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Introduction to the issue – National Blood Service policy 

The National Blood Service collects donations from voluntary donors for blood transfusions and 

research. Not everyone is eligible to give blood. Currently, you cannot donate blood if: 

 

• You are a man who has ever had oral or anal sex with another man; 

• You are a woman who has had sex during the last 12 months with a man who has ever had oral 

or anal sex with another man1. 

 

Those in the first category are banned for life from donating blood. 

 

Why are gay and bisexual men banned from donating blood? 

Potential donors are vetted to minimise the possibility of diseases being transmitted to recipients 

through transfusions. They are asked to fill in a questionnaire which seeks to identify whether they are 

in a high risk category and could be infected with, for example, HIV, Hepatitis B & C, and CJD. In 2006, 

the National Blood Service reiterated the justification for its policy. They stated that, based on ‘HPA 

data and sociological surveys, it can be estimated that approximate numbers of men newly diagnosed 

with HIV in the UK each year are very approximately:  

 

1 in 1,000 for men who have sex with men;  

1 in 2,000 for men who are not homosexual or bisexual, but who may have other risk factors such as 

drug use or born overseas (especially in Africa);  

1 in 40,000 for heterosexual men with no other identified factor which might put them at higher risk.’  

 

The National Blood Service concludes that gay and bisexual men constitute an ‘at risk group’ with a 

substantially higher chance of donating blood infected with HIV than other social groups. They also 

conclude that “current criteria are consistent with the EU Directive which bars those whose sexual 

lifestyle (our italics) puts them at relatively high risk”2. 

 

Who makes the decisions about donor selection criteria? 

The National Blood Service, Scottish National Blood Transfusion Service, Northern Ireland Blood 

Transfusion Service and the Welsh Blood Service are all integrated parts of NHS Blood and 

Transplant (NHSBT), which collects blood through donations made by volunteers across the UK. 

                                        

1 These are not the only criteria for donor selection. Donors can also be rejected because of age, illness and pregnancy, among others. For a full list, see the 

National Blood Service website: www.blood.co.uk   

2 Boulton (2006) p.3. 
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The policy to ban men who have ever had sex with another man is issued by the Joint United Kingdom 

Blood Transfusion Services/ National Institute for Biological Standards and Control Professional 

Advisory Committee (JPAC). The committee is made up of over 100 people appointed because of their 

knowledge and expertise. They produce guidelines which are applicable to all four Blood Transfusion 

Services in the UK. Implementation of these guidelines is a matter for individual Blood Transfusion 

Services.  

 

The UK Blood Services are legally required to exclude anyone whose sexual behaviour puts them at 

high risk of acquiring severe infectious diseases that can be transmitted by blood (Blood Safety and 

Quality Regulations (No 50) 2005). These regulations were put in place because of a European 

Directive3. 

 

The National Blood Service asks gay men not to give blood because, as a group, they are known to be 

at an increased risk of acquiring HIV/AIDS and a number of other sexually-transmitted infections 

(STIs), many of which are carried in the blood. They argue it is specific behaviours, rather than being 

gay, which places gay men at increased risk of infection. However, in 2004 they also said: “The fact is 

that the session conditions under which the NBS collects blood do not enable staff to gain full and 

detailed insights into the lifestyle of such men, as this requires a lot of time. The NBS, therefore, has to 

regard all gay men, whether monogamous or not, as constituting a single group of the population. It is 

this single group that is most at risk of transmitting infections such as HIV and hepatitis B in any blood 

that they donate and this continues the justification for the current rule.”4 

 

NUS LGBT Campaign 

NUS Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans (LGBT) Campaign has campaigned against 

the ban on gay and bisexual men donating blood for the past three years. We 

have coordinated a national campaign which aims to raise awareness of the 

National Blood Service policy, whilst simultaneously encouraging those who are 

allowed to give blood under the current rules to do so. Student groups all over the 

country have engaged in this campaign, holding ‘information pickets’ outside 

blood donation centres and collecting petition signatures. We have developed a constructive 

relationship with the National Blood Service with whom we are in regular contact. We do not encourage 

                                        

3 Directive 2002/98/EC of Parliament and of the Council of 27 January 2003 setting standards of quality and safety for the collection, testing, processing, 

storage and distribution of human blood and blood components and amending Directive 2001/83/EC, OJ L 33, 8.2.2003. 

