New lease on shelf life for blood
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AUSTRALIAN scientists have discovered the trick to extending the shelf life of a vital blood product relied on by thousands of cancer sufferers.
The breakthrough could have profound implications for timing of transfusions of donated blood product for people undergoing chemotherapy treatment. 

Researchers from The Walter and Eliza Hall Institute of Medical Research in Melbourne investigated a vital ingredient in blood cells called platelets, which help blood clot and wounds heal. 

These vital cells don't live long - just ten days in the body and only five days when stored for transfusions given to about 7000 Australian cancer patients a year.

The team has unearthed the secret to their short life. The platelets have internal "clocks" that act like ticking time bombs, predetermining their death from the moment they are born. 

The life span is controlled by the amount of protein they contain and, as this dwindles, the specialised clotting cells commit a programmed form of suicide. 

Dr David Huang, a molecular geneticist specialising in cancer, said the findings, published today in the journal Cell, had important implications for platelet disorders. 

But the discovery also suggests chemical treatments could be developed that increase the level of this pro-survival protein, he said.

This would effectively set the clock back and extend the shelf life of the product. 

"Probably the most profound implication is the possibility for extending platelet life span in blood banks," he said.

"If the platelet storage time could be extended from five to eight or ten days, it would make a lot of difference for clinical and blood banking practice." 

In Australia, 110,000 adult doses of platelets were transfused in the 2005/06 financial year, primarily to cancer patients who had their platelets levels depleted by chemotherapy. 

This platelet boost is vital to reduce the risk of bleeding.

But timing issues mean the treatment is often compromised because it must be scheduled around product availability, Dr Huang said.

The Australian Red Cross Blood Service said the five-day shelf life was a critical, problematic factor, especially during public holiday periods. 

"However, platelet collections represent around only 4.5 per cent of total collections required each year," a spokeswoman said. 

"While extending the shelf life of platelets would be welcomed, the total demand for blood and blood products over the next ten years is anticipated to increase by more than 100 per cent."

A National Blood Authority spokesman said any proposed changes in the product would need to be submitted to the Therapeutic Goods Administration after clinicians had been consulted.

