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The updated WHO Guiding Principles on Human
Cell Tissue and Organ Transplantation as approved
by the 124th Executive Board in resolution 124.R13
includes Guiding Principle 10 dedicated to the
necessity of detailed assessment of transplantation
procedures as well as of the outcome of transplanted
human cells, tissues and organs. In the commentary
of Guiding Principle 10 is the following sentence:
“Internationally agreed means of coding to identify
tissues and cells used in transplantation are essential
for full traceability”.

Work carried out during and after the two Global
consultations has resulted in the development of two
WHO Aide-Memoires specifying basic requirements
in this field. The Aide-Mémoire on “Access to Safe
and Effective Cells and Tissues for Transplantation”
provides an overview for National Health Authori-
ties, but also for all stakeholders, of all key aspects to
be considered and requirements to be met for the
setting up and/or the oversight of human cell and
tissue transplantation services (WHO 2009).

European directive and CEN workshop

In 2004, a European Union Directive mandated a
single coding system for cells and tissues [European
Tissues and Cells DIRECTIVE 2004/23/EC (ECD)].
To this end, the European Committee for Standardi-
zation (or Comité Européen de Normalisation or CEN)
evaluated various standardized coding systems for use
within the European Union (CEN Workshop Agree-
ment 2008). It was recognized that “...there are real
problems with meaning-shift when using common
terms between languages. For that reason many
nomenclature schemes use a very rigid set of syntac-
tical rules to ensure that the term being coded is
capable of being interpreted faithfully in any language,
whatever its real-world syntax and grammar”. The
report promoted ISBT 128 as the preferred option but
they also proposed allowing member states to use two
other variations (one with national ID numbers but
ISBT 128 product descriptions and one without any
internationally agreed component). They determined
that one of the major benefits of ISBT 128 was that it
could be used for four groups of biologics: blood, cells,
tissues and organs. The CWA work analyzed existing
relevant public activities at European, national,
regional and international levels, and also considered
relevant international activities. There were 3
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candidates proposed by Member State (MS) and a
panel recommended use of ISBT 128 as the basis for
the EU coding scheme. Although it was considered a
good match to requirements, it was not perfect in its
current design. Further work was identified to meet the
need for an additional component to be created to
support both use of ISBT 128 and those organizations
electing to retain existing coding schemes. This new
component was temporarily named in the CEN report
as the “key code”. Because a donation event may
result in tissues sent to different Tissue Establishments
ICCBBA offered a new component, incorporating
Country code, Responsible organization (e.g. Compe-
tent Authority) and Tissue Establishment, to be
developed with the EU to meet international require-
ments. The Key Code would not invalidate existing
ISBT 128 code structures but augment them. The “key
code” could also be used with existing coding systems
to provide unique identification and allow EU (poten-
tially global) traceability of all materials from one
donation event. Among the other CEN CWA conclu-
sions were:

1. The ability to share coded data between different
donor sectors in the future may help with risk
prevention measures and provide clearer indica-
tions of donor suitability.

2. It may also reduce duplication and ensure better
recall management.
3. Tt is feasible that with technological advances in

regenerative medicine that the interfaces between
blood, tissues, cells, and organs may become less
defined.

The CEN solution supports the long-term migra-
tion to ISBT 128 whilst providing a short-term
solution to unique identification through the use of
the key code.

In transposing the EC Directive into national
legislation, some countries (notably Poland and
Austria) made the use of ISBT 128 for coding and
labeling cells and tissues a legal obligation.

Mechanisms for providing globally unique
identification

A number of mechanisms exist for providing globally
unique identifiers, and in general when a large
number of items have to be identified, they work on
a layered principle. An overarching international
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body assigns a portion of the identifier to reference an
organization responsible for lower level assignment,
and the sub-body assigns unique identifiers within its
jurisdiction. Together the two parts provide a unique
identification. An example is the telephone number-
ing system where a United Nations Agency, the
International Telecommunications Union, assigns the
‘country code’ and the actual number of each
telephone in the country is assigned by a ‘national’
body. (Although ‘country code’ is used in this
context, it is not an exact match to country identi-
fication—for example the country code ‘1’ covers
both the USA and Canada.)

