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1. Purpose
To ensure every reusable dental instrument is cleaned, disinfected, inspected, packaged, sterilised, stored, and tracked by a validated process, so that no instrument used on a patient can transmit infection from a previous patient.
2. Scope
All reusable instruments, handpieces, and devices at every surgery. Single-use items are never reprocessed. Applies to every staff member who handles instruments at any stage.
3. Definitions
1. Reprocessing — the full sequence from point-of-use to sterile storage
1. Decontamination room — the dedicated room with a one-way dirty-to-clean flow; instruments never move backwards
1. Class 5 (integrating) indicator — a chemical indicator placed inside every pack that responds to time, temperature, and steam together
1. Biological indicator (BI) — a spore test that proves lethality of the cycle; run weekly and after any repair
1. Load — one autoclave cycle; identified by date, cycle number, and autoclave
4. Point of Use and Transport
1. Immediately after use, gross debris is wiped from instruments with a damp gauze; sharps are handled with forceps; instruments are placed in a closed, labelled, puncture-resistant container
1. Instruments are kept moist (enzymatic pre-soak spray or foam) if cleaning will be delayed beyond 30 minutes
1. Containers are carried to the decontamination room dirty zone without stopping; instruments are never left in a surgery sink
5. Cleaning and Disinfection
Cleaning removes the soil that would otherwise shield organisms from the steriliser. It is the most important step and the one most often shortened.
1. Preferred: automated washer-disinfector, validated cycle, instruments opened and racked so all surfaces are exposed; cycle printout retained
1. Alternative: ultrasonic cleaner with enzymatic detergent at the manufacturer's concentration and time, followed by rinse; the ultrasonic is foil-tested weekly and the solution changed at least daily
1. Manual cleaning only where automated methods are unavailable: heavy-duty gloves, eye protection, long-handled brush, under the water surface to avoid splashing; never in a hand-hygiene sink
1. Handpieces are cleaned and lubricated per the manufacturer's instructions, then sterilised; they are never wiped-and-reused
1. After cleaning, every instrument is inspected under magnification and good light for residual soil, damage, or corrosion; any soiled instrument is re-cleaned; any damaged instrument is withdrawn
6. Packaging and Sterilisation
1. Instruments are packaged in pouches or wraps validated for steam sterilisation, with a class 5 indicator inside every pack and an external process indicator on every pack; hinged instruments are open; packs are not overfilled
1. Each pack is labelled with the autoclave, load number, date, and contents; labels are applied before the cycle
1. Sterilisation is by a type B (vacuum) steam autoclave for wrapped and hollow items at 134°C for the validated hold time; a type N autoclave is used only for unwrapped solid instruments for immediate use
1. Each load is recorded on DENT-STR-01-F01: date, cycle number, operator, contents, cycle printout attached, external indicator checked, and the operator's signature releasing the load
1. Daily: a Bowie-Dick / helix test before the first load on a type B autoclave, recorded. Weekly: a biological indicator, incubated and recorded on DENT-STR-01-F02. After any repair, relocation, or failed test: three consecutive BI passes before use
7. Failed Cycle or Indicator
Any failed cycle, failed daily test, failed external indicator, or failed BI: the autoclave is taken out of service and labelled; every load since the last passed test is identified from the log, recalled from storage, and reprocessed; instruments already used on patients are identified and the Principal Dentist decides on patient notification and lookback under DENT-GOV-08; the cause is found and fixed; three consecutive BI passes are required before return to service. The event is recorded as a nonconformity.
8. Storage and Use
1. Sterile packs are stored dry, in closed drawers or cabinets in the clean zone, away from sinks and splash, rotated first-in-first-out, and used within the validated shelf life (normally 12 months for pouches if intact)
1. Before opening at the chairside, the clinician checks the pack is dry and intact and that the external indicator has changed; after opening, the class 5 indicator is checked before the instruments touch the patient — a pack whose internal indicator has not changed is not used and the load is investigated
1. A wet, torn, or dropped pack is not sterile and is returned for reprocessing
9. Training, Validation and Audit
Every staff member who reprocesses instruments is trained on this SOP and assessed as competent by observed practice at induction and annually (DENT-HR-02-F01). The autoclave and washer-disinfector are validated on installation and re-validated annually by a competent engineer with certificates retained. The Practice Manager audits the logs weekly and observes the full process quarterly; results are reported to management review.
10. Distribution of Responsibilities
	Task
	Principal Dentist
	Practice Manager
	Decontamination Lead
	Clinician

	Approval of this SOP
	Final
	Prepare
	
	

	Cleaning, inspection, packaging, sterilisation, logs
	
	
	Responsible
	

	Daily and weekly tests
	
	Verify
	Responsible
	

	Failed-test recall and lookback decision
	Responsible
	Coordinate
	Execute
	

	Chairside pack checks before use
	
	
	
	Responsible

	Annual validation and quarterly observation
	
	Responsible
	
	


11. Accompanying Documentation
	Code
	Title

	DENT-STR-01-F01
	Autoclave Load Record

	DENT-STR-01-F02
	Biological Indicator Log

	DENT-DUWL-01
	Dental Unit Waterline Infection Control

	DENT-IPC-01
	Infection Prevention and Control Programme

	DENT-GOV-08
	Nonconformity and Corrective Action

	DENT-HR-02-F01
	Individual Training Record
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