
Packaging and Shipping of Samples to Diagnostic Services 
Ground Transportation 

 
There are many well documented adverse side effects to formalin exposure in humans, and it is for this 
reason, as well as to minimize the risk of zoonotic infections and to contain noxious odours, that it is 
paramount that proper packaging and shipping procedures are adhered to. The use of new or 
decontaminated containers for shipping and packaging that prevents escape or leakage of contents is 
necessary. For ground transportation, the following packaging instructions are applicable: 

 
1. Place the sample in a waterproof primary receptacle (container) such as a test tube with rubber 

stopper or a screw cap vial.    

2. Cushioning must be provided between multiple receptacles and can include styrofoam tube holders 
or bubble wrap. 

3. Place the primary receptacle (with cushioning) inside a water tight secondary receptacle (such as a 
zip lock bag) with an absorbent material. The absorbent material must be provided between the 
primary and secondary receptacles in sufficient quantities to absorb all the liquid in the primary 
receptacle. One square of paper towel absorbs ~1 ml of fluid.    

4. Place the secondary receptacle(s) in a sturdy outside package (Midland bag) with at least one 
surface having a minimum dimension of 4 inches. 

5. Affix a label on the outside package indicating “exempt animal specimen”, when appropriate, as 
explained below (see Figure 1). 

 
 

 
                     Figure 1: Sample Midland Courier Label 



If a large piece of fixed tissue needs to be submitted, it can be placed in a large container of formalin for 
initial fixation of the tissue and then transferred to a smaller volume for shipping. If gel-type ice packs 
are used, put them in a zip lock bag to contain moisture as they thaw and use cushioning material 
between the gel packs and the samples. It is important to place the completed submission forms in a 
separate plastic bag. 

 
In February of 2008, an amendment was made to the Transportation of Dangerous Goods Regulations 
Section 1.42 indicating that the words “exempt animal specimen” must be marked on the package 
address label in order to ship non-infectious specimens by courier. A modified excerpt from this 
amendment is as follows1: 

 
Professional judgment is required to determine if a specimen is exempt under this section. Factors 
such as the known medical history, symptoms and individual circumstances of the source, human or 
animal, and endemic local conditions should be considered. Examples of specimens that may be 
transported under this section include 

 
• blood or urine specimens to monitor cholesterol levels, blood glucose levels, hormone levels, or 

organ function; 
• biopsies to detect cancer; and 
• specimens for antibody detection in animals. 

 
Examples of specimens which may be transported under this paragraph include blood or urine to 
monitor biochemical, endocrine, hematological, therapeutic drug or serological tests for animals with 
non-infectious diseases. Also included are specimens taken from animal patients that are intended to 
be processed in a laboratory for routine bacteriology, virology or parasitology. It must be packaged in 
such a way that the specimen itself will not deteriorate and any pathogens it contains will not “grow” 
during transport.  Specimens included in this list can be sent in a package that is designed and 
maintained so that under normal conditions of transport, including handling, there will be no release of 
the specimen. Please follow the Transportation of Dangerous Goods by Ground directions on the 
previous page. 

 
If there are any questions concerning the status of a specimen for shipping, please contact the staff of 
Diagnostic Services (902-566-0863). 

 
Reference: 
1. Regulations Amending the Transportation of Dangerous Goods Regulations. Canada Gazette Part II. Vol. 142, 
No. 4, February 20, 2008:131-304 (Registration SOR/2008-34) 

 
Notable Items: 

 
• Enclose the paperwork for all samples in a single zip-lock bag and place it on top of the samples. 
• Put frozen gel-packs in a zip lock bag to contain the moisture as they thaw. 
• Remove old conflicting labels that could confuse delivery or sorting in the laboratory. 
• Do not wrap forms around samples if the sample leaks, the form will be damaged. 
• Do not tape tubes to ice packs since they will often get crushed by the weight of the ice. 
• Do not send samples in syringes. 
• Remove all sharps from the shipment. 


