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Building Blocks for Better Biorepositories in Africa 

Biorepositories archive and distribute well-characterized biospecimens for research to support the development of medical diagnostics and therapeutics. 
Knowledge of biobanking and associated practices is incomplete in low- and middle-income countries where disease burden is disproportionately high. In 2011, 
the NIH and Wellcome Trust founded the Human Heredity and Health in Africa (H3Africa) consortium to promote genomic research in Africa and established a 
network of three biorepositories regionally located in East, West, and Southern Africa to support research. This abstract describes the processes established by 
H3Africa biorepositories to prepare research sites to collect high-quality biospecimens for deposit at H3Africa biorepositories.

The biorepositories harmonized practices with research sites.
This included:
1.Drafted guidelines to establish best practices and define

biospecimen requirements. (Fig. 1)
2.Drafted standard operating procedures (SOPs) for common

processes such as blood and saliva collection, processing,
storage, transportation, and documentation. (Fig. 1)
3.Drafted a minimal associated dataset and format.
4.Developed template data and material agreements to

govern data and biospecimen exchange.
5.Trained and mentored sites in relevant biobanking

processes and procedures.
6.Piloted ethical and legal procedures and requirements
7.Piloted biospecimen deposit process among the

biorepositories and with sites.

Fig. 3: Biospecimen Guidelines: 
Standardization from Deposit to Distribution

The H3Africa 24 research projects deposited 77,447 
high-quality biospecimens, in accordance with 
ethical and legal requirements and established best 
practices. The three biorepositories developed 
human capacity and resources for 20 projects based 
upon need.
•Developed 34 guidelines and SOPs (Fig. 3). 
•Trained 176 clinicians and scientists in over 30 
topics (Fig. 4).
•Sensitized ethical bodies in relevant countries.. 
•Established MTAs and reviewed consent forms. 
•Attained 3 import permits.
•Evaluated pilot and provided feedback: 9 
shipments and QC and data for 4,052 biospecimens 
among the three biorepositories. 

The H3Africa regional biorepositories successfully developed capacity of the research sites in producing high-quality samples for archival and distribution.
Knowledge of biobanking and its related activities are limited in low- and middle-income countries; however, biorepositories can help build human capacity
and resources to support biobanking by partnering with researchers. Partnerships can be structured and customized to incorporate document development,
ethics, training, mentorship, and pilots to prepare sites to collect, process, store, and transport biospecimens of high quality for future research.
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Fig. 4: Customized Training of Research Staff 

Fig. 2: Biospecimen Storage Fig. 1: Document, Training & Mentorship Topics 


