
The Biobank of the “Istituto Zooprofilattico Sperimentale”
of Sicily (Italy): an important resource in medical research for
safe and quality storage of biological specimens

Annalisa Guercio, Santina Di Bella*, Giusi Macaluso, Patrizia Di Marco, Maria Piazza, Laura Russotto, Stefano
Vullo, Francesco Mira & Giuseppa Purpari

Istituto Zooprofilattico Sperimentale della Sicilia “A. Mirri” Via G. Marinuzzi 3, 90129 Palermo, Italy
*Corresponding author, e-mail: santinadibella78@gmail.com

ABSTRACT The “Biobanca del Mediterraneo” (BBM) has been recently developed at the Istituto Zoopro-
filattico Sperimentale (IZS) of Sicily in Palermo, with the aim to collect and store under stan-
dard conditions and in a centralized system several types of certified animal and zoonotic
biological resources (bacterial and viral strains, parasites, nucleic acids, positive/negative
sera, cell cultures, tissues) in accordance to Quality System procedures as regulated by UNI
CEI EN ISO/IEC 17025:2018. Presently, biological material from the OIE Reference Labo-
ratories and National Reference Centres of the IZS of Sicily are being stored. Before storage,
selection and cataloging of the most representative biological material collected from the In-
stitutes’ laboratories is performed. The “Biobanca del Mediterraneo”, together with four other
IZSs (IZS Emilia Romagna e Lombardia, IZS Piemonte, Liguria e Valle d’Aosta, IZS Venezie
e IZS Abruzzo e Molise), is part of the Network of “Biobanche Veterinarie”, recognised as
"OIE Collaborative Center for Veterinary Biological Biobank" by the “Office International
des Epizooties” (OIE). The objectives of the Biobank are the promotion and implementation
of collaborations with the scientific community in order to harmonize and standardize bio-
banking practices and the development of scientific and technological research to provide
services to both the scientific and business world. In fact, collected samples can be used for
diagnosis, research, vaccine and drug production, epidemiological studies and other applica-
tions.

INTRODUCTION

The “Biobanca del Mediterraneo” has been re-
cently developed at the Istituto Zooprofilattico Sper-
imentale (IZS) of Sicily in Palermo, with the aim to
collect and store under standard conditions and in a
centralized system several types of certified animal
and zoonotic biological resources in accordance to

Quality System. Since 2014, the “Biobanca del
Mediterraneo” together with other 4 II.ZZ.SS. (IZS
Emilia Romagna e Lombardia, IZS Piemonte, Lig-
uria e Valle d’Aosta, IZS Venezie, IZS Abruzzo e
Molise), is part of the Network of “Biobanche Vet-
erinarie” (Bontempi et al., 2019). Up to now, biolog-
ical       material from the OIE Reference Laboratories
(Babesiosis; Theileriosis; Leishmaniosis, Contagious
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processes and products, in the achievement of the
company’s objectives;

- identify the needs of new technological inno-
vation to develop new services and processes ac-
cording to the expectations of the scientific
community;

- draw up an online easy and accessible cata-
logue for all interested parties;

- endorse the Memoranda of Understanding to
comply with the original intellectual property and
availability of use;

- carry out all assessments on the basis of objec-
tive evidence and in compliance with the rules and
regulations in use.

The Managment of the Biobanca del Mediterra-
neo is committed to implementing and maintaining
a quality policy for output quality services of: con-
servation of biological material and related data, best
defined as “biological resources”, transfer of “bio-
logical resources”, production of certified reference
materials. In order to achieve and maintain its ob-
jectives over time, BBM adopts a quality manage-
ment system complying with the UNI EN ISO 9001.
The criteria of “biological resources” stored in BBM
respect the system and test procedures in accordance
with ISO/IEC 17025 (General requirements for the
competence of testing and calibration laboratories).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Numerous matrices (bacteria, nucleic acids, par-
asites, positive/negative sera, stem cells, anatomical

agalactia) and the National Reference Centres
(C.R.A.Ba.R.T.: Anaplasma, Babesia, Rickettsia,
Theileria; C.Re.N.A.: Anisakiasis; Ce.Tox.: Toxo-
plasmosis; C.Re.Na.L.: Leishmaniosis; C.Re.Ta.M.:
Wellbeing, Monitoring and Diagnosis of Diseases of
Sea Turtles) of the IZS of Sicily (Fig. 1) have been
stored. The storage activity is implementing thanks
to the selection and cataloging of the most represen-
tative biological materials collected from the labora-
tories of the Institute and destined, for their intrinsic
characteristics, to enrich the Biobank.

