This might be difficult to understand by
hospital managers, especially when high-impact measures, such
as unit closure or increased staffing have to be implemented, as
they have had in this outbreak. This reinforces the need of solid,
multidisciplinary infection control teams leaded by competent,
well-respected physicians capable of implementing high-impact
interventions when needed, sometimes before clinical events have
occurred. “The earlier the better” is another key principle of infec-
tion control as spread of MDRO is time-dependent. Therefore
active surveillance in high-risk patients or units, and molecular
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epidemiology typing is critical to early outbreak identification and
characterization.’

Despite environmental cleaning and its monitoring are of
paramount relevance to control the spread of MDRO this is per-
haps one of the largest blind spots in infection control and needs
to be addressed urgently.'? Although further research in this field
is definitely needed, there is certainly room for improvement in
the implementation of what we already know it works. Educat-
ing cleaning staff and monitoring environmental cleaning should
be among the competencies of infection control teams, or at least
under their direct supervision, something that is not so straight-
forward, especially when this service has been outsourced. Last
but not least, the report by Herrera et al. underscores the need to
implement bundled interventions for outbreak control.

Although examples of successful outbreak control, such as the
report by Herrera et al, are encouraging for all professionals
involved in the war against the spread of antimicrobial resis-
tance, it should not be forgotten that the need for outbreak
control is the expression of the failure of transmission prevention.
Therefore, proactive prevention of the emergence and spread of
resistance through horizontal implementation of righteous, univer-
sal infection control measures and proper antimicrobial use, are the
straightest paths to victory and, thus, they should be prioritized.
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