4 National Blood Service (2004) 
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boycotts of blood donation or encourage gay and bisexual men to give blood under the current 

regulations. 

 

NUS’ position 

NUS is calling for a blood donation policy which assesses an individual’s suitability to donate based on 

their participation in high risk activity, rather than because of their membership of a social group. 

We consider the current selection criteria to be: 

 

Discriminatory, on the basis of sexual orientation rather than actual risk. Whilst we understand that 

there must be stringent donor selection criteria aimed at protecting both donors and recipients of blood 

transfusions, we believe that these should not be based on sexual orientation, but on participation in 

high-risk behaviour. 

 

Ineffective in distinguishing high-risk donors, whether gay, straight, male or female. The current 

system not only prevents healthy gay and bisexual men from donating blood, but also allows high-risk 

heterosexuals to donate. For example, people who have been abroad to a risk area and had 

unprotected sex with multiple partners are only asked to wait for 12 months before giving blood. Gay 

and bisexual men are banned for life. 

 

Unresponsive to changes in epidemiology. As the infection rates for HIV/AIDS continue to rise 

amongst heterosexuals, a system which fails to identify risks posed by heterosexual donors is clearly 

and inherently flawed. The National Blood Service has suggested that at the point that infection rates 

among the heterosexual population reach the same proportions as the gay population, the lifetime ban 

on gay and bisexual men will probably be dropped. NUS does not consider this to be an adequate 

response to the change in epidemiology. 

 

Inconsistent. The current policy assumes that all gay and bisexual men are high-risk individuals and, 

therefore, that all homosexual activity is inherently high risk. This contradicts safe-sex messages 

propagated, amongst others, by the Government. 

 

New Evidence 

In countries where donors are assessed according to the risk associated with their sexual behaviour 

and that of their sexual partner, rather than their sexual orientation or gender, the number of HIV 

infections through blood transfusion has actually reduced. Figures from Spain5 and Italy6, two countries 

                                        

5 Spanish National Centre of Epidemiological Surveillance, and Ministero de Sanidad y Consumo, (June 2005) Table 3. 

6 Ministero della Salute (December 2004) Table 7. 
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that have overturned the ban on gay and bisexual men donating blood, demonstrate at the very least 

that infections have not increased as a consequence of the ban being lifted. The figures also strongly 

suggest that infection may actually go down as a result of a more rigorous approach to assessing risk. 

 

An international campaign 

In a number of countries across the world there are similar bans which prevent men who have sex with 

men donating blood. Furthermore, there are similar campaigns against this exclusion in many 

countries, and some countries have already overturned the ban. 

 

All of the blood bank collection organisations in the United States - The American Red Cross (ARC), 

The American Association of Blood Banks (AABB) and America’s Blood Centers (ABC) - are in favour of 

changing the lifetime ban on gay and bisexual men7. In 2001, at a meeting of the Food and Drug 

Administration, the body tasked with looking after America’s blood safety, the Blood Products Advisory 

Committee (BPAC), voted by just seven members to six to maintain the ban on donations from gay 

men. 

 

The ban on gay blood donation in Italy was repealed by decree of the Ministry of Health on 26 January 

2001, and donors are now assessed in relation to high-risk behaviour rather than sexual orientation. It 

was reported that when it was discovered a Milan hospital was ignoring the decree in 2005, the 

Minister of Health stepped in and ordered the hospital to comply with Italian law8. 

 

In South Africa the ban on men who have sex with men is time-limited, to five years. The South 

African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) has said it believes a ban should not be in place. 

Commissioner Leon Wessels said, “Everybody practicing unsafe, high-risk sex, should be excluded from 

donating blood, and a special emphasis should not be placed on the sexual activities of gay men.”9 

 

In Spain, gay and bisexual men who practise safe sex are allowed to donate blood. The regional 

government of Murcia has apologised for the damage that statutes might have caused, and expressed 

that it was never their intention to discriminate against people based on their sexual orientation. 

