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A new biphasic medium consisting of a 7H11 agar slant and brain heart infusion broth liquid phase has been
used for the past 10 months at the University of California at Los Angeles for isolation of Mycobacterium avium
complex from blood. In 12 patients whose blood cultures were grown on this medium, the median time for
isolation of M. avium complex was 7 days (range 6 to 15 days) compared with 21 to 27 days on a fungal medium
and 28 to 38 days on routine blood culture medium. The system has provided a reliable and rapid way to obtain
morphology and rapid identification of colonies produced from blood samples of patients with acquired
immune deficiency syndrome, who are at high risk for M. avium complex mycobacteremia.

Routine blood cultures are probably the most important
single type of specimen submitted to the microbiology
laboratory for examination (6). Prompt isolation and accu-
rate identification of the etiological agents of septicemia
remains one of the most pressing functions of the laboratory.
Although blood cultures are commonly used for the isolation
of bacteria and fungi, they are seldom used for the isolation
of mycobacteria. Although a variety of media are available
for the detection of bacteremia (1, 3, 9, 10, 17, 20) and
fungemia (2, 16), only recently have systems been evaluated
for the isolation of mycobacteria from blood (7, 14). Re-
quests for blood cultures for mycobacteria are seldom made
because acid-fast bacteria grow slowly and mycobacteremia
is rare (15).

Patients with acquired immune deficiency syndrome
(AIDS), who often develop Kaposi’'s sarcoma, Pneumocys-
tis carinii pneumonia, and other opportunistic infections,
often also develop disseminated Mycobacterium avium com-
plex (MAC) infections before death (5, 8, 18). Because of the
high incidence of disseminated MAC infection (23), we have
designed and tested a blood culture system for rapid isola-
tion of mycobacteria from blood. No efficient system for
mycobacterial blood cultures has been available before (11,
13), but recently a lysis centrifugation blood culture tech-
nique has been used to isolate mycobacteria (7). This report
describes our experience with a new biphasic medium that
provides rapid and reliable means of isolating MAC from the
blood of patients with AIDS.

The solid phase of the new biphasic system consists of the
modified 7H11 oleic acid albumin agar (4, 12), and the liquid
phase is brain heart infusion (BHI) broth. For the prepara-
tion of the solid phase, 25.0 g of 7H10 agar base (Difco
Laboratories, Detroit, Mich.) was mixed with 1.0 g of casein
hydrolysate (Sigma Chemical Co., St. Louis, Mo.), 5.0 ml of
glycerol (Mallinckrodt Chemical Works, St. Louis, Mo.),
and 1.0 g of Bacto-Agar (Difco) in 1 liter of distilled water.
The mixture was melted, dispensed in 70 to 75-ml portions
into flat blood bottles, and autoclaved at 15 Ib/in® for 15 min.
After sterilization, 5.0 ml of sterile OADC enrichment
(Difco) was aseptically added to each bottle. The resulting
solution was slowly mixed and allowed to solidify as slants.
The broth phase consisted of 37.0 g of BHI broth (Difco)
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supplemented with 5.0 ml of Polysorbate 80 (BBL Microbiol-
ogy Systems, Cockeysville, Md.) in 1 liter of distilled water
and autoclaved at 15 Ib/in® for 15 min; 30 ml of the BHI broth
was added aseptically to each bottle.

To evaluate the sensitivity of detection, 5 ml of blood
seeded with 1, 2, 5, or 10 MAC organisms per ml isolated
from an AIDS patient was inoculated into the medium; a
total of five sets were used for control studies. The system
was compared with a routine bacteriological blood bottle
containing tryptic soy broth (Cal Scott, North Hollywood,
Calif.) and a diphasic fungal bottle with BHI agar broth (Cal
Scott). Blood samples (15 ml) were obtained from AIDS
patients with clinically suspected mycobacteremia, and 5-ml
aliquots were inoculated at the bedside into each of the three
systems. In the laboratory, the bottles were vented with
blood culture bottle venting units (GIBCO Laboratories,
Lawrence, Mass.) incubated at 37°C, and inspected for
turbidity every other day; S ml of the broth from bottles
showing visible turbidity was aspirated into 50-ml Corning
tubes and centrifuged at 3,000 X g for 20 min. The superna-
tant was decanted and slides were made from the centrifu-
gate, dried on a slide warmer for 10 min at 65°C, stained by
both the auramine-rhodamine and Ziehl-Neelsen techniques,
and examined for the presence of acid-fast bacilli. Isolates
were identified by standard mycobacteriological procedures
(19). The blood cultures were kept for 8 weeks before being
reported as negative.