The main goals of the BBM are:
- adopt and maintain in the processes an effec-

tive Quality Management System, in products, in
services, in compliance with the prescriptive re-
quirements of the regulations and with any and
other requirements that BBM decides to endorse;

- ensure the resource availability, the necessary
information and knowledge for the operation and
control of processes, through regular training activ-
ities aimed at informing employees of the relevance
and importance of their activities and the ways to
achieve the objective;

- understand and strengthen the relationship
with customers and other stakeholders, improving
their level of satisfaction through products and serv-
ices in line with expectations;

- standardization of storage times of different
“biological resources” and their traceability;

- improving the quality of the stored “Biological
resources” according to the OIE guidelines;

- select and qualify the products suppliers and
services that have an impact on the final quality
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Figure 1. The OIE Reference Laboratories and the National Reference Centres of the IZS of Sicily.



The Biobank of the “Istituto Zooprofilattico Sperimentale” of Sicily (Italy)

specimens) were collected and stored in order to be
shared with scientific community. All the samples
were checked according to UNI CEI EN ISO/IEC
17025:2018 to ensure their identity, quality and pu-
rity (Di Bella et al., 2018; Di Marco et al., 2010).
Before storage, selection and cataloging of the most
representative biological material collected from
the laboratories of IZS were performed. All re-
sources were accompanied by the following docu-
ments: Safety Data Sheet, Recovery Sheet,
Certificate of Analysis containing product identifi-
cation, qualitative and quantitative traits, reference
to the used analytical method, and signature of the
director, Dangerous Goods Declaration. Users in-
terested in biological resources stored in the
biobank can search the material of interest in the
BBM catalogue selecting the material’s code to
download the technical sheet. The material may be
requested and obtained after completion of the Ma-
terial Transfer Agreement (MTA). The web site
dedicated to the Biobanca del Mediterraneo is in
continuous development and updating (Fig. 2).

RESULTS

From 2014 to 2016, IZS of Sicily has stored
about 50 specimens. An identification sheet accom-
panied each sample with all the data concerning
quality controls and biosecurity. Currently all infor-
mation on samples stored in biobank are available
at the BBM site (www.bbmed.it). Visiting the web-
site it is possible to know the number of available
samples, their origin, laboratory of preparation/iso-
lation and temperature of storage. 

The BBM included some of the most modern
technological systems for the continuous mainte-
nance and monitoring of the temperature of conser-
vation to -20, -80, -196°C, a video surveillance
systems and access control. Electronic systems en-
sure the verification of the optimal environmental
parameters for best environmental performance and
personnel safety.

Biobank activity is in continuous enrichment be-
cause new biological resources will be included in
its biorepository.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Biobank tasks regard the collection and sharing
of bio-specimens with well defined features and as-
sociated data (Botti et al., 2008; De Paoli, 2005;
Henny, 2003; Lombardo et al., 2015; Quinlan et al.,
2015; Regulations European Biobank Maastricht,
2003; Vaught et al., 2011), but also the storage of
biological material for the study and the protection
of biodiversity (Costa et al., 2018) (Fig. 3). Indeed
BBM has specific storage areas for the collection
of genetic material from flora and fauna and it also
offers medium- and long-term storage services to
third parties.

The objectives of the Biobank are the promotion
and implementation of collaborations with the sci-
entific community in order to harmonize and stan-
dardize bio-banking practices, according to
international OIE guidelines and the development
of scientific and technological research to provide
services to both the scientific and business world.
In fact, collected samples can be used for diagnosis,
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Figure 2. Page of the Biobanca del Mediterraneo website dedicated to the catalog.



research, vaccine and drug production, epidemio-
logical studies and other applications. The
“Biobanca del Mediterraneo” represent an unique
structure throughout Southern Italy and thank to its
potentiality to develop scientific research and tech-
nological innovation could become an international
reference center (Guercio et al., 2008).
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Figure 3. Page of the Biobanca del Mediterraneo website dedicated to the storage 
of biological material for the study and the protection of biodiversity.


