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(57) Described herein are the use of at least one
dense membrane and/or at least one nanoporous mem-
brane in a method for the continuous, pathogen-reduced
production and/or processing of a healthcare product.

For example the at least one dense membrane and/or
the at least one nanoporous membrane is used as de-
gasser and/or as de-bubbler and/or as pathogen barrier
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Description

[0001] Conventionally, healthcare products such as bi-
otechnological proteins are purified in batches. Thus, the
individual production cycles are handled batchwise and
discontinuously with the product being removed com-
pletely at one time point after completion of a production
cycle. For a fresh production cycle a fresh batch must
then be started. Since this batchwise production is time-
consuming, difficult to scale up and expensive, new ways
for the manufacture of healthcare products such as bio-
technological proteins are explored. Therefore, continu-
ous processing for the production of therapeutic proteins
gains more and more importance and first solutions for
realization of truly continuous systems are emerging
[0002] In both conventional batchwise production
processes as well as continuous production processes
trapped gas, especially air, forming gas bubbles can po-
tentially disrupt the production process to a significant
extend. This is the case as the gas bubbles can partly or
completely prevent the fluid stream - comprising the de-
sired product - from passing a unit operation such as
filtration and/or can prevent the normal conduction of a
given unit operation such as a chromatography to a sig-
nificant extend. In addition, gas bubbles can cause errors
e.g. to sensors and chromatography columns mainly by
letting components dry and gas bubbles present inside
a sample can lead to pipetting and sampling errors. Thus,
in conventional batchwise production processes bubble
traps - such as the Biorad bubble trap-are used to dis-
solve gas bubbles. However, because the mobile phase
level of the bubble trap requires constant monitoring, au-
tomatic control and operation of such a bubble trap are
prone to errors, complicated and difficult to realize.
[0003] As an alternative to dissolving gas bubbles in a
fluid, the gas can also be removed via degassing of the
fluid. A method for degassing a fluid stream of a contin-
uous production process is described in EP3015542 A1.
Specifically, EP3015542 A1 describes the use of a hy-
drophobic microfiltration membrane - e.g. a Membrana
micro-module - operated with a vacuum. Compared to a
bubble trap such a hydrophobic microfiltration membrane
has the advantages that it is sterilizable and can be used
in a continuous fashion. Moreover, since the hydrophobic
microfiltration membrane does not comprise a mobile
phase and hence facilitates control by a process control
system.
[0004] However, during operation of such hydrophobic
microfiltration membranes liquid breakthrough onto the
vacuum side can occasionally occur. This can potentially
destroy the vacuum system and hence the sterility or at
least the pathogen-reduced state of the process is at least
in theory put at risk. In a process, which should ideally
meet regulatory requirements set by healthcare author-
ities, this risk has to be minimized.
[0005] Therefore, there is a need for an optimized so-
lution for minimizing the risk that dissolving of gas bub-
bles and/or degassing of a fluid stream required in con-

