Banco de Sangue Animal in Porto
(Portuguese Animal Blood Bank)
As many people may be aware, providing a blood transfusion for a cat with severe anaemia can
be a life-saving procedure. There are many diﬀerent causes of anaemia in cats, some of which
may be treatable. In some cases providing a blood transfusion will be the only thing that allows a
cat to survive long enough to allow investigation and appropriate treatment.
Despite the need for blood transfusions in cats, providing a suitable source of blood is not easy.
Diﬀerent ethical and legal regulations apply in diﬀerent countries, and the blood used has to be
matched (of the same blood type as the recipient cat) and/or cross-matched to ensure there are
no adverse reactions to the transfusion.
In the UK, and in some other countries, most feline blood transfusions are done by collecting
blood from a donor cat immediately prior to transfusing it to the recipient. However, this
potentially creates problems as transfusions may be limited by the availability of a suitable donor
and/or the equipment and environment to collect the blood.
In some countries, such as the USA, animal blood banks exist that enable units of blood to be
stored and transported to clinics where they are required for use, eliminating the need for clinics
to source their own donor cats. This has a number of potential advantages, although blood banks
have to be carefully managed as collected blood has to be stored correctly and has a limited
period where it remains viable.
Feline blood banks are not currently available in either the UK or most other European countries,
despite the well-recognised need for them. Part of the challenge in setting up a feline blood bank
is the sourcing of appropriate donor cats, the handling of the cats and the methods used to
collect the blood. It is critical that these aspects are carefully controlled and that any blood
collection is done in a way that minimises any welfare implications for the donor.
The Banco de Sangue Animal in Porto has been providing a bank of both canine and feline blood
units for a number of years. They not only supply blood for use within Portugal, but also send
blood to a number of other countries for clinical use. In some cases there are also regional centres
that have been set up as repositories for the blood units for local distribution when needed. The
Banco de Sangue Animal operates to very high technical standards, and ensures complete
traceability of all blood units so that their use is carefully monitored. This means that through
sophisticated logistics the clinical demands for blood can be met as far as possible, while any
wastage of blood (units not being used before their expiry date) is minimised.
International Society of Feline Medicine (ISFM) and International Cat Care (iCatCare)
representatives (Drs Andrew Sparkes and Sarah Endersby) visited the Banco de Sangue Animal in
Porto on 28th September 2018. The visit was at the invitation of Dr Rui Ferreira DVM PhD who
owns and runs the blood bank, and the purpose of the visit was to enable us to see ‘first hand’
the procedures used to collect feline blood units, discuss the sourcing of the donor cats, the
welfare of the cats and understand more fully how the blood bank operates.
Our visit focussed solely on the collection, storage and use of feline blood units, and from the
perspective of ISFM and iCatCare, we are pleased to report that:

• All donor cats are carefully screened and selected prior to use as blood donors. The cats are

sourced from both privately owned individuals as well as a limited number of selected rehoming
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centres. With the latter only cats present in the centre for a suﬃcient length of time to allow
proper assessment are used.

• For all cat blood donations, the procedure is performed in the Banco de Sangue Animal’s main

centre in Porto. Cats are either transported there by their owners or staﬀ from the centre will go
and collect the cats. There are dedicated facilities with a separate quiet room for cats to be
housed prior to blood collection, and a separate quiet room where the blood collection is
performed and cats are kept for observation afterwards.

• The facilities and procedures we observed during our visit were impressive from a cat welfare

perspective. The staﬀ involved were knowledgeable about cats, empathetic to their needs, and
ensured that all procedures were performed in a way that kept stress to an absolute minimum.
We have made a few suggestions that may help further improve the already good procedures,
mainly around the use of suitably equipped housing facilities for the cats during their stay at the
clinic.

• From our discussions with Dr Ferreira, it is clear that if any cats do not tolerate the donation

procedure, they are simply removed from the programme and not used in the future. Donations
are collected from many cats unsedated, but where necessary from a welfare perspective (to
reduce stress), chemical restraint is used. However, again from our discussions it is apparent
that the use of chemical restraint is minimised and may no longer be needed as the cats
become accustomed to the procedure.

• Along with good welfare procedures, as noted above, the Banco de Sangue Animal has

excellent procedures for the safe handling and storage of the blood units, along with tracking of
its final use. We are aware that clinics in a number of countries have used feline blood units
from the Banco de Sangue Animal, and the organisation has worked carefully with some clinics
to help them act as regional distribution centres for stored blood, increasing the availability of
blood units in certain areas - this is something we regard as very helpful to widen the availability
of feline blood units to clinics that may otherwise struggle to be able to provide blood
transfusions to cats in need.

• ISFM is currently working with the Banco de Sangue Animal to see if their facilities can be

accredited under the ISFM Cat Friendly Clinic programme. Enhancing the hospitalisation
facilities for donor cats is part of this process and we are hopeful that accreditation may be
possible in the near future.
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