A similar mechanism is used by GS1, the supply
chain standards body that maintains the GS1 standard
used by many commercial organizations for bar
coding their products. Using GS1, each type of
product from a manufacturer can be uniquely iden-
tified using a Global Trade Item Number (GTIN).
GS1 assigns one portion of the GTIN identifier to
uniquely identify each manufacturer, and the manu-
facturer assigns the second portion to uniquely
identify the type of product within their organization.

In the transfusion and transplantation field,
ICCBBA uses a similar model by assigning a facility
code to each organization that will assign ISBT 128
donation identification numbers (e.g. blood center,
tissue establishment, competent authority) and the
relevant organization assigning a sequence number.

In all the above cases the combination of the two
elements provides a globally unique identification for
the item or, in the case of tissues, the donation event.

The case for bar coding and electronic data
transfer

Traceability depends not only on the use of unique
identifiers, but also on the accurate transcription of
those identifiers at all parts of the traceability chain.
The risks of error during manual transcription of
information are well documented, and in the blood
transfusion field, which has some well-developed
hemovigilance systems, cases of incorrect blood
component transfused are a major source of adverse
events, with administrative errors in identification
forming a major cause of these. Use of electronic
information capture provides a means of improving
safety by eliminating the risk of manual transcription
error, and speeding up the information transfer process.

) Springer

326

Clearly not all countries have the necessary infra-
structure to support the use of computerized systems
throughout the transplant process, however where
systems are available they should be used, and the
ability to introduce such safety measures should not be
impeded by the lack of bar coded information on the
tissue product label. For this reason, any move towards
adopting globally unique identification should be
compatible with a well established standard coding
system so that the progression towards automated data
capture and computerized records can be achieved.

Coding systems
What is a coding system?

A coding system is a means by which distinct items
within a system can be uniquely identified and
consistently characterized to all participants within
that system. It requires as a minimum a means to
allocate identifiers in a manner that avoids duplica-
tion, and a standard reference for describing items.

The degree to which unique identification is
required depends upon a number of factors. For a
manufactured drug identification of the manufacturer
and the unique lot number assigned by that manu-
facturer is sufficient to trace back to the manufactur-
ing records for the batch. In this situation it is
common to use a single identifier for all items in the
batch. For donated biologics such as blood or tissue
each donation has unique characteristics and is thus a
‘batch’ in its own right. In such cases there is a need
for unique identification to be at the individual
donation level, and for each product prepared from
the donation to also be individually identified.

Uniqueness within a system requires that a bound-
ary be defined to the system and controls need to be in
place to ensure that the item does not travel outside the
boundary. If, for example, the system is contained
within a national boundary, then uniqueness at the
national level is adequate, but as soon as an item
travels beyond the boundary, the risk of duplication
exists. For biologic products, which increasingly travel
worldwide, global uniqueness is essential.

With the increasing use of computers, coding
systems are commonly associated with information
standards to allow the coding information to be
electronically transmitted between computer systems.
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Typically the coded information is presented in an
electronically readable format such as a bar code. The
information standard defines the technical specifica-
tion for this electronic format thus ensuring that all
computer systems can read and write the electronic
information.

It is important to recognize that a coding system
does not itself provide traceability, but provides the
information infrastructure on which effective trace-
ability can be built. Coding and traceability are not
the same but one supports the other.

Coding systems and traceability

Previous experience gained from Blood in managing
adverse events and reactions has led to a widespread
understanding of the need for traceability—the ability
to track from donor to recipient and vice versa in
order to ensure that all individuals associated with an
event or reaction can be identified.

There is frequently confusion regarding the terms
‘coding system’ and ‘traceability system’. These are
perceived to be the same, but in fact they are quite
distinct. A coding system provides the necessary
standards and control in order to ensure that each
donation, and each product prepared from that donation,
is uniquely identified, and that a common terminology is
used. A traceability system maintains records on the
activities associated with donated material from the time
of procurement to the point of implantation.

Where the full lifecycle of donated material occurs
within the boundary of a single traceability system,
the identifiers and terminology used can be specific to
that traceability system. However, as soon as trace-
ability responsibility is distributed across several
traceability systems there is need for an underlying
coding system that provides global uniqueness of
identification and internationally agreed terminology.