tinuous, pathogen-reduced methods for production
and/or processing of healthcare products could poten-
tially affect the the pathogen-reduced state of said proc-
ess.
[0006] For the first time it was surprisingly found that
this objective can be met by using a dense membrane
as pathogen barrier.
[0007] Thus, in a first aspect the present invention re-
lates to the use of a dense membrane as pathogen bar-
rier.
[0008] As used herein the term "dense membrane" re-
fers to a membrane comprising at least one separation
layer that is characterized by having no pores that would
permit a convective mass transfer of liquid through the
membrane. In other words, a dense membrane compris-
es at least one separation layer, which does not permit
mass transfer via bulk motion of a fluid.
[0009] As used herein the term "pathogen barrier" re-
fers to a material, e.g. a membrane, exclusively with
pores having a size of between ≥ 0.01 mm and ≤ 0.2mm.
Since all pores are smaller than ≤0.2mm the pathogen
barrier prevents microorganisms such as bacteria, ar-
chaea and protozoa from passing to an extent that allows
for a bioburden controlled continuous process for more
than 24h.
[0010] This use of a dense membrane as a pathogen
barrier is advantageous since no liquid breakthrough on-
to the vacuum side can occur during operation, since the
dense membrane does not have pores that allow fluid to
pass. Hence, the risk that process fluid leaks out at a
debubbling and/or degassing point e.g. into a vacuum
system, which is difficult if not impossible to sanitize dur-
ing production, is minimized or avoided all together
[0011] As used herein the term "pathogen-reduced" is
used interchangeable with "low-bioburden","microbe-re-
duced" and "germ-reduced" and refers to a state of re-
duced pathogenic count, i.e. a pathogenic count per area
or volume unit of close to zero that is achievable by means
of a suitable germ-reducing method, wherein this germ-
reducing method can be selected from gamma irradia-
tion, beta irradiation, autoclaving, Ethylene Oxide (ETO)
treatment, Ozone treatment, "Steam-In-Place" (SIP)
and/or Heat in Place treatment or treatment with saniti-
zation agent like 1 M NaOH.
[0012] Moreover, it was surprisingly found for the first
time that at least one dense membrane and/or at least
one nanoporous membrane can be used in a method for
the continuous, pathogen-reduced production and/or
processing of a healthcare product.
[0013] As used herein the term "continuous" refers to
a method for carrying out at least two method steps
and/or unit operations in series in which the outlet fluid
stream (fluid flow) of an upstream step is transported to
a downstream step. The downstream step begins
processing the fluid flow before the upstream step is com-
pleted. Accordingly, continuous transport or transfer of a
fluid flow from an upstream unit to a downstream unit
means that the downstream unit is already in operation
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before the upstream is shut down, i.e. that two units con-
nected in series simultaneously process the fluid flow
that is flowing through them.
[0014] As used herein the term "fluid stream" or "fluid
flow" refers to a continuous flow of liquid and/or gas. The
fluid stream or fluid flow can comprise a product.
[0015] As used herein the term "healthcare product"
refers to products used to diagnose, treat or care for pa-
tients such as to intermediate or active ingredients pro-
duced by pharmaceutical industry.
[0016] While it is possible to use a combination of any
number of dense membranes with any number of nano-
porous or even hydrophobic microporous membranes in
a method for the continuous, pathogen-reduced produc-
tion and/or processing of a healthcare product, a person
skilled in the art can identify situations where it might be
suitable to employ only dense membranes or only nan-
oporous membranes or only hydrophobic microporous
membranes in a method for the continuous, pathogen-
reduced production and/or processing of a healthcare
product.
[0017] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or the nanoporous membrane as described
herein, the healthcare product is or comprises at least
one component selected from the group consisting of a
peptide, protein, a small molecule drug, a nucleic acid.
[0018] As used herein the term "peptide" refers to a
polymer of amino acids of relatively short length (e.g. less
than 50 amino acids). The polymer may be linear or
branched, it may comprise modified amino acids, and it
may be interrupted by non-amino acids. The term also
encompasses an amino acid polymer that has been mod-
ified; for example, by disulfide bond formation, glycosyla-
tion, lipidation, acetylation, phosphorylation, or any other
manipulation, such as conjugation with a labeling com-
ponent, such as but not limited to, fluorescent markers,
particles, biotin, beads, proteins, radioactive labels,
chemiluminescent tags, bioluminescent labels, and the
like.
[0019] As used herein the term "protein" refers to a
polypeptide of amino acids. The term encompasses pro-
teins that may be full-length, wild-type, or fragments
thereof. The protein may be human, non- human, and an
artificial or chemical mimetic of a corresponding naturally
occurring amino acid, as well as to naturally occurring
amino acid polymers and non- naturally occurring amino
acid polymer.
[0020] Preferably the protein is a therapeutic protein.
[0021] As used herein the term "therapeutic protein"
refers to a protein that can be administered to an organ-
ism to elicit a biological or medical response of a tissue,
an organ or a system of said organism.
[0022] Even more preferably the protein is an antibody.
[0023] The term "antibody" as used herein refers to a
binding molecule such as an immunoglobulin or immu-
nologically active portion of an immunoglobulin, i.e., a
molecule that contains an antigen-binding site.
[0024] As used herein the term "small molecule drug"

