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n the first decade of the AIDS 
pandemic, the safety of the 
blood supply for transfusion 
became a matter of growing 
concern for doctors, hospital 

workers and people everywhere 
involved in public health. The sheer 
volume of blood donations gathered 
around the world made the task of 
securing safe blood supplies truly 
monumental. 

The current total of blood donations 
in one year is estimated to amount to 
35.4 million units in Europe, 19 mil
lion in the Americas, 17.8 million in 
the Western Pacific, 3.4 million in 
South-East Asia, 2.1 million in sub
Saharan Africa and 1.7 million in the 
Eastern Mediterranean region which 
includes northern Africa. 

This global concern about AIDS and 
blood led to the formation of a new 
cooperative endeavour to support the 
development of safe and effective 
blood transfusion services in all coun
tries. The Global Blood Safety Initiative 
( GBSI) includes as core participants 
the Global Programme on AIDS 
(GPA) and the Health Laboratory 
Technology unit (lAB) of WHO, the 
League of Red Cross and Red Cres
cent Societies (LRCS), the UN Devel
opment Programme (UNDP) and the 
International Society of Blood Transfu
sion (ISBT). The Global Blood Safety 
Initiative is also supported by the 
World Federation of Haemophilia 
together with other bilateral and multi
lateral development agencies and non
governmental organizations. 

The purpose of the GBSI is to 
promote: 
- voluntary unremunerated blood 
donations; 
- the regulation and coordination of 
blood transfusion services; 
- appropriate clinical use of blood; 
- the development of transfusion 
services geared to local health care 

A safe blood supply for transfusions is a 
vital element of health services. 
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development, local priorities and 
resources, and appropriate technology. 

All these activities are integrated 
within the broad context of national 
health plans and particularly within the 
national plans for AIDS control and 
prevention. 

But the broader objective of the 
Initiative is to support the development 
of integrated blood transfusion services 
in all countries. This includes ensuring 
blood supplies that are as safe as 

possible, accessible to and adequate 
for patients' needs, and rationally and 
effectively used. In turn, this will reduce 
morbidity and mortality from failure to 
transfuse and from complications of 
transfusion, particularly transmission of 
HN and other infectious agents. 

Development of an integrated blood 
transfusion service requires long-term 
efforts and may take years to accom
plish. Activities within such a service 
must be well-coordinated and well
regulated. Governments are ultimately 
responsible for this, even if operation 
of the service is delegated, and 
government support is therefore vital 
to success. Other essential prerequi
sites include professional leadership 
and continuity of funding. 

A safe blood supply starts with 
careful selection of blood donors. An 
important principle of the Initiative is 
that this is likely to be more reliable 
when appropriate screening tests are 
applied and when donations are 
regular, voluntary and unremunerated. 

One of the priorities of GBSI is to 
collect information on the status of 
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blood transfusion services worldwide. 
This is being used as part of the basis 
for determining priorities and planning 
support to be given to countries. A 
data-bank of persons and organi
zations with knowledge and expertise 
in transfusion medicine has also been 
developed. This will provide technical 
advice to those who request it, and will 
offer resources for planning and cany
ing out blood transfusion projects in 
countries. 

Plans are being drawn up on a 
global level to provide guidance and 
assistance on many other aspects of 
blood transfusion services; for example, 
promoting voluntary unremunerated 
donations; increasing the availability of 
essential plasma derivatives; training 
blood transfusion personnel; and 
improving the availability of supplies of 
reagents, materials and equipment. 
Documents already issued or ready for 
publication include guidelines for 
establishing and managing blood trans
fusion services; for the appropriate use 
of blood and blood products; and for 
preventing transmission of HN and 
other infectious agents through blood 
transfusions. 

At a national level, in conjunction 
with selected countries, projects are 
being developed to strengthen the 
blood transfusion services. Project 
development planning is based on the 
preparation of a country profile, which 
combines demographic data on the 
country with information about its 
health services and in particular, the 
present state of development of .its 
blood transfusion services. 
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Donors giving their blood in comfort in 
a French clinic and (right) a blood bank 
in Zaire receives samples for screening. 
The Global Blood Safety Initiative col
lects inlonnation from centres like these 
around the world. 

The next step is to identify deficien
cies in the country's blood transfusion 
services and assess what is needed to ; 
correct them. This is carried out by a 1! 
consultant in collabortion with the J 
medical authorities and is usually ~ 
combined with the information- ~ 
gathering process already outlined ~ 
above. GBSI has prepared a checklist 
of issues to be addressed, a document 
on minimum targets for a basic blood 
transfusion service, and another on 
essential consumables and equipment. 
All these are supplied in a kit. 

IBghest priority 
This assessment leads to the 

drawing up of a project proposal which 
sets out objectives, strategies and acti
vities; it includes a budget, a timetable 
indicating when targets should be 
reached, and a suggested system for 
monitoring and evaluation. Using this 
process and the criteria that have been 
established, the Secretariat has 
assigned the highest priority for devel
opment of blood transfusion services 
in five countries and will consider 
another seven countries after receiving 
reports from visiting consultants. 

The urgent need to improve the 
safety of blood transfusion has led to 
the con~ept of "accelerated strategies." 

This is a three-pronged integrated 
approach supported by a strong man
agement and administrative base at 
regional level, and is aimed at ensuring 
safer donations, obtaining greater 
quantities of safe blood for transfusion, 
and reducing the number of unneces
sary transfusions. 

Concern about HN has focused 
interest on the need for safe blood. 
This concern can be countered in ways 
which extend the benefit of actions 
taken beyond simply the prevention of 
AIDS. The situation offers an oppor
tunity to work towards an ambitious 
goal which many people working in 
this field have long held - that of 
developing integrated blood transfu
sion services on a worldwide basis. It is 
with this end in view that GBSI intends 
to support and complement existing or 
future bilateral or multilateral arrange
ments relating to such services. • 
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