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Terrence Higgins Trust’s recommendation in response to the petition 

Terrence Higgins Trust, the UK’s largest provider of HIV and sexual health services, 
believes that the current rules in Scotland around former sex workers, people who 
used to inject drugs, and men who have sex with men (MSM) giving blood are out of 
date.  

We are calling on the Scottish Government to either implement a review into the 
current Scottish blood donations policy as a matter of urgency, with its terms of 
reference in the public domain, or to enforce the new recommendations that we 
expect SaBTO (the Advisory Committee to the UK Government on Blood, Tissues 
and Organs) to announce during the summer of 2017.  

The current position on blood donations 

It has been five years since the Advisory Committee on the Safety of Blood, Tissues 
and Organs (SaBTO), which advises the Governments of the four UK nations on the 
rules around blood donation, updated their guidance. In 2011 they recommended a 
delay period of 12 months for any MSM – gay, bisexual or other – who has had sex 
with another man in the previous12 months. This also applies to women who have 
had sex with a man who in turn had sex with a man. Previous to 2011 there had 
been a lifetime ban on these groups of people giving blood. The Scottish 
Government followed the recommendations from SaBTO in 2011 and adopted the 
recommendations made at a UK level. 

However the knowledge and science has, however, moved on since 2011. We can 
no longer confidently assert that the 12 month delay period for MSM is based on the 
most up-to-date evidence and the current restrictions must be examined. 

Evidence around behaviour 

We have been involved in the SaBTO working group on blood donations and are 
approaching the blood donations review from an evidence-based perspective and 
therefore our focus is around behaviour. Certain behaviours make HIV transmission 
more likely, including anal and, to a much smaller extent, oral sex between men. HIV 
rates remain highest in MSM with 2014 seeing the largest number of new HIV 
infections ever seen in the group. Compared with sex between a man and a woman, 
it is statistically far more likely that sex between two men will involve at least one 
partner who has HIV. Additionally, about one in six gay or bisexual men who have 
HIV do not yet know it, because they remain untested. As oral sex between two men 
carries a far smaller risk of HIV transmission, we are calling for a separate deferral 
period for MSM who have only engaged in oral sex for however many months, as the 
evidence will dictate. 



 
 

What we are calling for now 

Thanks to lobbying on our part, SaBTO are addressing the contradictions attached to 
the lifetime ban on former sex workers and intravenous drug users. These 
restrictions were not addressed in the 2011 review. While we believe that the safety 
of the blood supply should come first, there is a need to review the current lifetime 
ban and, if evidence indicates, bring donation rules for MSM, former sex workers and 
people who used to inject drugs in line with other recommendations. Although people 
who used to inject drugs are unable to donate blood anywhere across Europe due to 
the EU Blood Safety Quality Regulations 2005, we would expect SaBTO to collate 
evidence to take to the Council of Europe to try to get this piece of legislation 
changed so that it is based on evidence and not stereotypes. This will be the same 
for anyone who has ever has been Hep C positive, but who isn’t any more. We will 
also be seeking clarity on women who are in relationships with men who have had 
sex with another man, who are currently subject to the 12-month deferral on giving 
blood. 

As part of our role on the SaBTO working group, we have gathered evidence from 
both former and current sex workers which should be published in June 2017. 