refers to a low molecular weight (<900 daltons) com-
pound that may help regulate a biological process.
[0025] As used herein, the term "nucleic acid" refers
to deoxyribonucleotides or ribonucleotides and polymers
thereof in either single- or double-stranded form. Unless
specifically limited, the terms encompass nucleic acids
containing analogues of natural nucleotides that have
similar binding properties as the reference nucleic acid
and are metabolized in a manner similar to naturally oc-
curring nucleotides. Unless otherwise indicated, a par-
ticular nucleic acid sequence also implicitly encompass-
es conservatively modified variants thereof (e.g. degen-
erate codon substitutions) and complementary sequenc-
es as well as the sequence explicitly indicated.
[0026] The finding that at least one dense membrane
and/or at least one nanoporous membrane can be used
in a method for the continuous, pathogen-reduced pro-
duction and/or processing of a healthcare product was
surprising as until now no membranes at all or in excep-
tional cases hydrophobic microporous membranes were
used in continuous, pathogen-reduced production proc-
esses of healthcare products.
[0027] Moreover, porous membranes differ from
dense membranes used as described herein in that the
porous membranes comprise least one separation layer
with pores permitting a convective mass transfer of liquid
through the membrane, i.e. allow a wetting of the pores
with a fluid.
[0028] As used herein the term "nanoporous" refers to
a material with pores having a size of between ≥ 0.01mm
and ≤ 0.2mm.
[0029] As used herein the term "microporous " refers
to a material comprising pores with diameters >0.3 mm
and < 2 mm and/or to a material comprising cavities with
sizes less than 30 mm. An example of microporous mem-
branes are the hydrophobic microfiltration membranes
used in EP3015542 A1.
[0030] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or a nanoporous membrane as described
herein, the dense membrane and/or the nanoporous
membrane is used as degasser and as pathogen barrier.
[0031] As used herein the term "degasser" or "degas-
sing" refers to a device or a process that removes gas
bubbles or dissolved gas from a liquid. In other words,
immediately following degassing, less gas is present in
said fluid.
[0032] The finding that a dense membrane can be used
as degasser is especially surprising since the gas bub-
bles have to wet the membrane prior to degassing and
said wetting is in theory prevented by the surface tension
of the tight membrane, which the gas bubbles have to
overcome. Thus, in theory dense membranes cannot be
used as degasser.
[0033] Likewise nanoporous membranes have a com-
paratively high surface tension, hence the finding that
nanoporous membranes can be used as degasser is also
surprising.
[0034] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
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brane as described herein the dense membrane is gas-
permeable but not air-permeable.
[0035] In a preferred embodiment of the use of a dense
membrane described herein, the membrane comprises
ultra/superhydrobic polyolefin.
[0036] In an especially preferred embodiment the
dense membrane is a superphobic® 1x3 membrane con-
tractor G681 W membrane module.
[0037] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or a nanoporous membrane as described
herein, the dense membrane and/or the nanoporous
membrane is situated in a fluid stream and the fluid
stream is passed top to bottom over the dense mem-
brane.
[0038] This passing from top to bottom is advanta-
geous as it causes gas bubbles to rise countercurrently
to the fluid stream due to gravity and hence upstream,
whereas the fluid stream in a continuous production proc-
ess is typically led downstream to a subsequent unit op-
eration. Hence, a dense membrane and/or a nanoporous
membrane situated in this fashion in a fluid stream leads
to a separation of gas bubbles from the fluid stream due
to gravity. Therefore, the top to bottom passing facilitates
debubbling of the fluid stream. In other words, it was sur-
prisingly found that the top-to bottom passing of the fluid
stream eliminates the risk that gas bubbles can pass free-
ly through a dense membrane or a nanoporous mem-
brane. In theory this risk is due to the fact that a dense
membrane or a nanoporous membrane has a low specific
degassing rate. Thus, in order to overcome this risk of
freely passing gas bubbles very large dense membrane
modules or very large nanoporous membranes would
have to be employed, if the fluid stream is passed bottom
to top over the dense membrane or the nanoporous mem-
brane. However, via passing the fluid stream top to bot-
tom over the dense membrane or the nanoporous mem-
brane a controlled debubbling of the fluid stream is pos-
sible.
[0039] As used herein the term "debubbling" or "de-
bubbler" refers to a device or a process that prevents gas
bubbles from flowing with a fluid stream. In other words,
immediately following debubbling, less gas bubbles are
present in said fluid stream, but the gas content of the
whole of said fluid stream is not altered.
[0040] Thus, a dense membrane and/or a nanoporous
membrane can act as debubbler, if a fluid stream is
passed over it top to bottom, because gravity causes gas
bubbles to rise countercurrently to the fluid stream and
hence separates gas bubbles from the fluid stream as
described above. In other words, at the phase boundary
interface upstream of the dense membrane and/or the
nanoporous membrane gas bubbles are separated from
the fluid stream. Hence the dense membrane and/or the
nanoporous membrane cts as gas liquid separator phys-
ically separating gas bubbles from the downwardly flow-
ing fluid stream.
[0041] Preferably the dense membranes described
herein act as degasser, as debubbler and as pathogen