The EU Commission Directive 2006/17/EC
defines traceability as follows:

‘Traceability’ means the ability to locate and
identify the tissue/cell during any step from
procurement, through processing, testing and
storage, to distribution to the recipient or
disposal, which also implies the ability to
identify the donor and the tissue establishment
or the manufacturing facility receiving, pro-
cessing or storing the tissue/cells, and the
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ability to identify the recipient(s) at the medical
facility/facilities applying the tissue/cells to the
recipient(s); traceability also covers the ability
to locate and identify all relevant data relating
to products and materials coming into contact
with those tissues/cells.

This definition focuses on the single path from
donor to recipient; however, full traceability requires
all tissue, and arguably all biologics (blood, cells,
tissues and organs) from the same donor to be traced.
Full traceability goes well beyond the single strand of
information following the path of one product from
donor to recipient, and becomes a complex web where
multiple products are produced, pooled products are
prepared, donors can make multiple donations of
different biologic materials and multiple agencies can
be involved in the procurement of tissues. Almost
inevitably this means that the traceability path will
travel through multiple traceability systems. There
may be situations where traceability is required beyond
a single donation where a donor may donate multiple
components via multiple establishments throughout
their life e.g. Cord blood, blood, sperm, hip bone, and
on death, organs, corneas and multi-tissues. Should a
finding occur, it may be essential to track previous
donation history e.g. when HCV testing was introduced
and regular blood donors were identified as having
HCV, it was essential to be able to track previous
donations (blood, cells or tissue) via traceability to
follow up potentially infected recipients. This might
mean creating a unique identity for individuals.

In addition, regulatory requirements on data
retention mean that traceability records have to be
retained in an accessible manner for long periods of
time (European Directive requires information to be
stored for 30 years from the time of clinical use).

Retaining such large amounts of information for
long periods in a format that allows rapid retrieval
demands the use of computer data storage. In order to
ensure a complete and secure information trail across
the multiple computerized systems that may be
involved, a means of uniquely identifying each
donation, and each product prepared from that dona-
tion, is essential. Uniqueness at national or regional
level is not sufficient when tissue can travel world-
wide. A globally unique identification system is
required, and this should extend across all biologic
materials—blood, cells, tissues and organs.
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A common coding system does not imply common
traceability systems, however adopting a common
coding system simplifies the interfaces between
different traceability systems and reduces the risk of
breaks in the traceability chain.

Nomenclature as a first step in harmonizing
coding

Building an internationally standardized terminology
that can be represented in an electronic form on a label is
a complex activity. A useful model has been described
based on a five-layer pyramid (Ashford 2006).

The base layer of the model, on which the others
layers are built, is the Terminology. Taking individual
terms and providing a clear and unambiguous defini-
tion, build the terminology. The ‘granularity’ or level
of detail of this terminology is important. Too little
detail will result in clinically distinct products having
the same name, whereas too much detail will result in
an explosion of different codes for what is essentially
the same clinical product. In order to achieve the
appropriate level of detail it is necessary to bring
together an expert international panel. The production of
an international dictionary provides a way of ensuring a
common understanding of the information itself.

Label Design

Delivery Mechanisms

Data Structures

Reference Tables

Terminology

Once definitions have been agreed, then it is
possible to start building the reference tables that
provide the key lookup for the standard. These tables
provide the mapping from the verbal description that
is understood by users of the system, to the alpha-
numeric codes used in computer systems and elec-
tronic information carriers such as bar codes.

The Reference Tables ensure consistent interpreta-
tion of the coded information across multiple platforms.
Because of the rapidly changing transfusion and trans-
plantation environment these tables need to be flexible
and readily updated within a strictly managed process.
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The next level is described as the ‘Data Struc-
tures’. These are only really of interest to the software
developers who write or read electronic information,
but they are an essential element as they provide the
context and define the structure for each piece of
information. The data structures make it possible for
completely different and independent computer sys-
tems to communicate effectively and safely, and
prevent erroneous interpretation.

The Data Structures package information in a
manner that allows it to be transferred in many
different formats. The means by which the informa-
tion is transferred from one place to another is the
delivery mechanism.

There are a number of different delivery mecha-
nism types. The most familiar is probably the linear
barcode. This relatively simple encoding system is
highly effective, but can only hold a relatively small
amount of information. Demands for more informa-
tion, combined with limitations on space for small
containers, are driving the need for alternatives.

