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Blood bank bias alleged against gay, bisexual 
men
Would-be donors say they're barred despite emergency

By AMBREEN ALI
P-I REPORTER

Would-be donors in the Seattle area are accusing blood banks of 
discriminatory policies banning most gay and bisexual men from giving 
blood. 

When the Puget Sound Blood Center announced last week that Western 
Washington's blood supply was at emergency levels, some people responded 
with frustration at the stringent requirements that deny about 6 percent of 
those who try to donate blood. 

About 24,000 people have been placed on the Western Washington 
permanent deferral list in the past decade, according to the Puget Sound 
Blood Center. An extra 3,000 are temporarily deferred, for periods ranging 
from one day to three years. The area's blood centers have accepted blood 
from nearly 443,000 donors during the same time. 

"It upsets me when I see signs that say, 'We need blood, give now,' but they
don't want my blood," said Pete, 26, an office supervisor who lives in North 
Seattle. He was put on the deferral list three years ago because he had sex 
with a man one time. 

Donors are placed on the list based on their answers to initial screening 
questions. Men who have had sexual contact with a man, even once, since 
1977 are automatically disqualified. 

The Food and Drug Administration, which writes the screening questions and 
requires that blood centers maintain deferral lists, said that restriction is to 
protect the national blood supply from HIV. 

Kyros Starr, 38, called the ban "flat-out discrimination." His blood type, O 
negative, is the universal donor -- found in less than 5 percent of the 
population. 

"It frustrates me that I'm a universal donor and I can't give," said Starr, a 
former EMT and the son of a nurse. "They won't take our blood. They think 
we're disease carriers."

Donors also can be rejected for having resided in Europe for five years, or if 
they used needles for anything not prescribed by a doctor, paid for sex and 
lived in West Africa. 

The agency has had its policy on men who have sexual contact with men 
since 1983, when the risk of AIDS through transfusion was recognized. The 
FDA evaluated and reaffirmed its policy in May, despite improvements in 
testing and increased susceptibility of heterosexuals to HIV.

All donated blood is tested for HIV, but the virus can go undetected until the 
immune system has produced a testable amount of antibodies. That window 
period, according to the FDA, would pose a "small but definite increased risk 
to people who receive blood transfusion if the policy were changed."

Critics have said a more selective process could avoid such a blanket ban, 
which prevents many qualified donors from giving blood. 

"Given modern testing and the fact that anyone can be vulnerable to 
infection, there is no medical or scientific rationale for this discriminatory 
policy," said Joe Solmonese, president of the Human Rights Campaign.

P-I reporter Ambreen Ali can be reached at 206-448-8247 or 
ambreenali@seattlepi.com.
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