barrier. This embodiment has the advantage that it rep-
resents an optimized solution for debubbling and/or de-
gassing of a fluid stream especially under the sterile or
pathogen-reduced conditions required in continuous,
pathogen-reduced methods for production and/or
processing of healthcare products
[0042] Preferably the nanoporous membranes de-
scribed herein act as degasser, as debubbler, as patho-
gen barrier and as gas-liquid separator.
[0043] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or a nanoporous membrane as described
herein the dense membrane and/or the nanoporous
membrane is operated using a vacuum.
[0044] If the dense and/or the nanoporous membrane
is comprised in a membrane module operated using a
vacuum, this membrane module preferably comprises a
gas phase and a liquid phase formed by the fluid of the
fluid stream which usually comprises the product. In other
words, gas can pass the dense and/or the nanoporous
membrane in the direction of the vacuum both from the
gas phase and from the liquid phase. In such a setting
using a vacuum has the effect that in said membrane
module comprising a dense and/or a nanoporous mem-
brane the gas removal rate is larger in the gas phase
than in the liquid phase, where additional mass transfer
resistances in the liquid membrane barrier can occur.
However, despite said resistance gas removal in the di-
rection of the vacuum will also occur from the liquid phase
due to the difference of partial pressures of the dissolved
gases in the liquid phase and the vacuum side of the
dense and/or the nanoporous membrane. Overall, gas
in such a setting may pass the dense and/or the nanop-
orous membrane in the direction of the vacuum from the
gas phase and from the liquid phase as well as from the
liquid phase to the gas phase on the non-vacuum side
of the dense and/or the nanoporous membrane.
[0045] In a preferred embodiment of operating the
dense membrane and/or the nanoporous membrane us-
ing a vacuum the dense membrane and/or the nanopo-
rous membrane is operated using a vacuum pump.
[0046] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or a nanoporous membrane as described
herein the dense membrane and/or the nanoporous
membrane is operated using a vacuum pump and said
pump is protected using a liquid trap.
[0047] An example of a liquid trap is a glass bottle hav-
ing a removable cap. The vacuum tube system can be
connected through the cap, i.e. via two tubes. As the
vacuum is applied through one tube, it exhausted the air
in the bottle and induced a vacuum in the other tube.
Obviously, any water which might accidentally be carried
over through the one tube connected to the process sys-
tem would be trapped in the glass bottle and not carried
over into the other tube or the pump.
[0048] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or a nanoporous membrane as described
herein the dense membrane is controlled by a process
control system.
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[0049] Using a process control system has the effect
that the method for the continuous, pathogen-reduced
production and/or processing of a healthcare product can
be automated. Automation in turn facilitates set-up of an
efficient, safe, reliable, standardized production process
yielding a high quality product.
[0050] As used herein the term "process control" refers
to a system and the devices of that system that monitor
the manufacturing environment and electronically control
the process or manufacturing flow based on the various
set-points given by the user.
[0051] Such a process control system can, inter alia,
monitor the performance data such as the pump rate of
the vacuum pump operating the dense membrane. De-
viations in said performance data can indicate a leakage
and hence can allow an early shut down of the system
in order to minimize the contamination risk. For example
the rotational speed of the vacuum pump is monitored
and the pump is set to deliver 25 mbar. In case of a leak-
age the rotational speed will increase, since the pump
has to pump more in order to deliver the set 25 mbar.
[0052] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or a nanoporous membrane as described
herein the dense membrane and/or the nanoporous
membrane is situated in a fluid stream, which passes at
least one unit operation selected from the group com-
prising:

• a cell separator
• an ultrafiltration unit for concentration
• a recirculation loop
• a unit for buffer or medium exchange preferably with

concentration, e.g. an ultrafiltration
• a bioburden reduction preferably with sterile filters
• a capture chromatography
• a virus inactivation, e.g. a coiled flow inverter i.e. a

residence time module
• a chromatographic intermediate and fine purifica-

tion, e.g. ion exchange, mixed mode, hydrophobic
interaction, SEC chromatography

• a homogenization loop
• a viral filtration
• a flow cell for process analytics such as pH, conduc-

tivity, flow meter,
• a sample port for in process samples

[0053] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or the nanoporous membrane as described
herein the dense membrane and/or the nanoporous
membrane is situated in a fluid stream, which is selected
from the group comprising: an auxiliary fluid, such as
calibration buffer, cleaning solutions, pH and conductivity
agent, excipiens or a fluid stream comprising a product.
[0054] As used herein the term "unit" or "unit operation"
refers to a device that performs one process step in a
production process of a healthcare product and to the
process which that specific device performs. In other
words, in order to provide the final healthcare product

