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Strides forward in 
biobanking ethics
The Comment by Jonathan Ashcroft 
and Cheryl Macpherson1 highlight 
some important aspects in the ethical 
application and practice in the field of 
biobanking. They present the general 
view (and perhaps implication) that 
the ethical landscape in biobanking is 
complex and appears irreducible, and 
thus hinders the conduct of effective 
research to the benefit of public health.

The inexorable demand for high-
quality, research-ready, and clinically 
annotated biological samples to support 
post-genomic and personalised medical 
research is important to consider. 
Biobanks offer such an infrastructure 
to support major medical research 
milestones. However, the evolution of 
biobanks has been decentralised, with 
different national directives on ethical 
frameworks and data governance 
and protection rules,2 and different 
methods for collection, storage, 
and use of samples and data. These 
factors have generated a high level 
of operational heterogeneity within 
biobanking, also inevitably reflected 
in its ethical aspects.3 The biobanking 
community has sought solutions that 
are transparent, are effective, and 
offer efficient governance structures 
and procedures for access to available 
samples and compensation, as well as 
a framework for priority setting. These 
solutions involve international agencies 
(eg, International Agency for Research 
on Cancer [IARC] and International 
Organization for Standardization 
[ISO]) and infrastructures (eg, 
Biobanking and BioMolecular resources 
Research Infrastructure [BBMRI] and 
International Society for Biological and 
Environmental Repositories [ISBER]) 
in recognition of the need to adopt 
best practices and provide scientific, 
ethical, and legal guidelines for the 
industry and public health. These 
agencies strive to take into account 
the ethical complexities within specific 
geographical areas or further technical 
advances, such as clinical imaging 

banks. This effort has resulted in the ISO 
standard (20387:2018-Biotechnology; 
Biobanking), the IARC Common 
Minimum Technical Standards and 
Protocols for Biobanks Dedicated to 
Cancer Research;4 the BBMRI-European 
Research Infrastructure Consortium 
helpdesk for ethical, legal, and social 
issues, which is the de facto service 
advising on ethical aspects on 
biobanking in the EU; and the updated 
ISBER Best Practices for Biorepositories.5 
Thus, while acknowledging the 
complexity inherent to the ethics in 
biobanking activities, there have been 
some great strides forward achieved 
collectively in the past 5 years. The 
implementation of such standards 
and guidelines is now expected to 
inform how best to move forward in 
addressing the ethical challenges in the 
field.
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For more on the 
BBMRI-European Research 
Infrastructure Consortium 
helpdesk see http://www.bbmri-
eric.eu/bbmri-eric/elsi-helpdesk/
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