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Introduction 
 
This policy covers the packaging and transport of specimens within and between hospital sites and 
lists the responsibilities of Ward staff, Porters, and Couriers. 

There are four UN numbers that can be used to classify goods that contain infectious substances 
or pathogens, as dangerous goods for transport: 

• UN 2814, Infectious Substances (affecting humans) 

• UN 2900, Infectious Substances (affecting animals) 

• UN 3291, Clinical Waste (Bio Medical Waste or Regulated Medical Waste) 

• UN 3373, Diagnostic Specimens 

Most Pathology specimens fall under the UN 3373 category and as such a risk category must be 
determined for each and details are provided in the text of this policy. Diagnostic material assigned 
to this category is only permitted to be transported for the purpose of diagnosis or investigation and 
include a variety of biological fluids and tissues but does not include live infected animals. 

Adherence to the policy includes advice on the use of air-tubes, porters, couriers and taxis for 
specimen transport. The guidance covers specimens for each of the laboratories. 

 
1. Scope & Purpose 

 
This policy relates to all members of staff, including courier staff, involved in the transit of a clinical 
sample (blood, urine, tissue etc) from the patient to the laboratory or between laboratories. The 
policy does not apply to Royal Mail staff or external transport providers, such as taxi drivers and 
non-contracted courier staff. 

The aim of the policy is to provide clear guidance to staff involved in the transfer of clinical samples 
to the laboratory to ensure this is accomplished in a safe, secure and timely fashion. This should 
ensure the safety of all staff handling samples and maximise the benefit to patients from prompt 
analyses. 
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2. Definitions 

 
The meaning of the terms used in the context of this document: 

Air tube the pneumatic specimen transport system that links wards and theatres with the 
laboratories. 

Biochemistry Trust laboratory Part of Blood Sciences, also known as Clinical Chemistry 

Biohazard A sample from a patient infected with a Hazard Group 3 or 4 biological agent (known or 
suspected) 

Blood Sciences A collective term for the laboratories that examine blood samples. This includes 
Biochemistry, Immunology, Haematology and Transfusion. 

Cellular Pathology A department consisting of Cytology, Histopathology, and the Mortuary 
(Andrology BAH). 

Courier The Trust’s contracted operator who provides the inter-hospital/GP courier service. 

Cytology Trust laboratory where cells in fluids are examined. Part of Cellular Pathology. 

Electronic requesting a laboratory examination via the eRecord system. 

Frozen section a rapid, intra-operative diagnostic procedure carried out in Histopathology on fresh 
tissue samples. 

Haematology Trust laboratory. Part of Blood Sciences. 

Histopathology Trust laboratory where tissue samples are examined microscopically. Part of 
Cellular Pathology. 

Microbiology Trust laboratory where samples are examined for infectious agents. 

Sample Any bodily fluid or tissue extracted from a patient for laboratory examination. 

UN3373 packaging Approved sample packaging (triple-pack) that meets the standard required for 
safe transport by road & rail. 

 

3. Responsibilities & Authorities 
 

Each employee is required to take reasonable care for the health and safety of themselves and all 
other persons who may be affected by their acts or omissions at work. 
Responsibility for the safe collection and packaging of clinical samples shall rest entirely upon the 
sender, it is therefore imperative that all areas where clinical materials are generated remain 
conversant with current rules, regulations and up to date safety codes of practice. Instructions are 
available for users of the service with advice for samples that require need specific handling 
conditions or prompt delivery to the laboratory via the laboratory handbook.  
The laboratory has a Service level agreement with the Trust’s Courier Transport Services, to 
ensure the safe and timely delivery of samples from GP surgeries. 
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4. Monitoring compliance with the policy 

Annual audit will be carried out by Laboratory Medicine representatives to establish compliance to 
requirements and to ensure competences are maintained. 

Any non-conformances will be brought to the attention of laboratory management and transport 
service management. 

Individuals that do not conform to the requirements will not be permitted to practice until assessors 
are satisfied that the deficiencies have been addressed. 

