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Australian Health Ministers’ Conference
 JOINT COMMUNIQUE 

30th March 2007

HEALTH MINISTERS AGREE ON IMPROVING BLOOD SAFETY 

All Australian Health Ministers, meeting in Melbourne today, have agreed to improvements to ensure the continued quality and safety of Australia’s blood supply.

As signatories to the National Blood Agreement, all Australian governments are guided by the primary policy objectives of:

· providing an adequate, safe, secure and affordable supply of blood products, blood related products and blood related services in Australia, and 

· promoting safe, high quality management and use of blood products, blood related products and blood related services in Australia.

As the regulatory agency for therapeutic products, the Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) ensures that Australia meets appropriate safety and quality standards for blood and blood components such as platelets.

Today Ministers agreed on:

100% pre-release bacterial testing of platelets

Ministers noted that emerging evidence suggests that 100% pre-release bacterial testing can further enhance the safety of platelets.  Australian health ministers today agreed to meet the costs associated with moving to 100% pre-release bacterial testing of platelets.

Current practice in Australia involves:

· disinfecting donors’ skin prior to blood collection

· diverting and discarding the initial small amount of blood collected, which may be contaminated by bacteria normally found on the skin, and

· testing 5% of platelets near the end of their shelf life for the presence of bacteria.

The National Blood Authority (NBA) will be working together with the Australian Red Cross Blood Service (ARCBS) to ensure that this additional requirement is fully implemented by April 2008.

100% leucodepletion of red blood cells and platelets

Ministers have also indicated their in principle support for moving towards 100% (universal) leucodepletion by 2010-2011. Leucodepletion is the process of removing the white blood cells (leucocytes) from red blood cells and platelets used in transfusion. 

This practice is recognised internationally as having accepted clinical benefits for patients, including reduced adverse transfusion reactions and complications in patients with compromised immune systems. It is also in line with the recommendation of the National Health and Medical Research Council’s Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies Advisory Committee that such a measure will also reduce the risk of blood-borne transmission of variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob (mad cow) disease.


Additional funding in the 2007-08 National Supply Plan and Budget will see states and territories increase the proportion of leucodepleted products they currently order over the next twelve months, with further increases anticipated over the following three financial years until the target of 100% leucodepletion has been met. 

The NBA is currently oversighting a business study of the ARCBS which will, amongst other things, determine the additional costs required for the implementation of universal leucodepletion in Australia. 
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