several unit operations will have to be passed by a fluid
stream comprising the healthcare product until the prod-
uct has the desired characteristics and/or the desired pu-
rity.
[0055] In a preferred embodiment of the use of a dense
membrane and/or a nanoporous membrane as de-
scribed herein, the continuous, pathogen-reduced pro-
duction process of a healthcare product is a continuous,
pathogen-reduced production of a therapeutic protein
e.g. an antibody.
[0056] In a preferred embodiment of the use of a dense
membrane and/or the nanoporous membrane as de-
scribed herein the continuous, pathogen-reduced pro-
duction process of a healthcare product uses disposable
articles.
[0057] As used herein the term "disposable articles"
means that the respective components coming into con-
tact with the fluid stream, particularly equipment, contain-
ers, filters, and connecting elements, are suitable for one-
time use followed by disposal, wherein these containers
can be made of both plastic and metal. Within the scope
of the present invention, the term also comprises dispos-
able articles such as those made of steel that are only
used once in the process according to the invention and
not used again in the process. These disposable articles,
for example those made of steel, are then also designat-
ed within the scope of the invention as objects "used as
disposable articles." Such used disposable articles can
then also be designated in the process according to the
invention as "disposable" or "single-use" articles ("SU
technology"). In this way, the pathogen-reduced status
of the process and modular system according to the in-
vention is improved even more.
[0058] It was surprisingly found that employing dispos-
able tubes/disposable tubing, especially weldable tubing,
requires degassing and/or debubbling of the fluid stream.
Without wishing to be bound by theory this finding is
thought to be due to air entering the weldable tubing at
a higher and/or faster rate than anticipated, with the state
of the art being silent towards this insight.
[0059] As used herein the term "weldable tubing" refers
to tubes and tubings manufactured from plastic e.g. com-
prising silicone. Examples of weldable tubings are sili-
cone like tubings as well as tubings comprising silicon
compounds e.g. Pharmed BPT, Cflex Sanipure tubings
and PVC tubings.
[0060] Hence using dense membranes and/or nanop-
orous membranes is especially advantageous in a con-
tinuous, pathogen-reduced production process of a
healthcare product employing disposable articles.
[0061] In a preferred embodiment of the use of a dense
membrane and/or a nanoporous membranes as de-
scribed herein the continuous, pathogen-reduced pro-
duction process of a healthcare product is modular.
[0062] As used herein the term "modular" means that
the individual unit operations can be carried out in sep-
arate interconnected modules, wherein the modules are
preconfigured, germ-reduced, and closed, and can be
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interconnected in various combinations.
[0063] As used herein the term "closed" means that
the method described is operated in such a way that the
fluid stream is not exposed to the room environment. Ma-
terials, objects, buffers, and the like can be added from
outside, wherein, however, this addition takes place in
such a way that exposure of the fluid stream to the room
environment is avoided.
[0064] As used herein the term "closed" refers to both
"functionally closed" as well as "closed".
[0065] In detail, a closed production plant (process sys-
tem) is designed and operated such that the product is
never exposed to the surrounding environment. Addi-
tions to and draws from closed systems must be per-
formed in a completely closed fashion. Sterile filters may
be used to provide effective barriers from contaminants
in the environment. The term "functionally closed" refers
to a process that may be opened but is "rendered closed"
by a cleaning, sanitization and/or sterilization that is ap-
propriate or consistent with the process requirements,
whether sterile, aseptic or low bioburden/low-pathogen.
These systems shall remain closed during production
within the system. Examples include process vessels that
may be CIP’d and SIP’d between uses. Non-sterile sys-
tems such as chromatography or some filtration systems
may also be rendered closed in low bioburden/low-path-
ogen operations if appropriate measures are taken dur-
ing the particular system setup.
[0066] In one embodiment of the use of a dense mem-
brane and/or a nanoporous membranes as described
herein the dense membrane and/or the nanoporous
membranes is situated in a fluid stream before said fluid
stream enters a unit operation and/or passes a validation
point selected from the group comprising a cell separator,
a chromatography, a sampling location, a unit for con-
centration, a diafiltration, a dialysis, a filtration, a recircu-
lation loop, a unit for buffer or medium exchange prefer-
ably with concentration, e.g. an ultrafiltration, a virus in-
activation unit, e.g. a coiled flow inverter i.e. a residence
time module and/or a homogenization loop.
[0067] Conventionally, therapeutic proteins such as
antibodies are purified in batches. The means that the
individual production cycles are handled batchwise and
discontinuously with the product being removed as a
whole after completion of a production cycle. For a fresh
production cycle, a fresh batch must then be started.
[0068] In such batchwise processes the fluid stream
comprising the desired product is degassed before it en-
ters a chromatographic device.
[0069] Now it was surprisingly found that in a continu-
ous method/process for the production of a healthcare
product it is advantageous that the fluid stream compris-
ing the desired product is debubbled not only before it
enters a chromatographic device but more frequently.
Without wishing to be bound by this theory it is currently
believed that said need to debubble more frequently -
apart from the above mentioned finding that air enters
disposable tubing faster/at a higher rate than expected -

