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The BSAC Standing Committee on Antimicrobial Susceptibility Testing is one of several European national break-
point committees that agreed in 2002 to harmonize clinical MIC breakpoints. The process of harmonization has
since been completed for commonly used agents, and breakpoints for new agents have been set by EUCAST in
accordance with a procedure defined by the EMA. EUCAST breakpoints have now been adopted by a large major-
ity of laboratories in Europe. BSAC implemented the EUCAST breakpoints in its own disc diffusion susceptibility
testing method as harmonized breakpoints were agreed to over the years. Since the development of the
EUCAST disc diffusion method, several countries with their own disc diffusion methods have switched to the
EUCAST method, and BSAC will replace support of its own disc diffusion method with support for the EUCAST
method from January 2016. The EUCAST breakpoints are also available in automated systems. The harmonized
breakpoints and methods will help to avoid different reports of susceptibility for the same isolate in different
countries and enable more reliable comparison of resistance rates in surveillance studies in different countries.

Introduction
At an international level, the wide variation in breakpoints for anti-
microbial susceptibility testing has long been recognized as an
issue in need of action, as different breakpoints lead to different
reports of susceptibility for some isolates and make comparison
of resistance rates in surveillance studies in different countries
unsound.1 In the 1990s there were several European national
committees, including the BSAC Standing Committee on
Antimicrobial Susceptibility Testing in the UK, each setting their
own MIC breakpoints, and some also supported their own disc
diffusion method calibrated to their own breakpoints. Those coun-
tries without a national committee most commonly followed the
US CLSI (formerly NCCLS) recommendations. In the late 1990s the
BSAC standardized disc diffusion susceptibility testing method,
with zone diameter breakpoints correlated with BSAC MIC break-
points, was developed as a replacement for the Stokes’ compara-
tive method. Background information and other papers on various
aspects of antimicrobial susceptibility testing were published in
the Journal of Antimicrobial Chemotherapy Supplement that also
included a description of the disc diffusion method.2,3

Organization of EUCAST
EUCAST was established in 1997 with the support of ESCMID and
with the principal objective of harmonizing susceptibility testing in
Europe. However, in the following few years there was little
engagement with established national breakpoint committees
such as the BSAC and there was little progress on harmonization
of breakpoints. In 2002 EUCAST was reorganized with the central
involvement of all the active European national breakpoint

committees, including the BSAC Standing Committee on
Antimicrobial Susceptibility Testing. The other European national
susceptibility testing committees were the Comité de
l’Antibiogramme de la Société Française de Microbiologie, France
(CA-SFM); the Commissie Richtlijnen Gevoeligheidsbepalingen, the
Netherlands (CRG); the Deutsches Institut für Normung, Germany
(DIN); the Norwegian Working Group on Antimicrobials, Norway
(NWGA); and the Swedish Reference Group of Antibiotics, Sweden
(SRGA). All the committees agreed to work towards harmonization
of breakpoints for established antimicrobial agents and to set har-
monized breakpoints for new agents by a process agreed upon
with the EMA.4,5 The work has been funded by ESCMID, the
European Union [later through the European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control (ECDC)] and the national breakpoint com-
mittees, including the BSAC.

Harmonization of breakpoints by EUCAST
Each of the national breakpoint committees has a seat on the
EUCAST Steering Committee, which coordinates the work on
harmonization. The breakpoint setting and review process has
included the application of more recent techniques, such as phar-
macodynamic analysis, and current data, where available, on MIC
distributions, resistance mechanisms and clinical outcomes
related to MIC values. In this process, there has been extensive
discussion between the EUCAST Steering Committee and the
national committees, and wide consultation on proposals.6,7 In
the interests of international standardization of susceptibility test-
ing and the need to review older breakpoints, these developments
were strongly supported by the BSAC.
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Between 2002 and 2008 the EUCAST Steering Committee
worked through and agreed on harmonized breakpoints for all
commonly used agents. As the breakpoints were agreed upon,
they were adopted by the BSAC and other national committees,
and each national committee calibrated its disc diffusion method
to the harmonized MIC breakpoints. Hence, by 2008, when the
first comprehensive version of the EUCAST breakpoint tables
was published, the BSAC had already incorporated most of the
harmonized breakpoints into its breakpoint tables, which are
updated annually.8 As a consequence of the harmonization pro-
cess, some MIC breakpoints have changed over time; these
changes have been reflected, where necessary, in corresponding
changes to zone diameter breakpoints in the BSAC disc diffusion
method.9 The EUCAST breakpoints have also been incorporated
into automated systems.

A EUCAST disc diffusion method
Although it was not originally intended that EUCAST would
develop its own disc diffusion method, there was strong demand
for this development, and in several countries this step was
seen as a requirement for adopting EUCAST breakpoints. In
response, EUCAST developed a method based on the widely
used Kirby–Bauer method, but with different disc contents for
some agents and a new medium for fastidious organisms based
on that used by the BSAC and several Scandinavian countries. In
2009 the disc diffusion method was published,10 and there has
been extensive uptake of the method, including by laboratories
in countries formerly supporting their own methods.11

The arguments in favour of BSAC adopting the EUCAST disc dif-
fusion method are strong. The EUCAST method is correlated with
MICs, which were determined according to the international
standard method for testing antimicrobial susceptibility.12 The
EUCAST disc diffusion method has been developed to cover
more antimicrobial agent/organism combinations than the BSAC
disc diffusion method, although a few gaps remain (e.g. Neisseria
gonorrhoeae). Many laboratories in the UK have already changed
to using the EUCAST disc diffusion method. The fact that both
BSAC and EUCAST methods are now used across the UK raises
issues for delivery of support and educational activities. The
EUCAST disc diffusion method is now the standard method used
in most European countries, including all other countries with
national committees that formerley supported their own meth-
ods. It is also increasingly used outside Europe. This means that
EUCAST can draw on a wide international pool of experts and
laboratories (including those in the UK) for development and sup-
port, whereas the expertise to support the BSAC method is more
limited. The international support also means that the develop-
ment costs are spread more widely. EUCAST is recognized by the
EMA for the setting of MIC breakpoints for new agents and is
increasingly seen by drug developers as the standard-setting
organization for MIC breakpoints and disc diffusion testing.

The future of the BSAC disc diffusion method
For the above reasons, the BSAC Standing Committee for
Antimicrobial Susceptibility Testing, with the support of BSAC
Council, will cease active support, maintenance and development
of the BSAC disc diffusion method from January 2016 and will

recommend and support the implementation and use of the
EUCAST method. Educational activities including user days and
workshops have been changed to reflect this policy. EUCAST will
be supported by BSAC in the further development and mainten-
ance of the EUCAST susceptibility testing methods. Concern has
been expressed that BSAC is being replaced by EUCAST and that
local expertise will be lost. This is not the case, as EUCAST depends
on BSAC and other national committees for their expertise. The
national committees are an integral part of EUCAST and are cen-
tral to all aspects of breakpoint setting and susceptibility testing.

Conclusions
EUCAST MIC breakpoints for antimicrobial susceptibility testing are
now used by a large majority of laboratories in Europe and by an
increasing number outside Europe. By 2016 a large majority of
laboratories using disc diffusion methods will also be following
EUCAST guidelines for disc diffusion. These changes will lead to
more consistent susceptibility reports across Europe and beyond.
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