 

5. Policy / Procedure  
 
The Pathology Department Management team is committed to ensure that the health, safety and 
welfare of staff, patients and visitors to the department are maintained to the highest possible 
standard. All laboratory specimens are potentially hazardous; 
It is important that care is taken when collecting and handling clinical samples to ensure that the 
risk of infection to staff is kept to an absolute minimum. These rules must be observed at all times 
and never allowed to lapse at busy periods or because of a failure to maintain adequate supplies of 
bags or containers. Members of staff employed within the Trust must not be put at risk because of 
ignorance, negligence or bad technique. 
 

 All clinical samples must either – 
 

o Be placed inside a sealed plastic bag. 
 
o Or be supported upright in a purpose made rack or tray so as to prevent accidental 

contamination of staff, request forms and / or other samples. 
 
o Blood and tissue slides should be regarded as ‘sharps’ and placed in an appropriate 

slide transport box before packaging. 
 
Samples should be maintained within the temperature range specified for sample collection and 
handling (ambient room temperature unless otherwise stated as recommended in WHO 
guidelines), and should be transported within an agreed time frame to preserve the integrity of the 
samples. Markedly delayed delivery or exposure of samples to extremes of temperature should be 
reported to Pathology. 
 

 Safe working practices shall be observed at all times. 
 

 Patient confidentiality must be observed at all times. 
 

 Never leave samples or patient information unattended in a public area 
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6. Transport procedures 

During working hours the receiving laboratory is responsible for the safe transport of specimens to 
other sites once received from wards or clinics. 

Out of hours (i.e. at nights, weekends and on bank holidays) Specimens to be sent to another site 
must be sent via taxi (if urgent) or a blood bike can be used (mon-fri 7pm-7am and all weekend 
and bank holidays). Incorrectly packaged specimens will not be sent. 

7. Sample Transport Time for GP samples  

Cell Pathology Samples  

For samples that are in formalin there is no specified minimum and maximum time for transport of 

samples to the laboratory. However if samples are not transported directly to the laboratory they 

should not be stored in a refrigerated area as this slows down the fixation rate.  

For samples that are sent fresh (ie not in formalin) to the laboratory as an urgent sample that 

comes for theatres and should arrive within 20 minutes, or Products of conception for genetic 

testing.  These should arrive to us as soon as possible; if they cannot be put on a transport van by 

mid-afternoon then they should be refrigerated for transportation the next day. 

Non gynae samples all should arrive within 6 hours of being taken, however CSF samples for 

cytology should arrive before 3pm that day to be processed, if they can   

Clinical Biochemistry Samples  

Chemistry samples should be processed within the laboratory within 12 hours. There some test 

require processing sooner on a test by test basis past this point and users should refer to the 

pathology handbook test directory to ensure samples are transported in a suitable time frame.  

Microbiology Samples  

Microbiology require transporting to the laboratory for analysis within the following time frames: 

 swabs should be tested within 48 hours between sampling and culture (except GC - only 24 

hours)  

 urines in boric acid should be tested within 72 hours.  

 ost 'fresh' samples e.g. sputum and faeces should be tested between 24-48 hours but 

should be refrigerated if left overnight.  

For a full comprehensive list users should refer to the pathology handbook- test directory.  

 Haematology and Transfusion Samples  

Haematology and Transfusion samples should be processed within the laboratory within 12 hours. 

There some test require processing sooner on a test by test basis past this point and users should 

refer to the pathology handbook test directory to ensure samples are transported in a suitable time 

frame.  
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8. Ward staff responsibilities 

Use the correct container for the analysis required (refer to the Pathology test directory Tube Guide 
for blood specimens).  

Consider risk of biohazard Place the specimen container into the plastic bag attached to the 
request form and seal the bag. 

Ensure that tubes from only one patient are placed in the bag. Do not place specimens from 
multiple patients in one bag. 

Send the sample promptly to the on-site laboratory. 

9. Porters and courier responsibilities 

All laboratory specimens are potentially hazardous. It is important that care is taken when 
collecting and handling clinical samples to ensure that the risk of infection to staff is kept to an 
absolute minimum. These rules must be observed at all times and never allowed to lapse at busy 
periods or because of a failure to maintain adequate supplies of bags or containers. 
Members of staff employed within the Trust must not be put at risk because of ignorance, 
negligence or bad technique. 
 