Two-Dimensional (2-D) or Reduced Space Sym-
bology (RSS) codes can hold more information in a
much smaller space. Radio Frequency Identification
(RFID) Tags have the benefit of not requiring ‘line of
sight’ access to read. An effective coding system is
one that can be adapted for use in all these media
without the need to make changes to the underlying
layers of the model. The final layer of the model is
the Labeling layer. Labeling provides the means of
physically attaching the information to the product,
and for presenting the human readable interpretation
of the information.

A critical element of the labeling strategy is to
ensure consistency between information stored in
electronic format and that which is human readable on
the label. Demand printing of bar coded labels can
achieve this as both sets of information are printed at
the same time.

Management of a coding system

A coding system in a rapidly developing field such as
transplantation must be able to adapt to the changing
information needs of the environment and thus an
appropriate management system is an essential part
of an effective coding system. The tasks of the
management organization will include:
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1. Assignment of identifiers to tissue establishments
in order to ensure global uniqueness of identifiers;

2. Maintenance of an internationally agreed termi-
nology to describe tissue products;

3. Development and maintenance of the informa-
tion standard documentation;

4. Regular updating of reference tables to reflect the
development of new products and processes;

5. Communication with all stakeholders to keep
them informed of changes;

6. Promotion of the standard as the global solution

for transplantation.

To achieve its objectives the management organi-
zation will need to bring together experts from around
the world to build the necessary consensus on termi-
nology and will need technical committees for appro-
priate stakeholder engagement in the development of
the standard. It will need to be a robust organization
with sufficient staffing and resources, and will require
a mechanism to cover its costs of operation.

Currently ICCBBA is the only organization pro-
viding a truly international coding system for biolo-
gics. Looking at the running costs of this not-for-profit
organization, as presented in their annual report, one
can make an estimate of the cost of providing these
management arrangements. In 2008 this organization
operated on a budget of just under $1 m US and
provided the management of the ISBT 128 Standard
for blood, cellular therapy, and a limited number of
tissues. This is a relatively low cost considering that
across all three fields of blood, cellular therapy and
tissue there are now more than 3,700 ISBT 128
licensed facilities in 66 countries and ICCBBA
estimate that more than 40 million products are
labeled to the ISBT 128 Standard each year. There
are 237 Tissue and Cell facilities in more than 30
countries currently registered with ICCBBA (IC-
CBBA 2009) and 27 of these have registered since
the start of 2009.

Progress toward international standardization
for coding: the current situation

Blood

National standards to ensure uniqueness of donation
identification were introduced by many countries in
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the 1980s and 1990s. In some cases these were
associated with the use of bar codes such as ABC
Codabar. Some of these systems have been updated
and continue in use today; however, there is wide-
spread recognition of the limitations and weaknesses
of Codabar as a bar code symbology and of the need
to move towards an international standard. The
experience in the Gulf War with units of blood
labeled with Codabar but with multiple errors,
demonstrated its limitations (see below).

European blood banks began adopting ISBT 128 in
the late 1990s and countries in Asia and the Middle
East followed. In North America, the AABB estab-
lished it as a standard in 2008. It has been implemented
across Canada and approximately 60% of the US blood
supply with the remainder to be implemented follow-
ing other software upgrades. In China, blood banks in
three provinces are using ISBT 128 along with the
hospitals they serve. The Japanese Red Cross uses its
own coding system for blood within Japan.

Today ICCBBA reports that ISBT 128 is used for
blood transfusion coding and labeling in more than
3,400 blood centers and transfusion laboratories in 49
countries worldwide and that more than 40 million
blood components are identified with ISBT 128 each
year. A recent survey indicates that this figure will
continue to rise in the coming years (Ashford et al. 2010).

In Germany an alternative standard (Eurocode) was
developed for blood transfusion use in 1998. This
standard has been implemented in some blood services
in Germany but has not gained widespread recognition.
Other countries, such as Japan, have used their own
coding systems, which are efficient within the country
but are not translatable across national boundaries.

