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TRANSPORT OF BIOLOGICAL AND PATHOLOGICAL MATERIALS 

1. At the Fifth International Congress for Microbiology, held in Rio 
1 

de Janeiro in August 1950 a resolution was carried unanimously to the effect 
that the Executive Board of WHO should take steps to promote the "unification 
of procedures for postal shipment of biological samples (bacterial cultures 
and virus specimens) throughout the world". 

2. At its seventh session in January 1951 the Executive Board accordingly 
adopted a resolution2 requesting the Eirector-General to confer with the Universal 
Postal Union and other interested agencies with a view to encouraging governments 
to establish postal regulations which will ensure the rapid transmission of 
"perishable biological and pathological materials". 

3. The Director-General has since considered the desirability of calling 
a meeting of representatives of interested organiaations, and he has been in 
correspondence, on the subject with the following: 

(a) The Universal Postal Union 

(b) The United Nations, Transport and Communications Division, 
New York 

(c) The United Nations, Department of Economic Affairs, New York 

(d) The International Civil Aviation Organization 

(e) Office Central des Transports Internationaux par Chemin de Fer 

(f) Comité International des Transports par Chemin de Fer 

(g) Union Internationale des Chemins de Fer 

1 Letter to WHO from Permanent International Commission of International 
Association of Microbiologists, 2了 October 1950 

2 Off. Бес. World Elth Org,, J2, resolution EB了， R19 
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k. As a result of this correspondence and of much further discussion and 
enquiry both vithin and outside headquarters the tentative plan of convening a 
meeting of representatives of interested agencies has now been indefinitely post* 
poned. There were two main reasons for this decision, as follows? 

(a) The relatively small dimensions of most consignments of biological 
materials make them eminently suitable for transmission by postal services; 
and their perishable nature necessitates the speediest forms of postal 
transmission, namely by the postal air services. Viewed in this light 
the problem of the transmission of biological materials is therefore a 
relatively circumscribed one which should be amenable to solution through 
the agency of such a body as the Universal Postal Union alone. Since the 
problem therefore resolves itself, in the main, to a question of postal 
services it would be inefficient (and probably also inappropriate) for 
WHO to seek the co-operation of the international transport organizations 
listed in paragraph 3 above by negotiating with them directly, and it would 
be more fitting for any contacts with these organizations, on these particular 
problems, to be mediated by the Universal Postal Union. 

(b) The pathogenic nature of some types of biological material places these 
particular types vithin the broad category of dangerous goods; and the vhole 
problem of the transport of dangerous goods, in its widest implications -
covering such classes as explosives, inflammable substances， corrosive 
substances, radio-active substances and a host of other types of toxic 
substance - is at present under active study by the Transport and Communi-
cations Division of the United Nations• It has been the subject of a 

3 
recent extensive review by the Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
and is to be considered by the Transport and Communications Commission of 
ECOSOC at its Sixth Session in New York on 2 February 1955• Any inde* 
pendent arrangements which WHO might attempt towards safeguarding the 
transport of dangerous biological materials might well duplicate or overlap 
the efforts of ECOSOC and of the Transport and Communications Division of 

5 UN document E/CN.2/126 dated 31 October 1952 



ЕБ11/25 
page 3 

the United Nations in this connexion. For this reason also it has 
therefore been thought advisable to limit the attack of WHO on the problem, 
for the present, to negotiations vith the Universal Postal Union. 

• 5. The Universal Postal Union held its 13th five-yearly Congress in Brussels 
in May-July 1952， and this was taken as an opportunity for the Director-General's 
representative to present the nature of the problem to, and seek the co-operation 
of, the Union and its Congress. 

6. it is clear that the potential dangers inherent in. many biological 
substances, such as certain bacterial cultures and other types of pathological 
material, are so very diverse, and may have such greater importance in one part of 
the world than in another (e.g. the dangers of shipping yellow fever virus to Asiatic 
countries), that the transport of these substances is scarcely amenable to a uniform 
system of regulation and control. It is unassailable that each country must con-
tinue to be the Bole ultimate arbiter of what may or may not be imported, and must 
be free to enforce its own regulations accordingly. This naturally does not mean 
that there is no room for improvement in existing national or international regula-
tions or arrangements in this connexion. It is, however, necessary to acquire 
clear information as to vhere, how, and in what respects existing regulations are 
defective or are impeding health progress. Such a catalogue of concrete instances is 
not yet available, but without it there can be no real basis from which to build 
improvements into the existing system. 