originates from aired storage bags used in the continuous
method/process for the production of healthcare product
to account for the varying speed with which different unit
operations process the fluid stream. This saturation can
lead to the gas forming bubbles which can in turn cause
the precipitation of the healthcare product. Moreover,
bubble formation can decrease the efficiency of the unit
operation in question and impede or change the contin-
uous flow of the fluid stream which can alter the residence
time behavior of a fluid stream comprising a desired prod-
uct. This alteration can interfere with representative sam-
pling. Thus bubble formation is especially critical before
and/or in unit operations comprising recirculation circuits
e.g. ultrafiltration, filtration, residence time modules, ho-
mogenization steps and hollow fibre modules.
[0070] Typically, several dense membranes and/or na-
noporous membranes will be employed in a continuous,
pathogen-reduced production process of a healthcare
product. Instead of employing only dense membranes
and/or nanoporous membranes at all critical points it
might be reasonable to employ microporous hydrophobic
membranes with a bubble-point > 3 bar or hydrophobic
ultrafiltration membranes with a bubble-point > 3 bar. In
other words, the continuous method/process for the pro-
duction of a healthcare product described herein can uti-
lize a combination of dense membranes and/or nanop-
orous and hydrophobic microporous membranes.
[0071] However, a person skilled in the art can identify
situations where it might be suitable to employ only dense
membranes or only nanoporous membranes or only hy-
drophobic microporous membranes in a continuous,
pathogen-reduced production process of a healthcare
product.
[0072] As used herein the term "bubble point" refers
to the pressure at which a continuous stream of bubbles
is initially seen downstream of a wetted filter under gas
pressure. It is conventionally measured using a bubble
point test. To perform a Bubble Point Test, gas is applied
to one side of a wetted filter, with the tubing downstream
of the filter submerged in a bucket of water. The filter
must be wetted uniformly such that water fills all the voids
within the filter media. When gas pressure is applied to
one side of the membrane, the test gas will dissolve into
the water, to an extent determined by the solubility of the
gas in water. Downstream of the filter, the pressure is
lower. Therefore the gas in the water on the downstream
side is driven out of solution. As the applied upstream
gas pressure is increased, the diffusive flow downstream
increases proportionally. At some point, the pressure be-
comes great enough to expel the water from one or more
passageways establishing a path for the bulk flow of air.
As a result, a steady stream of bubbles should be seen
exiting the submerged tubing. The pressure at which this
steady stream is noticed is referred to as the bubble point.
[0073] In another aspect the invention relates to a
method for the continuous, pathogen-reduced, modular
production and/or processing of a healthcare product,
wherein at least one dense membrane and/or at least
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one nanoporous membrane is employed for degassing
and/or debubbling a fluid stream, wherein the fluid stream
is passed top to bottom over the dense membrane.
[0074] This method is advantageous as it prevents gas
bubbles from entering a unit operation, a pathogen bar-
rier to the environment is maintained and the risk of an
accidental leakage, that can lead to microbial back
growth, is minimized.
[0075] In yet another aspect the invention relates to a
unit operation for the continuous, pathogen-reduced,
modular production and/or processing of a healthcare
product comprising at least one dense membrane and/or
at least one nanoporous membrane.
[0076] Said unit operation is preferably selected from
the group comprising:

• a cell separator
• a unit for buffer or medium exchange preferably with

concentration, e.g. an ultrafiltration
• a bioburden reduction preferably with sterile filters
• a capture chromatography
• a virus inactivation, e.g. a coiled flow inverter, i.e. a

residence time modile
• a chromatographic intermediate and fine purifica-

tion, e.g. an anion exchange chromatography
• a bioburden reduction e.g. with sterile filters
• a homogenization loop
• a viral filtration

FIGURES:

[0077] Fig. 1 shows a schematic drawing of a patho-
gen-reduced method for operating the hydrophobic mi-
crofiltration membranes known in the state of the art for
use in continuous pathogen-reduced methods for the
production of therapeutic proteins.
[0078] A gas saturated fluid is pumped from a reservoir
(1) by pump (2), which has a pressure sensor (3) and is
degassed using a the hydrophobic microfiltration mem-
brane (4). The fluid flows into a unit operation (6), which
is sensitive to the presence of gas bubbles. A vacuum
pump (8) is used for the degassing at the hydrophobic
microfiltration membrane (4). A sterile hydrophobic mi-
crofiltration membrane (5) ensures the pathogen-re-
duced state. During operation the pressure generated by
the vacuum pump (8), which is measured at sensor (7)
is not to exceed the partial pressure of water, as other-
wise a membrane distillation of water will occur. Mem-
brane (4) and membrane (5) are connected via vacuum
resistant silicone tubing. During operation pressure sen-
sor (3) has to be monitored to ensure that the bubble-
point of hydrophobic microfiltration membrane (4) is not
exceeded as otherwise the pores of the filter would be
wetted, which could potentially lead to microbial back
growth and hence could destroy the pathogen-reduced
state. If a filter in the vacuum area has to be replaced
while ensuring the pathogen-reduced state the following
procedure has to be carried out. Since the tubing (9) can-

