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Introduction 
Platelets are stored at 20 to 24°C to preserve function and viability. Such storage makes them an excellent growth 
medium for bacteria. Studies conducted have shown that platelets inoculated with pathogenic bacteria have by day 
3 of storage attained a growth of ≥10? CFU/m; which can result in septicemia.  SANBS Quality Control (QC) is 
performing sterility testing on approximately 20% of all apheresis platelets (AP) to monitor if collection and 
processing procedures are done aseptically and exclude bacterial contamination.  Should an issued platelet 
product be contaminated the prescribing Dr will be informed.  2-4 ml of an AP sterility sample is incubated for 14 
days; optimally sample volume should be 4-8 ml and incubation time is recommended for the life-time of the 
platelets. Positive sterility results are detected generally after the expiry date of the platelet and in most instances 
the product has been transfused and anecdotally the organism is of no clinical significance and product related 
sepsis has not been reported to date. 
 
The aim was to compare the time of detection of contaminated AP to the age of the platelet products at the time of 
transfusion. 
 
Method   
A retrospective review of laboratory data relating to bacterial contaminated AP obtained in 2016 was performed. 
This was correlated to the time of transfusion of implicated AP apheresis platelet units. QC department is using the 
automated liquid culture system (BacT/ALERT; bioMériex, Durham, N.C.) that uses broth bottles with colorimetric 
sensor which changes color as a consequence of increasing CO2 produced by bacterial proliferation. The machine 
monitors both the rate of the colorimetric sensor and the absolute color change of the sensor. Aerobic and 
Anaerobic bottles are inoculated 24 hours after collection with 1 to 2 ml of the AP product each and incubated for 
14 days. If the machine gives a positive signal, the result and time is auto-transferred to MEDITECH and the broth 
is then sub cultured on agar plates (Blood agar, MacConkey agar and SDA agar) and a Gram stain is performed 
to classify the bacterium. Bacterial identification is performed using MicroScan (Beckman Coulter) at an outsourced 
laboratory. These results were compared to AP issue data of relevant units.  
 
Results 
A total of 2860 AP were tested in 2016, 141 (5%) tested positive for bacterial contamination between day 2 and 
10. 172 products were made and issued from the 141 positive APs. 91% (n= 156) of products were issued by day 
3, compared to the average detection time of 7 days and 80% of bacterial growth being detected from day 6 to 
day14. The most common isolates were Propionibacterium acnes (n=66, 46.8%) of which 65 were isolated 
anaerobically, and Staphylococcus epidermidis (n=22, 15.6%), most of which 13 were isolated aerobically. 
 
Conclusion 
The majority of contaminated APs were detected long after the product was issued. To increase the sensitivity of 
the sterility test we recommend increasing the culture volume to 4ml to 8ml and shortening the incubation time to 
7 days. 
 