7. Possible defects in existing national and international control measures 
certainly do not account for all the difficulties that have been experienced in the 
past in the transportation of biological material. Enquiry among individuals from 
various parts of the world whose duties have included the despatch or receipt of 
biological materials has revealed that in very many cases the avoidable delays 
experienced have been due either to (a) lack of readily available information on 
postal, customs or other regulations in regard to the particular types of consignment 
in question, or (b) failure of those involved in the despatch or receipt of the 
consignment to acquaint themselves adequately and in due time of such information as 
is reasonably accessible. 
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8. with these considerations in mind the Congress of the Universal Postal � 
Union formulated, the following recommendations: 

»(i) T h a t WHO should advise the health administrations'of Member States that 
the difficulties may perhaps be resolved, or may at least become more clearly 
defined so as to facilitate an eventual solution, if those who actually 
experience the difficulties would communicate the relevant details to their 
postal administrations with a view to assistance being sought from the UFÜ 
wherever appropriate. 

(ii) That if any difficulties prove to be refractory to the procedure 
suggested in the preceding paragraph the details should be communicated to 
the WHO, either by the health or the postal administration of the country 
concerned, or by the ÜPU, whichever should seem most appropriate to the 
circumstances of the particular case." 

This plan has the merits of placing the initial responsibilities in this matter 
where such initial responsibilities properly belong, namely in the direct channels 
of communication between the health workers in the countries concerned and their 
own postal authorities in the first instance. It would Ъе both inappropriate and 
inefficient for difficulties that can Ъе resolved by direct contacts between these 
parties (difficulties such as those caused Ъу ignorance of national regulations) to 
Ъе communicated in the first instance to WHO. The only difficulties reported to 
WHO will therefore Ъе those that have proved to Ъе unamenable to solution by 
national health and postal authorities and the UPÜ. Thus, a "hard core" of 
evidence, based on specific refractory situations should accumulate at WHO head-
quarters ; t o provide the essential basic material, at present lacking, for an 
attack on the problem along systematic lines, an attack in which WHO has been 
assured Ъу the UPU of their full future co-operation. 

9. The Director-General is about to notify the health administrations of 
all Member States and Associate Members of the UPU recommendations (paragraph 8 above). 

10. it is of course true that the difficulties connected with the transmission 
of biological materials are not always, or even usually, experienced Ъу the national 
health administrations themselves but Ъу a great variety of establishments, including 
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academic research institutions and commercial houses, concerned with the use of 
biological materials. Presumably it is among the members of the International 
Association of Microbiologists that the difficulties have been felt most acutely, 
since it was this body who took the initial steps in raising the problem (see 
paragraph 1 above). For this reason notification to the national health administra-
tions (paragraph 9 above) is to be supplemented by a letter to the International 
Association of Microbiologists requesting them also to inform their members of the 
UPU recommendations. 

11. Since it is felt that a solution should be sought in the first instance 
through negotiations with the UPU alone it is not thought necessary for WHO to make 
any special representations to the forthcoming session of the Transport and Conimuni-
cations Commission In New York in February 1955. Eowever, information on WHO action 
will Ъе transmitted to the Commission, with which also the Organization will maintain 
contact. 

12. It would seem especially desirable that WHO should be kept closely informed 
of the Transport and Communications Commission»s proceedings, and should be prepared 
to offer advice or other services, in view of the fact that the problem under con-
sideration. by the Commission is not limited to questions of safety measures in the 
transport of biological materials alone. The Commission is concerned with the 
transport of dangerous goods of all categories, and WHO is under an evident obligation 
to be concerned in such matters by virtue of Article 2 (h) of the Constitution which 
enjoins the Organization "to promote, in co-operation with other specialized agencies 
where necessary, the prevention of accidental injuries". 


