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Introduction 

The Barcelona Principles represent an international framework developed 
to guide the ethical use of human-donated tissue for ocular transplantation, 
research, and the advancement of future technologies. This consensus 
document was formed by a diverse group of ophthalmologists, researchers, 
ethicists, and policymakers, aiming to establish standards for the collection, 
preservation, and application of human eye tissue in clinical and research 
settings. These principles focus on ensuring that the rights and dignity of tissue 
donors are respected while fostering scientific progress and improving patient 
outcomes. The Barcelona Principles were developed with the collaborative 
efforts of leading experts in ophthalmology, bioethics, law, and research. The 
principles reflect the collective wisdom and commitment to advancing eye care 
and research in an ethical, respectful, and responsible manner.

A core tenet of the Barcelona Principles is the unwavering commitment to 
donor autonomy. Informed consent must be obtained from all tissue donors or 
their legal representatives before the donation of ocular tissues for any purpose, 
whether for transplantation, research, or future technological applications. 
This consent must be free, informed, and based on an understanding of the 
potential uses and risks associated with the donation. Additionally, donors 
must be made aware of their right to withdraw consent at any stage, with no 
penalties or adverse consequences. The collection of ocular tissue must be 
conducted in an ethical and transparent manner, ensuring that it complies 
with national and international regulations. All tissue must be sourced from 
legally authorized sources, whether through post-mortem donation or other 
legally accepted procedures. The collection process should be dignified and 
respectful, minimizing any risk of harm to the donor's body. Furthermore, 
procedures should be standardized to ensure the quality and viability of the 
tissue for clinical or research applications [1]. 

Description 
The privacy and confidentiality of tissue donors must be rigorously 

maintained throughout the entire process. Personal information of donors, 
as well as any genetic or medical data linked to the donated tissue, must 
be protected and only shared in accordance with applicable laws, ethical 
guidelines, and the consent provided by the donor. Researchers and 
clinicians must be trained to respect donor privacy, and all parties involved 
in the handling of tissue must adhere to strict data protection protocols. All 
research and clinical applications of ocular tissue must be conducted with the 
highest standards of scientific integrity. Researchers must ensure that their 
work adheres to ethical guidelines and that the benefits of the research are 
clearly outlined. Ocular tissue should be used in ways that maximize the 
potential for patient care improvements, including the advancement of ocular 
transplantation techniques, understanding disease pathophysiology, and the 

development of cutting-edge technologies, such as gene therapy, stem cell 
research, and regenerative medicine [2]. 

An Agreement on the Use of Human Donated Tissue for Ocular 
Transplantation, Research, and Future Technologies is a Global Bioethical 
Framework (GBF) developed by the eye bank and ophthalmic communities 
to guide the ethical management and use of altruistic and voluntary eye tissue 
donations. This framework addresses how donated tissue is managed, how it 
can be utilized in ophthalmology and research, how it should be preserved as 
a public resource for the benefit of all, and how it can be made accessible to 
patients waiting for transplants. There must be ongoing oversight by ethical 
review boards, regulatory bodies, and governmental authorities to ensure 
that all practices involving human ocular tissue comply with legal and ethical 
standards. This includes monitoring the long-term impact of tissue donation 
and usage, as well as ensuring that all research involving human tissue is 
subject to rigorous ethical review before being approved for funding or 
implementation. The Agreement, crafted over 12 months through global sector 
engagement, was led by the Global Alliance of Eye Bank Associations. Its 
purpose is to provide leadership, direction, and actionable recommendations 
to support the development of sound policies and strategic planning at 
local, national, regional, and international levels. Any new technologies or 
procedures involving human eye tissue must undergo appropriate evaluation 
to ensure they do not pose undue risk to public health or exploit vulnerable 
populations. Equitable access to ocular tissue for transplantation and research 
must be prioritized. Allocation of donated tissue should be based on clinical 
need, rather than any other potentially discriminatory factors such as age, 
gender, or socioeconomic status [3]. 

Researchers and clinicians must make every effort to ensure that ocular 
tissue is used in a way that maximizes public benefit and minimizes inequalities 
in healthcare access. This also applies to the distribution of experimental 
treatments derived from human eye tissue, which should be offered fairly and 
without bias. To promote a culture of respect and understanding surrounding 
ocular tissue donation, public awareness campaigns and educational programs 
should be conducted. These initiatives should emphasize the importance 
of tissue donation, clarify the ethical principles behind it, and encourage 
voluntary participation. Healthcare professionals, especially those working in 
ophthalmology and related fields, should be well-informed about the Barcelona 
Principles to ensure that they can guide potential donors through the informed 
consent process and explain the uses of ocular tissue in a clear and accessible 
manner [4].

The Barcelona Principles acknowledge the dynamic and evolving nature 
of medical science. They emphasize the importance of fostering innovation, 
especially as new technologies—such as artificial corneas, ocular tissue 
engineering, and advanced gene therapies—emerge. However, with innovation 
comes the need for careful ethical considerations. New technologies and 
research involving ocular tissue must prioritize safety, efficacy, and ethical 
responsibility. As the field of ocular transplantation and related technologies 
advances, the principles will evolve to address emerging challenges and 
opportunities. The Agreement is particularly concerned with the global disparity 
in access to corneal transplants, with millions of people waiting for a transplant, 
particularly in low-resource regions [5].

Conclusion
A significant focus of the Agreement is the promotion of equitable 

allocation systems for transplant recipients and the development of self-
sustaining, locally-managed services to better meet the demand for corneal 
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tissue. Furthermore, the Agreement encourages research into biological 
innovations and technologies aimed at improving the utility of donated tissue, 
reducing the burden of corneal blindness, and expanding therapeutic options 
for patients, all while maintaining ethical integrity. The Barcelona Principles 
provide a comprehensive and forward-looking framework for the ethical use of 
human ocular tissue. They balance the urgent need for scientific and medical 
progress with the imperative to respect donor rights and uphold public trust. 
By adhering to these principles, the global community can ensure that ocular 
tissue is used in ways that benefit individuals and society, advancing eye care, 
research, and innovation while safeguarding fundamental ethical standards.
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