Cellular Therapy

In 2005 the Boards of Directors of AABB, American
Society for Blood and Marrow Transplantation (AS-
BMT), American Society for Apheresis (ASFA),
European Group for Blood and Marrow Transplanta-
tion (EBMT), Foundation for the Accreditation of
Cellular Therapy (FACT), ICCBBA, International
Society of Blood Transfusion (ISBT), International
Society for Cellular Therapy (ISCT), ISCT Europe,
Joint Accreditation Committee of ISCT and EBMT
(JACIE), National Marrow Donor Program (NMDP)
and the World Marrow Donor Association (WMDA)
released a Consensus Statement confirming their
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support for the international use of ISBT 128 in the
coding of hematopoietic progenitor cells and other
therapeutic cell products and announcing the estab-
lishment of a co-sponsored International Cellular
Therapy Coding and Labelling Advisory Group.

This group began working to expand ISBT 128 for
use in the field of cellular therapy. While a number of
facilities had used ISBT 128 for cellular therapy
products since the late 1990s, this group greatly
expanded the terms and definitions to meet evolving
needs. Their work was published in a variety of
journals (Ashford et al. 2007).

Beginning in 2008, ISBT 128 terminology was
required by FACT, JACIE, and AABB standards for
labeling cellular therapy products. The requirement
by these organizations for full ISBT 128 labeling (bar
codes and label design) is still a few years off to
allow for enhancement of computer systems. How-
ever, some cellular therapy facilities that also handle
blood are already in the process of implementing the
full label and nearly 200 facilities in 36 countries are
registered with ICCBBA (2008).

Currently, national coordinating centers assign
donor numbers to cellular product donations. As an
example, the NMDP assigns a donor number for each
unrelated donor of bone marrow, cord blood or
peripheral blood stems cells. If the donor gives three
products over 3 days, each has the same donor
number and the date makes the identifier unique for
each product. In the future, products should be
labeled with ISBT 128 donation numbers. Products
from a donor who donates on multiple days will have
a different donation identification number on each
product. The donor number, which is assigned by
NMDP, is in the donor record, but does not appear on
the product as the unique identifier. Currently, the
donor number is unique only within the country and
thus the unique identifier on the product is unique
only within the country. There is a need to move to
the system of a donation identifier on each product to
be unique internationally.

Tissues

Currently identification systems for tissues range
from the use of tissue bank assigned identifiers,
which are only unique within the specific tissue bank
to use of ISBT 128 globally unique identifiers.
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In the USA, a typical numbering system is based
on the year of tissue recovery followed by a sequence
number, thus the first recovery of 2009 is identified as
09/001. Many tissue banks use this system thus there
will be tissue grafts from multiple donors carrying the
same identifier. Only when the tissue bank name is
associated with this identifier is national uniqueness
ensured. This duplication of identifiers presents major
challenges for traceability. The Center for Disease
Control is investigating the use of a national donation
event identifier to overcome these difficulties.

In Italy, tissue donors are assigned an identifier at
the national level by the Italian competent authority.
All tissue processors, procuring tissue from the donor,
use this identifier. The number is unique nationally,
but does not meet an internationally agreed format and
is thus unlikely to be compatible with traceability
systems outside Italy.

In the UK, the National Health Service—Blood
and Tissues assigns an ISBT 128 identification
number to all tissues it procures. This number is
unique globally and is in an international standard
format, and therefore can be read and understood by
all laboratories, inventory management and traceabil-
ity systems that support ISBT 128.

Most of the hospitals in China are using coding
systems for cells, tissues and organs. These coding
systems are usually different from one hospital to
another; however, the coding for patient ID is unique
in every city originally for insurance purposes. This is
how a patient and his/her medical history can be
traced within/among one/different hospital(s). There
is little use of ISBT 128 at this stage.

Attempts at standardizing nomenclature have had
limited success throughout the world. For the most
part, individual Tissue Banks have their own labeling
and coding scheme, which is not readable by
recipient hospitals and surgery centers except through
manual entry. Exceptions do exist, for example, The
National Health Service Blood and Transplant Tissue
Services in the United Kingdom was the first to
recognize the importance of international standardi-
zation of coding for tissues. They worked with
ICCBBA to develop appropriate terminology and to
adapt the ISBT 128 Standard to the needs of tissue
banking. They fully implemented ISBT 128 for tissue
in 2003 (Fehily et al. 2004). Since then, facilities in
other countries, including Poland, Finland and Den-
mark have implemented the standard. Austria has a
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regulatory requirement to implement it for tissues but
have not yet done so.