not be welded, aseptic connectors (10), (11) have to be
employed. In this example the aseptic connector (11)
acts as replacement connection on the vacuum side for
the replacement assembly consisting of hydrophobic mi-
crofiltration membranes(4) and (5) as well as the tubing
(9).
[0079] FIG. 2 shows a schematic drawing of a dense
membrane used as debubbler, degasser and as patho-
gen barrier in a continuous pathogen-reduced method
for the production of therapeutic proteins.
[0080] A gas saturated fluid stream is pumped from a
reservoir (1) by pump (2) and is degassed and debubbled
using a membrane module comprising a dense mem-
brane (12). The degassed and debubbled fluid flows
downstream into a unit operation (6), which is sensitive
to the presence of gas bubbles. A vacuum pump (8) is
connected to the membrane module comprising the
dense membrane (12). The dense membrane (12) also
acts as pathogen barrier. During operation the pressure
generated by the vacuum pump (8), which is measured
at sensor (7), should not exceed the partial pressure of
water, as otherwise a membrane distillation of water will
occur. Moreover, during operation the fluid stream com-
prising the product passes through the membrane mod-
ule comprising the dense membrane (12) from top to bot-
tom resulting in the formation of a phase boundary inter-
face (13) between the fluid stream (liquid) and the gas
phase in the membrane module comprising a dense
membrane (12). Hence the membrane module compris-
ing a dense membrane (12) comprises a predetermined
amount of the fluid stream (liquid) and as well as a pre-
determined volume of gas. The passing from top to bot-
tom ensures that gas bubbles will rise by gravity coun-
tercurrently to the fluid stream away from the fluid stream
passing downstream to unit operation (6). Due to the vac-
uum generated by vacuum pump (8) this separated gas
permeates through the dense membrane resulting in a
controlled ratio of the gas phase and the liquid phase in
the membrane module comprising a dense membrane
(12), i.e. the height of the gas/liquid is controlled. In ad-
dition to the debubbling at the phase boundary interphase
and the transfer of gas through the membrane in the di-
rection of the vacuum, the fluid stream is also degassed
in the liquid (fluid stream) below the phase boundary in-
terface (13) due to the difference of partial pressures of
the dissolved gases in the liquid phase and the vacuum
side of the dense membrane.
[0081] Furthermore the dense membrane in the mem-
brane module comprising a dense membrane (12) also
acts as pathogen barrier.
[0082] To ensure that no gas bubbles are present in
the fluid stream leaving the membrane module compris-
ing a dense membrane (12), a gas bubble detector (4)
is be employed. These are known to those skilled in the
art e.g. from usage in chromatography devices. One ex-
ample of such a gas bubble detector is an ultrasonic sen-
sor, which can be monitored using a process control sys-
tem. If the process control system detects an irregularity
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e.g. the rotational speed of the pump is higher than it
should be or bubbles are measured by detector (4), pump
(2) can immediately be switched off or the fluid stream
can be directed to a waste disposal site via an additional
tubing (not depicted). If the performance of the dense
membrane (12) decreases it can be replaced via sterile
welding.
[0083] FIG. 3 shows a schematic drawing of how de-
gassing and de-bubbling is carried out in a continuous
pathogen-reduced method for the production of thera-
peutic proteins using a dense membrane
[0084] The objective during this task is to ensure a bub-
ble free, as far as possible degassed, pathogen-reduced
state at various locations.
[0085] The fluid stream comprising the product (14) is
debubbled and degassed via a membrane module com-
prising a dense membrane (12a) and directed into a chro-
matographic device (15). The chromatographic buffers
(16) are also debubbled and degassed via membrane
modules comprising dense membranes (12b). The de-
bubbling and degassing ensures that no gas bubbles in-
fluence the performance of the chromatographic device.
The fluid stream leaving the chromatographic device
flows via a membrane module comprising a dense mem-
brane (12c) to the next unit operation, e.g. an ultrafiltra-
tion unit (18) with a recirculation line. Since gas bubbles
can potentially damage the product in the fluid stream,
e.g. via leading to precipitation of the product, a bubble
sensor (17) for detection gas bubbles is employed at this
location. The fluid stream leaving unit operation (18) is
in turn debubbled and degassed via the membrane mod-
ule comprising a dense membrane (12d) and flows into
unit operation (19) e.g. a diafiltration unit. In addition the
buffer (20) to be used in the diafiltration unit (19) has to
be debubbled and gassed via the membrane modules
comprising a dense membrane (12e). A vacuum is pref-
erably provided via a central vacuum tubing (23) and a
vacuum pump (24).The pressure on the vacuum side is
measured using sensor (21). Said pressure can either
be regulated locally or via the process control system
(22). The process control system (PLS) (22) monitors
alterations in sensor (17) i.e. the breakthrough of gas
bubbles. Such a break through carries the potential risk
of pathogens entering the fluid stream and/or the forma-
tion of gas bubbles, which can influence the performance
of unit operations and/or damage the product comprised
in the fluid stream. Thus, should a potential break through
be detected by the process control system, the system
can cause single unit operations or the whole production
process to pause to that defective parts may be replaced.
[0086] FIG 4 schematically depicts the control behav-
ior of the vacuum pump in normal operation mode and
the increase in rotational speed in the case of a leakage,
which leads to the process steps being put on hold if the
values increase above a predetermined threshold.

EXAMPLES

Example 1

[0087] In this example the module G681W of 3M was
used as dense membrane. To test the maximum degas-
sing rate the module was connected via an empty 3.2
mm cflex tubing to a storage vessel containing water.
The exit of the module was sealed and the vacuum exit
was connected to a vacuum pump with a pressure of 25
mbar. The maximum degassing rate of the empty module
was 0,5 ml/min. It the fluid, i.e. the water, passed the
module from bottom to top. At a pump rate of 20 ml/min
even sporadic gas bubbles could not be separated from
the fluid stream at the entrance of the module.