When 1, 2, 5, and 10 MAC organisms per ml of blood were
inoculated into the new medium, the time of recovery was
inversely proportional to the number of organisms inoculat-
ed. When 10 organisms per ml were inoculated, turbidity in

TABLE 1. Growth pattern of MAC (control strain) in the blood
culture media

No. of days after inoculation that growth appeared on:

No. of : BHI biphasic fungal i
mycobacteria 7H1V/BHI medium i o Tryplic soy
seeded per = bacteriological

ml of blood Turbidity Colony on Turbidity Cololny on medium
slant slant (turbidity)

1 27-30 38-42 37-44 45-52 51-88

2 16-20 29-33 36-40 39-46 43-49

5 10-16 26-31 31-36 37-41 40-44

10 6-8 23-25 21-25 31-39 28-38
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TABLE 2. Comparison of three blood culture media in the isolation of MAC
No. of days after inoculation that growth appeared on:
Patient No. of blood 7H11/BHI medium BHI bipha§ic fungal Tryphcase soy broth, Current
no. cultures (no. medium bacteriological status of
(age) positive) medium patient”
Turbidity Colony Turbidity Colony (turbidity)
1 (30) 1(1) ND* ND 28 37 ND D
2 (33) 3(D) ND ND ND ND 35 D
331 2(1) ND ND ND ND 38 D
4 (26) 9(7) 6-7 18-23 21-26 32-38 29-33 A
5(34) 4Q2) 7-8 20-25 23-25 30-37 30-32 D
6 (31 2(1) 6 18 21 34 ND U
7 (32) 8(5) 7-12 17-29 22-25 32-37 29-30 D
8 (36) 1) 8 22 24 33 ND A
9 (37 2(Q2) 7 20-22 22-23 33-35 28 A
10 (30) 3(1) 15 24 27 36 34 A
11 (32) 1(Q1) 20 26 ND ND ND A
12 (23) 1(1) 8 20 ND ND ND D

“ D, Deceased; A, alive; U, unknown.
4 ND, Not done.

the fluid phase was noted within 6 to 8 days. When 1
organism per ml was inoculated, turbidity was not noted
until 25 to 30 days. Under identical conditions, when 10
organisms per ml were used, the diphasic fungal bottles took
at least 21 to 25 days and the bacteriological culture system
took approximately 28 to 38 days for visible turbidity to
develop (Table 1).

A total of 258 blood samples from 72 suspected AIDS
patients were examined during this study. In addition, 16
blood samples from 9 patients with severe combined immune
deficiency and other neoplastic disorders were studied.
MAC was isolated from the blood of 12 male AIDS patients
(Table 2). The presence of turbidity with positive acid-fast
stains allowed the presumptive identification of mycobacte-
ria in the fluid phase of the culture system within 6 to 20 days
(with a mean of 6 to 8 days). Colonies of MAC began to
appear on the 7H11 slant in approximately 20 days. In our
experience, the appearance of acid-fast bacilli in the broth
phase of the culture originating from a patient with AIDS
was sufficient to make a tentative diagnosis of MAC bacter-
emia.

In the last two decades, the frequency of disease produced
by atypical mycobacteria in general, and MAC in particular,
has become more common (21). Most human cases of
mycobacteriosis caused by MAC involve the lungs and
widespread disseminated infection is an unusual clinical
entity seen almost exclusively in immunocompromised
adults and children (13, 22). Although MAC, an ubiquitous
complex, is relatively avirulent in immunocompetent hosts,
it is one of the unique organisms isolated from AIDS
patients. The rapid isolation of MAC from the blood of these
patients indicates the overwhelming nature of this infection
in patients with AIDS.

Analysis of the three blood culture systems has shown that
the new 7H11/BHI medium is superior to the diphasic fungal
and bacteriological blood systems for the recovery of MAC.
The presence of MAC in blood could usually be detected in
the fluid phase of the new biphasic system in 6 to 8 days.
These preliminary data suggest that the new system is a
sensitive and efficient method of isolating mycobacteria from
the blood. Also, colonies on the slant of the biphasic medium
provides growth for biochemical identification and drug

susceptibility testing. Routine subculturing is unnecessary
with the biphasic system developed; this minimizes contami-
nation and provides a level of safety.

In conclusion, the biphasic medium described for the
isolation of MAC is an efficient blood culture system for the
rapid detection of mycobacterial growth in blood specimens
from AIDS patients. We feel that this system can be used
routinely for AIDS and severe combined immune dificiency
patients.

We thank Gary Kato for technical assistance and preparation of
the manuscript.

ADDENDUM

Since the preparation of this manuscript, MAC has been
isolated from the blood of 10 additional AIDS patients at the
University of California at Los Angeles Center for Health
Sciences. A total of 22 patients have now had MAC isolated
from their blood by the new biphasic system.
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