ICCBBA has set up a European Tissue Technical
Advisory Group (ETTAG) and is in the process of
establishing an international advisory group for eye
banking. The ETTAG will focus on the specific
challenges facing European countries implementing
ISBT 128 and will work with the EC to develop the
key code identified in the CEN report. In the US,
ICCBBA has been working with the North American
Tissue Technical Advisory Group (NATTAG) of the
AATB to establish common terminology for tissue
products, the first step in the standardization process.
When this expert panel reaches consensus, their
document will be circulated for comment among
AATB members. Comments will be taken into
consideration and final draft shared for international
comment. When international consensus for termi-
nology attained, terminology will be added to ISBT
128 Standard Terminology for Blood, Cellular Ther-
apy and Tissue Product Descriptions.

Additionally, ICCBBA has developed a proposal
for a two-phase implementation of ISBT 128 that may
be a model for implementation in countries that are
unable to move directly to full ISBT 128 labeling. The
proposal uses a small ISBT 128 label (approx
35 mm x 35 mm) and, as a first phase, would carry
a bar coded and eye readable ISBT 128 identification
number with a generic product code indicating the
product to be human tissue but without further
definition. The ISBT 128 number could be in addition
to any local numbering for an interim period allowing
time for local systems to be updated to use the new
number format.

ISBT 128

9 123456 8

HUMAN TISSUE PRODUCT

l|||||H||||||||l|f]||||||||H||||1|H||UH|
Ocm 1 2 3 4

Once terminology has been agreed, the second
phase incorporates the product code onto the label
with minimal design change. The proposal also
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introduces the possibility of using 2-dimensional
(Datamatrix) codes as a means of encoding more
information in the space available.

Organs

As with tissue, in some countries, organ donors are
assigned an identifier at the national level by the
competent authority such as in Italy, or a government
designated authority, such as the United Network for
Organ Sharing (UNOS) in the U.S. This identifier is
used by the organ recovery agency and is assigned to
all organs recovered from a particular donor. The
number is unique nationally, but does not meet an
internationally agreed format and is thus unlikely to
be compatible with traceability systems outside of the
country of origin or countries that participate in the
assigned system, such as Eurotransplant. This number
is also not universally shared with the tissue recovery
agencies that recover tissue from the same donor.
Thus, the linkage is broken and communication is
difficult. If an adverse event is recognized by one
program, usually in the organ transplant recipient,
mechanisms are lacking to convey this information to
the multiple agencies involved outside of the organ
transplant community. This was a serious gap recog-
nized by the CDC in designing the TTSN.

One example of such a coding system that is
currently being used for solid organ donors is the
alphanumeric scheme used in the United States since
the inception of the Organ Procurement and Trans-
plantation Network (OPTN) in 1987. UNOS main-
tains a computer system (UNet>™) where all
information about organ donors, candidates and
actual organ recipients are stored. When an Organ
Procurement Organization (OPO) has a potential
deceased organ donor, they access the UNet™
system and generate a unique six-character alphanu-
meric Donor ID. The OPO uses UNet™™ to make
electronic offers to the transplant programs of the
candidates on the list. When an organ is transplanted,
the transplant program uses UNet™™ to enter infor-
mation on the recipient and the donor and the UNOS
Donor ID links the two within the computer system.

When a disease transmission is reported to the
OPTN Patient Safety System, UNOS staff can easily
access the information about all other recipients of
organs from the donor and contact the transplant
programs that performed the transplant. The OPO is
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responsible for contacting the tissue organization that
recovered and/or processed the tissue recovered from
the donor. Note that UNet>™ is not used to generate a
UNOS Donor ID in the case of a tissue-only donor.
There is currently no single coding system in the
United States that is used for all organ and tissue
donors.