Example 2

[0088] In a continuous pathogen-reduced method for
the production of monoclonal antibodies and the system
used for this production, respectively, dense mem-
branes, in this case modules G681 W of 3M, were used.
The modules were sterilized prior to installation via eth-
ylenoxid treatment and were connected to the production
system via aseptic connectors or welding. The flow rates
of the fluid stream and the buffer solutions, respectively,
varied between 0 - 30 ml/min. The flow into the G681W
modules was via an 4.8 mm Cflex tubing. The flow direc-
tion was from top to bottom. The vacuum side of the mod-
ule was connected via collection tubing with an inner di-
ameter of 6mm with a vacuum pump. The employed vac-
uum pump was a Vacuubrand MD4CNT Vario with a vac-
uum controller CVC3000. The set point of the vacuum
was 25 mbar and the point at which the pump started
working was 50 mbar. Pressure and rotational speed of
the pump were transmitted to a Siemens process control
system PCS-7. If a threshold value was exceeded the
rotational speed of process steps was put on hold.
[0089] The G681 W modules were installed at the fol-
lowing locations within the production process: The pro-
tein A chromatography was carried out using a BioSMB
device from Pall. For this unit operation the G681W mod-
ules were installed directly prior to the suction side of the
pumps. In this example, five G681 W modules were in-
stalled for the buffers and one for the incoming fluid
stream. Moreover, two chromatography steps in flow-
through mode, i.e. for polishing were also carried out on
a BioSMB from Pall. For this unit operation the G681W
modules were again installed directly prior to the suction
side of the pumps. In this case three G681 W modules
were installed for the buffers and two for the incoming
fluid streams. In the subsequent unit operation - here a
concentration step carried out in a continuous ultrafiltra-
tion in feed and bleed mode - a G681 W module was
installed directly prior to suction side of the peristaltic
pump for the feed flow. After continuous ultrafiltration the
fluid stream was further processed in a continuous coun-
tercurrent diafiltration using a Gambro 2H dialysis mod-
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ule. In this unit operation a G681 W module was installed
directly prior to the suction side of the peristaltic pump
for the feed flow.

Claims

1. Use of a dense membrane as pathogen barrier.

2. Use of at least one dense membrane and/or at least
one nanoporous membrane in a method for the con-
tinuous, pathogen-reduced production and/or
processing of a healthcare product.

3. Use according to claim 2, wherein the dense mem-
brane and/or the nanoporous membrane is used as
degasser and as pathogen barrier.

4. Use according to claims 2 and 3, wherein the dense
membrane is gas-permeable but not air-permeable.

5. Use according to anyone of the preceding claims,
wherein the dense membrane and/or the nanopo-
rous membrane is situated in a fluid stream and the
fluid stream is passed from top to bottom over the
dense membrane.

6. Use according to claim 5, wherein the dense mem-
brane and/or the nanoporous membrane is used as
degasser and/or as de-bubbler and/or as pathogen
barrier.

7. Use according to anyone of the preceding claims,
wherein the dense membrane and/or the nanopo-
rous membrane is operated using a vacuum.

8. Use according to claim 7, wherein the vacuum is
generated using a vacuum pump and said pump is
protected using a liquid trap.

9. Use according to anyone of the preceding claims,
wherein the dense membrane and/or the nanopo-
rous membrane is controlled by a process control
system.

10. Use according to anyone of the preceding claims,
wherein the dense membrane and/or the nanopo-
rous membrane is situated in a fluid stream before
said fluid stream enters a unit operation and/or pass-
es a validation point selected from the group com-
prising an ultrafiltration unit for concentration, a re-
circulation loop, a unit for buffer or medium exchange
preferably with concentration, e.g. an ultrafiltration,
a bioburden reduction preferably with sterile filters,
a capture chromatography , a virus inactivation, e.g.
a coiled flow inverter i.e. a residence time module,
a chromatographic intermediate and fine purifica-
tion, e.g. ion exchange, mixed mode, hydrophobic

interaction, SEC chromatography, a homogeniza-
tion loop, a viral filtration, a flow cell for process an-
alytics such as pH, conductivity, flow meter,a sample
port for in process samples.

11. Method for the continuous, pathogen-reduced, mod-
ular production and/or processing of a healthcare
product, wherein at least one dense membrane
and/or at least one nanoporous membrane is em-
ployed for degassing and/or debubbling a fluid
stream, wherein the fluid stream is passed top to
bottom over the dense membrane.

12. Unit operation for the continuous, pathogen-re-
duced, modular production and/or processing of a
healthcare product comprising at least one dense
membrane and/or at least one at least one nanopo-
rous membrane.
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