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The gift of life after death
This month, I introduced a motion in the Legislative Council calling on the government to do more to encourage organ donations in Hong Kong. I was delighted to see that, unlike most other motions, it was supported by all political parties 

More than 1,100 people in Hong Kong are on the waiting list for a replacement kidney. Last year, just 50 kidneys were donated. The situation with other organs is not quite this bad, but in all cases there are far more would-be recipients than donors. The organ donation rate in Hong Kong is just 3.8 per million people, compared with 22.2 per million in the United States, and 33.8 per million in Spain. 

There are several reasons for this. In Spain, like Singapore, everyone is automatically assumed to be a potential donor unless they opt out. But even in places where you opt in, far more people are donors. In Britain, around 20 per cent of the population carry donor cards. In Hong Kong, 430,000 cards have been issued, but it is estimated that only 2-7 per cent of them are filled in and sitting in people's wallets. 

The Hong Kong Medical Association's online registry of donors - who do not need to carry a card - has only 40,000 names on it. 

Part of our reluctance to be organ donors comes from superstition. Traditionally, many Chinese people believed that bodies of the dead should be left intact. But there is more to it than that: our current system isn't particularly user-friendly. Where do you get a donor card? Many people I ask say they would fill in a card and carry it if they could find one. 

In fact, the cards are available in hospitals, libraries and other places, but usually they are not actively distributed. To get listed in the online registry, people must fill in and return a simple form, which can be printed from the Hong Kong Medical Association's website. 

Various ways to improve our donation rate have been discussed. One is to use the chip in our new smart ID cards to carry donor details - although there are technical problems and possible objections on the grounds of privacy. Or the online registry might be expanded with government help. Whichever administrative system we use, organ donation must be voluntary, and relatives' wishes must be respected. This second point is key: permission to harvest organs from a deceased person must ultimately come from the next of kin. 

The Hospital Authority reports that very few relatives refuse permission if a donor has completed a card or is in the online registry. This is despite the fact that many next of kin never even knew that their relative had volunteered to be a donor. Relatives are sometimes reluctant to give permission for religious reasons, but this is declining. 

The logistical details may actually be a side issue. More cards and a bigger database would be very useful, but the most important thing is to have more family members aware that their relatives wanted to donate organs. If you are prepared to donate, the best thing to do is tell family members about it. 

For this reason, officials are planning a campaign to get families to talk about the issue and learn each other's views. This should make a real difference to our donation rates and to the lives of people awaiting replacement organs. 

Although many people die every day, 99 per cent of them cannot even be considered for organ donation. Main organs like kidneys, livers and hearts can only be taken from the bodies of people declared brain dead - typically people with fatal head injuries. That's one reason we have fewer donors than Spain or the US: we have a lower number of road deaths. 

That's a good thing, naturally. But it's all the more reason to increase awareness. That means more cards and database registrations. 

But most of all, it means a clearer understanding among our own families - something for you to discuss with them this evening, perhaps.

