
Pathology reports and tissue samples 
have always been invaluable for patient 
diagnosis and treatment, but they are 
also highly useful in health research. 
Set up in 1971, PALGA enables 
pathologists and scientific researchers 
to locate pathology samples and data 
of all patients in the Netherlands, 
irrespective of where a patient was 
admitted to hospital. This federated 
national pathology archive, which 
currently includes every pathology lab 
in the country, was a big step forwards 
for research. However, gaining access 
to the physical pathology samples, 
archived and administered by various 
individual pathology labs, could still 
be laborious for researchers. A more 
efficient system was needed.

Find, request, and access with 
DNTP
The solution to the problem first began 
to emerge in 2015, when BBMRI.nl 
provided resources to set up the Dutch 
National Tissue Archive Portal - a 
research infrastructure that has come 
to be known as the PALGA Portal. In 
collaboration with BBMRI.nl and the 

Netherlands Society for Pathology 
(NvvP), PALGA now connects 
pathology labs with investigators to 
help them find, request and access 
formalin-fixed paraffin-embedded 
(FFPE) tissue samples for the purposes 
of research. 

The DNTP is based on a ‘hub-
and-spoke’ model, with an HUB 
coordinator at PALGA and HUB-
employees stationed at the pathology 
departments of all Dutch University 
Medical Centers. Researchers use 
the web-based portal to identify and 
request samples and/or data from 
different labs. These requests are 
then automatically forwarded to the 
designated pathology labs The HUB-
employees aid in aggregating samples 
and data from labs that are assigned 
to them, and sending the requested 
materials.

PALGA Data Consultant Annette 
Gijsbers coordinates the activities of 
the HUB-employees and is convinced 
of their added value. “Pathologists 
sometimes confide that they would 

not have collaborated without the 
assistance of a HUB-employee,” she 
says.

Anselma Doomen, secretary of the 
Clinical Pathology Lab at the Elisabeth-
TweeSteden Ziekenhuis in Tilburg 
agrees. “We work a lot with the Portal 
and the HUB-employee. It saves us 
a lot of time and energy. Especially 
if a request involves many samples. 
We are temporarily without a HUB-
employee, but we can hardly wait for a 
replacement,” says Anselma.

Annette Gijsbers

In their quest to understand and help fight disease, researchers use samples and data from pathology 
labs across the country. Locating, requesting and obtaining these samples on behalf of the research 
community requires an extensive infrastructure. The solution in the Netherlands began with the 
establishment of PALGA - the Dutch network and registry of histo- and cytopathology – in 1971. 
The launch of the Dutch National Tissue Archive Portal in 2016 further increased the availability of 
pathology tissue for health research. How it all came about and works in practice.

a portal to more efficient health research
PALGA, 
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HUB-employees can save pathology 
labs a lot of work. To find out how they 
feel about their work, we asked HUB-
employees Dianne Moerenhout and 
Erica Siera. Dianne started three years 
ago as a HUB-employee at the Leiden 
University Medical Center, and Erica 
works at University Medical Center 
Utrecht. 

Both are responsible for collecting 
samples from labs in their hospital and 
peripheral labs in their service-area, 
and both are extremely happy to be 
working as HUB-employees.

Erica: “The work gives me the 
opportunity to meet a diverse range of 
people – representatives from across 
hospital departments and researchers.”

Dianne: “Working in labs other than 
my usual working environment is 
enriching. Smaller hospitals prioritize 
diagnostics over providing researchers 

with materials. That’s why it used to 
take a long time for researchers to 
obtain the samples they requested. The 
DNTP asked university labs to recruit 
employees to help with these requests, 
which has significantly reduced the 
time it takes to collect samples and 
reports for researchers.” 

Dianne checks for requests once a 
week, with the volume varying a lot 
depending on the number and type 
of requests made through the PALGA 
Portal. “I find it a challenge to collect 
all the samples on time. Archives can 
be spread across many locations and 
researchers often need to provide 
extra information on their requests. 
If there are many blocks to collect, it 
involves a lot of administration.”

Erica typically receives requests every 
day and deals with a wide range of 
requests. “Someone might ask for 
materials collected from a single 

patient, whereas another request 
involves 200 patients.” 

A job with challenges
Erica and Dianne take care of both 
the process and the logistics – from 
the initial request to the locating and 
sending of tissue blocks. That includes 
obtaining the relevant pathologist’s 
permission to use and send certain 
materials. 

Erica: “Searching for the right 
materials, getting them to the right 
place and helping researchers 
with their research questions can 
sometimes be a challenge.” 
She believes that besides knowledge 
of pathology, social skills are also 
important in a HUB-employee. 
“To match the requests from 
researchers with the appropriate 
materials in the archives you have to 
work closely with researchers, doctors 
and colleagues from other hospitals.”

How the PALGA portal made life a lot easier

Daphne de Jong, Professor of Pathology at VUmc, has 
collaborated with PALGA for many years. The collaboration 
resulted, among other things, in the very large cohort that 
made her lab’s research into Breast Implant Associated 
Anaplastic Large Cell Lymphoma (BIA-ALCL) possible.
Professor de Jong and her colleague Nathalie Hijmering, 
coordinator of the HOVON Pathology Facility, explain how 
the DNTP/PALGA portal has changed their work over the 
years in a story on the BBMRI website. 

PROFESSIONALS  
in process and logistics Erica Siera Dianne Moerenhout
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