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Lab tests reve al som e flaws
In a sma l l sample, two brands faile d to meet some gov ernment standards

By Kim Zarzour
TORONTO STAR

A laborato ry test of a sma l l sample has tur ned
up flaws in some brands of con d o ms cur rently
av a ila ble at many of Cana da’s col lege s and unive r-
sit ies.

The Star com missio ned a res earch firm to test
fiv e condom brands – Ramses Sensit ol, Trojan -
enz, Protex, Bey ond and LifeStyle s – to see how
they stack ed up unde r the requi rements of Health
and Welfare Cana da.

In a crit ical test of the poi nt at whi c h they
burst, a sig n ific a n t number of Protex and Ramses
Sensit ol faile d to meet federal standards. In tests
fo r le a kag e, the Protex brand showe d so m e flaws.

It was not an exh austiv e study; it was a labora -
to ry analys is of 10 to 15 of each of the brands,
purcha s ed much as a con sum er mig ht buy them.
Un d er federal testing procedure s , a gre ater num -
ber wou ld hav e to be test e d befo re any con clu -
si ons coul d be drawn.

Prot ex is sol d in vending machin es at many uni-

ve rsit ies and col lege s across Cana da as wel l as in
bars and strip clu bs; Ramses is one of the best-

selling brands in drug sto res. Protex is als o on e of
the main brands bei ng consid ere d fo r us e in the
new vending machin es in Toron t o public school s .

The 14 Protex con d o ms use d in the Star tests
we re pur c h ase d in a women’s washroom at Rye r-
son Polyt e chnical Ins titute. The Ramses were
boug ht in a Toron t o dr ug sto re.

In tests per for med by Ret ail Res earch Labora -
to rie s , Prot ex was the only one that did not con -
fo rm to lengt h requ irements unde r the federal
gove rnm e n t’s Medical Dev ices Reg ula t ion s; this
wa s the only tim e in two years of testing that
test e rs recall a con d o m did not meet the lengt h
requ irement (at lea st 16 centim etres, or 6.3 in-
ches). Protex was the only one test e d that leaked;
and one of two not to comply wit h the bursting
volu me requi rement.

One lot of Ramses – two lots were test e d to
prov ide a suf fi cie n t number – had a hig h number
of con d o ms that did not pass the bursting volum e
requ irement, whi c h put them in a borderlin e situ-

ation, and lab technicia ns say that if more were
test e d that lot pos sib ly wou ld hav e fa ile d fe deral
st andards. And one Trojan con d o m of a group
that was mechanically age d, as if bou ght some
time ago, did not meet the bursting requi rement.

The rem ain ing brands all complie d with the
fe deral gov ernment’s requi rements.

Heinz Bole n d er, pre sid e n t of HYCO Produ cts
Ltd., whi c h dist rib u t es the Protex con d o ms in Ca-

na da, said in a telephone int e rvie w that the samp-
le s test e d may hav e fa ile d becaus e they were old
or becau se the vending machin e wa s located too
cl ose to the blow-dryers in the washroom.

Be cau se The Star was seeking to simulat e the
random con d o m purcha s es of con sum ers, and re-
searche rs were aske d to test only a sma l l sample,
thes e re sul ts do not confor m to the standard Ac-
cept able Quali ty Lev el sampling. It was sim p ly
lu ck of the draw, whi c h is what con sum ers face.

The tests also showe d that when the con d o ms

we re lub ricated with Vaseli ne Int ensive Care lotio n
– usi ng an oil-base d lu bricant is a fair ly com mon
practi ce, according to exper ts – they all fa ile d to
a sig n ific a n t degree, according to the res earche rs.

At one tim e health officia ls re commende d lu bri-
cation to les s en the chanc es of bre a kag e, but the
tests showe d that, unlike wat e r-base d lu bricants,
oi l-base d lu bricants such as Vaseli ne reduced the
condoms to les s than half the bursting volum e al-
lowe d by the federal gov ernment.

The tests were sim ilar to those car rie d ou t peri-
odically by Health and Welfare Cana da to ensure
that con d o ms in Cana da are reliable.

Un d er gov ernment reg ula t ion s, eve ry con d o m
mu s t :

• Have an int egr al rim, locat e d at the open end
of the con d o m in the for m of a smoot h, uni-
fo rmly nar row, thi cke ned ring con str ucted of
the same mat e ria l as the con d o m.

• Have a lengt h of not les s than 16 centim etres
(6. 3 in c h e s).

• Have a widt h of not les s than 4.5 centim etres
(1.8 inches) and not more than 5.5 centim etres
(2. 2 in c h e s) in the are a fr om the rim to the
mea s uring poi nt (8 centim etres, or 3.1 inches,

fr om the clo sed end of the con d o m).

• Have a widt h of not more than 7 centim etres
(2.8 inches) in the regio n fr om the measuring
poin t to the clo sed end on the con d o m, inclu d-
ing the res ervoi r.

• No t sh ow evi denc e of leak age when filled with
300 mil lilit res (10 fluid oun ces) of wat e r. (The
regula t ion s allow for a margi n of error: It is
permis sib le that 0.4 per cent of con d o ms tes -
ted in a bat ch fail to meet this requi rement.)

• Have a bursting volum e of not les s than 25 lit res
(5. 5 ga l lons) . (It is per mis sib le that 6.5 per cent
of the con d o ms do not meet this requi rement.)

• Have a bursting pre ssure of not les s than 1 kilo -
pas cal. (It is per mis sib le that 6.5 per cent of the

condoms do not meet this requi rement.)

The con d o ms are als o requ ire d to pass the leak-
ag e and bursting tests after bei ng me chanically
ag ed, as if they had been pur c h ase d so m e time
ag o. And the con d o ms cannot con tain or relea s e
any harmful or irrit ating sub stanc es.

To test for leaks, con d o ms are filled with 300
millilit res (10 fluid oun ces) of wat e r, dried, then
rolled on a blo tter. For bursting tests, they are
bl own up on a speci al machin e un til they burst.

As long as con d o m pack agi ng is pre ser ved,
prox imity to the expir y date on the package
doesn’t seem to weaken or det e rio r ate the con -
doms. Howeve r, the alum in um fo il packagi ng
us ed on Trojan -enz and LifeStyle s , and the indi-
vi d ual doub le packagi ng on Protex, probably pro -
vi de better protection than the polye thy len e plasti c
film use d to package Ramses Sensit ol and Be-
yond brands, according to res earche rs.

The Protex res ult s we re "the big gest failu r e I’ve
ev er seen here," said Rocco Melit o, mechanical
technol ogis t with Ret ail Res earch Laborato rie s , a
priv ate lab that has test e d condoms for cli ents,
su ch as impor ters.

"I’v e neve r ha d any that didn’t meet the minimu m
le ngt h, and I’v e neve r ha d so many bursting volum e

proble ms in the first set of 10. Sin ce we did hav e
so few failu r es in the past, I con sid er it a failu r e of
that produ ction lot," said Melit o.
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