Samples must always be carried in closed boxes, which are clearly marked with a Biological 

Substance label. This outer package must display a diamond warning symbol (size 50 mm) 

containing the text “UN3373” in letters 6mm high. 

Samples must be individually bagged, placed in a secondary bag containing absorbent material, 

sealed and carefully placed in the transport container. 

Handle specimen containers with care at all times. 

Safe working practices shall be observed at all times. 

Samples must never be carried unprotected in the open hand or given to other members of staff in 

this way. 

Samples must not be left unattended when not secured in the van. Patient confidentiality must be 

preserved at all times. 

Samples should be transported within an agreed time frame to preserve the integrity of the 

samples. Markedly delayed delivery or exposure of samples to extremes of temperature should be 

reported to Pathology. 

The containment of specimens within motor vehicles, used to transport specimens, must be such 

as to protect the contents in the event of an accident. 

In the event of a Formalin spillage the Cellular Pathology Laboratory (Ext: 32446), must be 

contacted before any material is touched. Do not try to tackle the spillage unless trained to do so. 

Formaldehyde gives off a pungent smell and it is recommended to open all windows of the vehicle 

and report the incident to your manager. In the event of a large spillage of formaldehyde it may be 

necessary to call the emergency services. 

In the event of a vehicle breakdown or a road traffic accident, do not allow persons other than 

courier staff or Trust staff to handle specimens. 
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10. Taxi driver responsibilities 

All laboratory specimens are potentially hazardous. It is important that care is taken when 

collecting and handling clinical samples to ensure that the risk of infection to staff is kept to an 

absolute minimum. These rules must be observed at all times and never allowed to lapse at busy 

periods or because of a failure to maintain adequate supplies of bags or containers. 

 

Members of staff employed within the Trust and private contractors must not be put at risk because 

of ignorance, negligence or bad technique. Only laboratory/trust approved private contractors 

should be used. 

Samples must always be carried in closed boxes, which are clearly marked with a Biological 

Substance label. This outer package must display a diamond warning symbol (size 50 mm) 

containing the text “UN3373” in letters 6mm high. 

Samples must be individually bagged, placed in a secondary bag containing absorbent material, 

sealed and carefully placed in the transport container. 

Handle specimen containers with care at all times. 

 Safe working practices shall be observed at all times. 

Samples must never be carried unprotected in the open hand or given to other members of staff in 

this way. 

Samples must not be left unattended when not secured in the van. Patient confidentiality must be 

preserved at all times. 

 
The package must be secured in the locked boot of the vehicle and must NOT be carried in the 

passenger cabin. NO PASSENGERS are permitted whilst the specimens are being transported. 

The package must be delivered directly, with no unauthorised detours or stops, to the specified 

location. 

The package must be handed to the named person or department by the driver. DO NOT leave at 

any other location UNLESS that is your instruction. 

In the event of a spillage, decontamination materials are available from Pathology by contacting 

Pathology UHND (Ext: 32682) and Pathology DMH (43253). 

In the event of a vehicle breakdown or a road traffic accident, do not allow persons other than taxi 

staff or Trust staff to handle specimens. 
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11. Use of the Air Tube System 

Correctly packaged specimens should not leak within the Air Tube system. However, never send 
the following items/specimens via the air tube: 

o Needles Hazardous to Laboratory staff. 

o Incorrectly packaged or Hazardous to all staff using the system. 

Biohazard specimens Decontamination of the system is expensive, difficult and may cause 

prolonged closure. 

o Specimens not in a carrier These will break. 

o Unrepeatable samples to include CSF, Blood Cultures, Histology tissue samples  

In the event of a spillage or breakage in the Air Tube System please contact the site Estates 
Department urgently 

12. The transport of high-risk specimens 

It is a requirement by Health and Safety that anyone sending samples to a laboratory must provide 

relevant clinical details including recent foreign travel and any known or suspected infection with, 

or exposure to, high risk microorganisms. 

Specimens from patients with certain infections are a particular risk to Laboratory staff who 

process them. Laboratories have special procedures in place to handle these specimens safely. 

The Laboratory must be made aware when a specimen is high risk by labelling both the request 

form, where submitted, and sample container with a biohazard label.  

For electronic requesting, the biohazard label must be placed on the sample and the specimen 

placed in a separate specimen bag.  