Software and instruments

To maximize the safety and efficiency benefits of
electronic data capture it is important to ensure that
instruments and software used throughout the path-
way from donor to recipient are able to read and
correctly interpret the information provided in elec-
tronically readable format. The cost of modification
of software and instruments to accommodate locally
designed systems is high. Manufacturers will only
include support for a coding system as a standard
feature of their product if the market is sufficiently
large. This presents a major obstacle for any new
coding system—as illustrated by the case of ISBT
128 where it took almost ten years from the
development of the standard until a significant
number of manufacturers would support it as a
standard feature. Today, fifteen years after ISBT 128
was developed, almost 100 vendors of software,
instruments, and containers and labels are licensed
with ICCBBA and support the ISBT 128 Standard.
Many of these suppliers provide products that are
used across all sectors (e.g. blood grouping machines,
infectious disease screening systems). Several of the
major software systems providers in the blood
transfusion field that support ISBT 128 are now
marketing systems to support cellular therapy and
tissues.

Coding systems for cells, tissues and organs:
lessons learned and a path forward

Lessons learned and the value of a coding system
common to substances of human origin

A number of lessons from the past decade can be
applied to issues of traceability and coding. The
safety and traceability benefits of uniform identifica-
tion combined with electronically readable informa-
tion were recognized in the blood transfusion field as
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far back as 1976 when a system using Codabar bar
codes was introduced in 16 blood centers and
transfusion services in the US as part of a test
program coordinated by the American Blood Com-
mission. Following the success of this program the
ABC-Codabar standard was widely adopted in the US
and in several other countries (Brodheim et al. 1980;
Thatcher 1981). Whilst highly successful for many
years, this standard was designed for use in a ‘local’
context at a time when there was little movement of
blood or samples outside the local blood center
region, transfusion records were stored for periods of
only a few years, and only a small range of blood
components was prepared.

With the rapid growth in component therapy,
combined with the move to larger and more central-

‘ized blood centers and testing facilities, the ABC-

Codabar standard was unable to cope with the more
complex demands. Donation identification ‘unique-
ness’ was constrained to the local provider (i.e. two
different blood center providers could use the same
‘unique’ identifier). Locally introduced ‘fixes’ to
accommodate new codes into the old structure
undermined the original elements of commonality
in the standard. As previously noted, the Gulf War
emphasized the weakness of this system and stimu-
lated the development of a new, internationally
recognized machine-readable system.

There continues to be resistance to changing to an
international standard due to a variety of reasons.
There are inherent costs related to changing coding
and labeling including software and hardware invest-
ments along with the inherent resistance to any
change per se. This applies to both suppliers and
customers who have to coordinate their systems to be
compatible. There is also a small fee to register the
individual institution in order to identify the sources
of materials. Nevertheless, cost savings are also
achieved over the long term, including personnel
costs realized by adopting a standardized coding
system. As an example, Diana Teo (Director of
Singapore Blood Services) in the ICCBBA annual
report is quoted: “ISBT 128 has provided us with an
organized and consistent system of labeling for our
blood and blood components. This has enabled better
monitoring and more efficient management of our
blood inventory. The unique format of the donation
identification and product code has also contributed
towards blood safety. Ultimately, the change to
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ISBT128 has been of benefit to our blood program in
Singapore.”

There has also been resistance to the adoption of a
‘blood’ standard for tissue products, however the
ISBT 128 system has already been demonstrated to
meet the needs of tissue banking, and ICCBBA have
gone to considerable lengths to engage with the tissue
and cell communities by appointing experts from
these fields to their Board of Directors and establish-
ing technical advisory groups in these fields. The
benefits of a single coding system for products of
human origin, both in terms of simplified handling
within the hospitals, and improved biovigilance, are
clear.

Currently, tissue that is received into a hospital
inventory can come from as many as 40 different
suppliers, each with a different labeling system and
most of which are not machine-readable. This adds
significant burden to the management of inventory
requiring significant labor investment to log in each
tissue both as received and when distributed within
the hospital environment. This obviously increases
risks to patient safety as it creates opportunities for
error and increases the difficulty of traceability as
well as the costs associated with these.