Murcia was the last provincial government to discriminate against gay and bisexual men on this issue. 

The ban on people who ‘have had sexual relationships with a homosexual or bisexual male’ was lifted 

in 200310. 

                                        

7 Kleinman (2006) 

8 Hooper (2005) 

9 Cauvin (2000) 

10 IGLHRC (2004) 
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The Irish Blood Transfusion Service (IBTS) has a similar policy to that of the UK. Recently writing in 

the Irish Times, Dr William Murphy, the National Medical Director for the Irish Blood Transfusion 

Service, suggested that new developments may render the ban unnecessary and that the experiences 

of other countries where time-limited deferrals had been implemented should be looked at. He also 

acknowledged the offence caused by the policy: “Only a small minority of homosexual men are at risk; 

the notion that all gay men are uniformly at risk is as offensive as a similar statement would be for 

exclusively heterosexual men.” He continued, “The policy is blatantly discriminatory on grounds of 

gender preference and it diminishes men who have sex with men by preventing them from full 

participation in the community.”11 

 

The ban on blood donations from gay and bisexual men in Portugal was lifted in March 2006. "The 

current trend is towards equality of criteria for all, regardless of their sexual orientation," said Jose de 

Almeida Goncalves, head of the National Blood Institute. While the ban's premise was that men who 

have sex with men are at a higher risk of having HIV and Hepatitis B, Goncalves said that HIV is 

actually now more widely spread among heterosexuals12. 

 

After a campaign by GayRussia activists Nikolai Alexeseev and Nikolai Baev, the Russian government 

promised to lift the blood ban in Russia in July 2006. Mr Alexeseev of the Ministry of Health said in a 

letter to the activists: “The General Prosecutor recognised that there is nothing in the law which 

prevents gays from donating their blood. As a result, his office has asked the Ministry of Heath to 

cancel its instruction made in 2001 which forbids gays to give their blood.”13 

 

French Health Minister, Xavier Bertrand, lifted France’s blanket ban on gay blood donation in July. In 

an interview with Le Monde, published on 10 July 2006, Mr Bertrand said, “The current permanent 

prohibition aimed at 'men having sexual relations with other men' doesn't seem acceptable to me, 

since it in effect stigmatised a population and not certain practices. So it's going to be eliminated. I 

want us to speak in the future not of 'populations at risk' but of 'sexual practices at risk’.” 

 

A Spanish MEP has launched a campaign to ensure that the European Commission takes action 

against countries that prohibit gay and bisexual men from donating blood. Raül Romeva, a vice 

president of the Parliament’s Gay and Lesbian Rights Intergroup, has specifically denounced the UK 

and France, describing their policies as 'totally discriminatory'. In October 2006, the Intergroup tabled 

                                        

11 Murphy (2006) 

12 Agence France Presse (2006) 

13 GayRussia (2006) 
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a parliamentary question on this issue, which specifically mentioned the situation in the UK14. 

 

Conclusions 

NUS is calling for the National Blood Service to reconsider its position in relation to the ban on gay and 

bisexual men donating blood.  

 

We do not dispute that, as a group, gay and bisexual men are more at risk of transmitting HIV and 

other STIs; neither do we dispute the epidemiology that supports this reasoning. However, we are of 

the opinion that gay and bisexual men are not an homogenous group, and that gay and bisexual men 

do not all engage in high-risk sexual practices. The National Blood Service should develop a more 

sophisticated approach to assessing high-risk donors than that which it currently employs, if it is not to 

discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation. It could look to the practices of blood transfusion 

services in other European countries in investigating this. 

 

Since the last review of the policy which bans gay and bisexual men from donating blood took place in 

2001, we also believe that the National Blood Service should assess whether current epidemiology still 

supports their policy. 

 

Finally, we would ask that the Department of Health ensures that any such review is an open and 

accountable process. 

 

 

                                        

14 European Parliamentary Question E-4492/06 (2006) 
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