13. Microbiology specimens 

Microbiology laboratories are centralised on the UHND site. 

Routine samples should be sent via Porter or air tube system 

Urgent Microbiology samples MUST be sent to the laboratory by taxi  

The Ward MUST notify Microbiology by telephone in advance of any urgent specimens 

(Microbiology 32450). Out of hours, all telephone calls must be made via switchboard. 

Where request forms are used the Ward must complete the request form and clearly mark it 

‘URGENT’. 

High risk samples MUST be clearly identified by a biohazard label. 
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14. Histology samples 

When transporting formalin fixed histological specimens the following rules should be observed: - 
 

 
1. Any spillage should be dealt with immediately by appropriately trained Staff (SOP 

LP/PA/HP/SOP103).  Specimens from Theatre, OPD and Day Surgery are brought directly 
to the department via specifically appointed members of their staff using the specimen 
trolley or in a specimen basket Under no circumstances should they be sent via the 
Vacuum tube system 
 

2. All specimens should have three levels of containment i.e. 
 

i. Specimen container with secure fitting lid. 
ii. These should then be placed in a suitable container such as a yellow transport bag 

when collected by Hospital Courier or trolley/basket when transported internally. 
iii. When transported via the Courier each vehicle should be equipped with a spillage kit 

and instruction card in case of leakage during round. 
 
Fresh Tissue Samples 

 
When transporting fresh samples such as skins for immunofluorescence, specimen containers 
should be fitted with a secure lid.  The containers should be in a plastic bag and transported in the 
yellow leak proof courier bags. 
POC’s can be transported unfixed these should be in a secure container and double bagged. 
 

15. Cytology  samples 

Unfixed or Fixed Specimens 
 

When transporting cytological specimens the following rules should be observed:  
 

1) Gloves should be worn at all times 
 

2) Any spillage should be dealt with immediately by appropriately trained Staff (SOP 
LP/ND/CY/CYRE032).   
 

3) All specimens should have three levels of containment i.e. 
 

iv. Specimen container with secure fitting lid. 
v. The container should be placed in a sealable plastic bag e.g. mini-grip or similar. 
vi. These should then be placed in a suitable container such as a green/yellow transport 

bag when collected by Hospital Courier or trolley/basket when transported internally. 
 

When transported via the Courier, each vehicle should be equipped with a spillage kit 
and instruction card in case of leakage during their round. 
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Postal Transportation of Specimens and Slides in Cytology 

1. Any case sent to away for review must have a ‘Referral Information Tracker’ attached to 
the case in Winpath. In Result Entry scan barcode or type case number. Right click, 
highlight ‘Add’, click on TLC and insert REF1, OK. Referral Information 1 line will be 
created at the bottom of the screen. Record all applicable details. 

2. Slides which are to leave the Department must be replaced in the filing cabinets with a 
tracker card stating the Laboratory number, name of patient, number of slides, 
destination and date departed. 

3. Slides must be packed tightly into plastic slide transport boxes (not sent in slide trays) 
and sealed with cellotape.  They should be sent in a jiffy padded bag and a tamperproof 
envelope together with necessary paper work. Sender and recipient details are written 
on the envelope. Send by recorded delivery or Royal Mail Special Delivery. 

4. Put specimens into leak proof plastic tubes and pack into plastic transport tubes using 
the wadding supplied. This is put into an approved cardboard mailing box with any 
paperwork and the details completed on the outside of the box. Place in a tamperproof 
envelope labelled with sender and recipient details. Send by recorded delivery or Royal 
Mail Special Delivery. 

5. On the return of any slides to the Department, the date of return must be completed in 
the Referral Information 1 line. 

 

16. Transfusion  

Blood Transfusion Samples and Urgent BAH Inpatient/Outpatient Samples 

All blood transfusion samples and urgent hospital generated samples (i.e. inpatient and outpatient) 
that are received at BAH by the MLAs during manned hours (Monday – Friday 8.30 – 18.00), are 
logged as received by the BAH MLA using the form LF/PA/TR/POST35, which records the date, 
patients name, hosp/NHS no, source, tests requested, time received at BAH and importantly time 
received at DMH. BAH reception staff will pack the urgent and transfusion samples separately in 
easily identifiable red bags.  
If any urgent or transfusion samples are sent via the last driver to DMH, the log is sent over to 
DMH reception.  
 