Recommendations for a path forward

There is currently a wide diversity in the identifica-
tion and coding of tissue and cell products. Identi-
fication numbers are very often only unique to the
cell processing laboratory or tissue bank of issue and
are not always provided in an electronically readable
format. Product terminology is generally not stan-
dardized even at the national level. Label design and
content is varied although regulatory requirements
ensure essential information is present. However,
there is a slow but steady trend towards the imple-
mentation of ISBT 128. Two hundred and thirty-
seven Tissue and Cell facilities in more than 30
countries are currently registered with ICCBBA to
use ISBT 128, and 27 of these have registered since
the start of 2009. Across all three fields of blood,
cellular therapy and tissue there are now more than
3,700 ISBT 128 licensed facilities in 66 countries.
The international consensus on cellular therapy
coding and labeling has set a clear direction for the
global adoption of ISBT 128 for CT products. Interest
in the tissue banking sector continues to grow,
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particularly with the recognition of the essential need
for globally unique identification of tissues, however
the lack of clarity over the European Commission’s
position on coding is hampering adoption in some
European countries.

Effective traceability and biovigilance in the
global context depends upon the use of globally
unique identification for all donated biologic prod-
ucts. Where technological development permits, such
identification should be provided in a standard
electronically readable format to eliminate the risk
of manual transcription errors. The ISBT 128 system
has already been adopted in many countries, is well
established, and is reliable.

In most cases mapping from existing local or
national numbering systems to an ISBT 128 number
should be relatively simple. The ISBT 128 Facility
Identifier can be assigned at the level of individual
tissue banks or organ procurement organizations, or
at the level of a national coordination body. The
remainder of the identifier is made up of a two-digit
year code, and a six-digit sequence number. As an
example, a tissue bank in the USA may currently
identify tissue donations using a year code (09) and
sequence number in the year (001), giving the first
donor of 2009 the number 09/001. If this tissue bank
were assigned the ISBT 128 facility code of W9999,
then the number would map into an ISBT 128
number as W9999 09 000001, where W9999 is the
facility code, 09 is the year and 000001 the sequence
number for the year.

Recognizing that existing systems will need to be
modified to change from current numbers to globally
unique identifiers a two phase proposal from IC-
CBBA could be considered as an interim step.

Previously concerns have been expressed about the
status of ICCBBA, in particular whether the organi-
zation is a commercial entity, and whether it is ‘US-
centric’. In response to such queries, ICCBBA has
confirmed that they are a tax-exempt not-for-profit
organization under Section 501 (c) (3) of the Inland
Revenue Code which requires that the organization
must not be organized or operated for the benefit of
private interests, and no part of their organization’s
net earnings may inure to the benefit of any private
shareholder or individual (IRS.gov 2010). In addition,
an international volunteer Board of Directors governs
ICCBBA with current members from Canada,
China, Denmark, Egypt, Italy, the Netherlands, and
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the USA, and the Executive Director is based in the
UK. Other resistance/perception issues include:

ICCBBA is not under the auspices of government
and there is perceived risk of the system collapsing if
ICCBBA fails without funding guarantees.

There are issues around who ultimately owns and
controls the standard and has ultimate power over it.
Another issue is the fact that the tissue banking field
is competitive (and in some cases commercial) with
slight variations in products using patented technol-
ogies creating unique marketable ‘edges’ which
conflicts with the principle of commonality and
product equivalence. Finally the labeling system
‘looking the same’ is against the principle of product
branding, and highly processed grafts having unique
trade names rather than product descriptions further
exacerbates the issue.

Nevertheless, International standardization of ter-
minology helps to reduce the risk of misunderstand-
ing when product is shipped internationally and
would greatly assist in the analysis of adverse events
and reactions. To date the most comprehensive
international terminology for biologic product
descriptions is held by ICCBBA for use in the ISBT
128 Standard. However, there are some areas, most
notably in reproductive tissues, eyes and organs,
where the terminology has yet to be fully defined. In
addition, efforts are needed to create communication
pathways between the different transplant communi-
ties where a donor is shared, such as with organs,
tissues and cornea programs. The identification of an
adverse event, that may impact other recipients of
biological components from the same donor, must be
communicated to all stakeholders to improve patient
safety and outcomes.

It is recommended that:

e Efforts be made to encourage the introduction of a
standardized international coding system for
donation identification numbers, such as ISBT
128, for all donated human biologic products.
Focus on global traceability for all donated
human biologic products.

Encourage communication between international
stakeholders to develop consensus on common
grounds.

Promote suitable international forums to be
established to expand the international terminol-
ogy for donated human biologic materials.

@ Springer
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e Any move towards adopting globally unique
identification should be compatible with a well
established standard coding system so that the
progression towards automated data capture and
computerized records can be achieved.
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