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Bacteria Study Gives New Meaning to 'Dirty Money'
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ORLANDO (Reuters Health) - A dollar may not go as far as it used to, but it could buy you a trip to your local hospital.

``Paper currency is commonly contaminated with bacteria and this may play a role in the transmission of potentially harmful organisms,'' concludes Dr. Peter Ender of the Medical Center at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio. Findings from his study into the true filthiness of ``filthy lucre'' were presented here Wednesday at the annual meeting of the American Society for Microbiology.

It stands to reason that paper money, passed hand-to-hand dozens of times a day, might pick up some bacteria along the way. But just how dirty is our money? To find out, Ender asked cashiers at two Dayton, Ohio retail outlets--a concession stand at a high school sports event and a grocery store--to exchange 68 old one-dollar bills for crisp new ones. They then took the old bills back to the lab for analysis.

According to Ender, 64 (94%) of the bills were contaminated with bacteria known to cause either serious or mild illness. ''Five bills (7%) were found to be contaminated with bacteria which can cause infections in healthy people,'' he reported. Those bacteria included Staphylococcus aureus and Klebsiella pneumoniae, both of which can cause pneumonia or blood infections.

Fifty-nine bills were contaminated with bacteria that are usually harmless in healthy individuals, but can still trigger serious illness in those with depressed immune systems, such as individuals undergoing various types of medical treatment or those with HIV.

Speaking with Reuters Health, Ender said the fact that we get a bacterial bang for our buck comes as ``very little surprise'' to infectious disease specialists. ``The surprise,'' he said, ``may be the wide diversity of organisms detected and the high percentage of contamination.''

He stressed that real health risks to the average consumer are pretty low, adding that US dollar bills may be no more or less covered in microbial goo than, say, doorknobs, pens or computer keyboards. But Ender points out that, unlike many objects, ``money tends to move'' and US currency, especially, ''finds its way into all areas of the world.''

The real threat, he speculated, would be that paper money may serve as a vector for the global spread of disease. ``With the rapid dissemination of money in the era of drug- resistant bacteria, perhaps a resistance clone could be spread from one geographic location to another,'' Ender explained.

So besides yelling ``charge it!'' what can each of us do to keep our greenbacks from turning us green? Not much, it seems. ''Frequent hand washing is always a good idea,'' Ender said, ''particularly when caring for sick or hospitalized patients.''