There is a van that leaves approx. 08:30 from the Urgent Care desk at BAH – This is the best 
option to guarantee that the sample has been processed prior to the patient attending theatre, for 
wards where the patient is going to have surgery before 13:00 the samples that are taken first thing 
on a morning either need to be sent in a taxi, or with the 08:30 van (must be put in one of the 
‘Green’ pathology bags so the driver knows to take them to Pathology and not leave them in the 
post room!).   
 
This also applies for any crossmatches, even if not urgent Monday to Friday; 

 1st routine van driver leaves BAH at 11:00, and doesn’t get to DMH till between 
12:30/13:00. 
2nd van driver leaves BAH at 14:20 
3rd van driver leaves BAH at 16:00 
Last van driver leaves BAH at 18:00 

Saturday and Sunday there is a routine driver leaving the UCC reception at 13:00 (these samples 
are processed at UHND) 
 
At all other times urgent samples need to be sent via a taxi, and routine samples via Blood Bikes. 
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i. External Transport (Non-Regular – Larger Samples) via Post  

To be approved for transport via the Post Office, specimens must not contain material 
suspected or known to be of higher than hazard group 3 and be packaged according to 
Packing Instruction 650 then sent by First Class Letter Post. 

i. Take a posting box. 

ii. Make sure that the specimen is placed in the plastic tube with wadding at both 
ends to absorb any fluid, then fasten lid securely. 

iii. Put plastic tube and request form into postal box secured in the cardboard 
flaps and seal. 

iv. The cardboard outer must have the following clearly visible: 
i The sender / emergency labels  
iiThe hazard tape  
iii UN 3373 symbol  

 
v. The address label is affixed and marked “1st Class Post”, (unless using 

courier or transport). 
 

ii. Place complete container in office post tray OR Taxi/TNT etc.  
i. Order a Taxi (as per Trust policy) and ask for the pickup to be at the 

entrance of Pathology Reception also giving destination details. 
 

ii. Give the complete package and sample transit form to Taxi driver 

17. Hazards & Safety Precautions 
 

Staff must always use the personal protective equipment provided. Hazard data sheets are 
available for all reagents used and staff are advised to thoroughly read the relevant sections before 
commencing with the procedure. Hazard data sheets and COSHH information can be accessed 
electronically through Qpulse document number. 
 

In the event of contact with biological samples the following First Aid must be sought: 

 
Eyes – Rinse immediately using eye wash stations. Seek medical attention. 

 
Skin – Flush skin in running water, remove any contaminated clothing. If irritation persists, 
seek medical attention. 

 
Ingestion – Drink lots of water immediately to dilute the swallowed liquid. Induce vomiting if 
possible. Seek medical attention immediately.  

 
Inhalation – Get fresh air immediately. If breathing has stopped artificial respiration should 
be performed. Seek medical attention immediately. 
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18. Training and Competency 

Continued maintenance of capability will be demonstrated by competence assessed annually by 

laboratory. 

Written evidence of ongoing competence will be recorded in the Laboratory competence record. 

Staff new to the trust or contracted to the Trust, who have been performing the skills elsewhere, 

must be familiarised with the Trust’s policy. 

Managers need to ensure staff are aware of and have access to policy guidelines and that the 

appropriate education, supervision and personal development reviews are in place to ensure safe 

practice. 

A record of competencies will be kept for audit and compliance purposes. 

19. Competency 

Knowledge of all infection prevention and control policies. 

Maintain safety and minimise the risk of the transmission of infection. 

20. Performance Requirements: 

Individuals must be able to assemble and utilise all equipment associated with the safe transport of 

pathology specimens and materials. 

They must be able to carry out procedure according to trust guidelines. 

They must be able to observe infection control measures. 

They must be able to dispose of equipment and waste material in a safe and correct manner. 

They must be able to complete all appropriate and associated documentation. 

The Trust is committed to ensuring that, as far as is reasonably practicable, the way we provide 
services to the public and the way we treat our staff reflects their individual needs and does not 
discriminate against individuals or groups on any grounds. This policy has been appropriately 
assessed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


