General Principles

In general, organs are regarded as life saving
and tissues are life enhancing. Only those who
die in specific circumstances are eligible to even
be considered as an organ donor. There are no such
circumstances needed for potential tissue donors.

The suitability of an organ or tissue donor is determined by
the transplant team after death, with extensive medical tests
and research into the patient’s medical history. While there are
general guidelines, each case is treated individually, looking at:

» The vitality (function) of the organs or tissues it is possible
to donate; and

» The chance of survival of the recipient without those
organs or tissues.

Transplant teams are generally more willing to take risks with
those patients who need a life saving organ and will die without it.

Common Questions

The Australian Organ Donor Register form asks me to tick
which organs and/or tissues | would want to donate. How
do | know which ones would be healthy enough to donate?

The answer to this, as with most of these questions, is that

the principle still remains that registering is about your decision
regarding donating, not your medical suitability or that of
particular organs. That will be determined at the time of death.

I am over 65. Could my organs and tissues be suitable
for donation?

Yes. General health is far more important than age. Older
healthy organs and tissues can still save and improve
recipients’ lives.

What if | have received treatment for a medical condition

(eg chemotherapy): could my organs and tissues be suitable?
Yes. Organs and tissues of patients who have received
treatment for a medical condition may be suitable for donation.

I have a chronic illness (eg diabetes, heart disease, cancer,
hepatitis): could my organs and tissues be suitable?

Yes. There are patients with these conditions on the waiting
list so, for example, a donor with hepatitis C can donate to

a recipient with hepatitis C.

In cases where a recipient has nothing to lose, the transplant
team may decide to use the organs from a patient with a
chronic iliness because of the life saving nature of the organs.

I am not allowed to donate blood; could my organs and tissues
be suitable?

Some people are excluded from giving blood due to particular
circumstances (eg people who were in the United Kingdom for
more than 6 months cumulatively between 1980 and 1996).

Yes. Again, the determination of suitability will be made at time of death.

If the register is one of consent, can | change my mind
regarding donation?

Yes. Just complete a new form and tick the box marked “l am
registered on the Donor Register and no longer wish to be an organ
or tissue donor”. Don't forget to tell your family of this change.

I am an organ and tissue donor on my licence. Do | still need
to register?

Yes. The Australian Organ Donor Register covers all of Australia;
if your patient moves or has an accident in a different State,
their wish will be accessible. In some States, the road and traffic
authority is not linked to the Australian Organ Donor Register and
their wish to donate on their licence may be lost.

If | become a donor, will my organs and tissues be used for
research purposes?

No. Separate and specific permission is required for donated
organs and tissues to be used for research purposes.

Who can access information held on the Australian Organ
Donor Register?

Information recorded on the Australian Organ Donor Register can be
accessed by authorised personnel who have signed confidentiality
agreements covering the use of personal information. They are
authorised by a management committee comprising representatives
from Medicare Australia, the Department of Health and Ageing,

and State organ donation agencies.

If you or your patients require further information, please contact:

Australians Donate
(03) 9696 0651
www.organdonation.org.au
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We as doctors should discuss
organ and tissue donation
with our adult patients,

and should encourage them to talk about it with their
family. By talking with patients about donation, doctors
can have a significant impact on organ donation rates,
and can reduce the time recipients spend on the
waiting list.

Patients considering registering as an organ donor
confront their own mortality. Rarely do people choose
to think about dying, especially when they’re healthy.
As a doctor, you can play a pivotal role in encouraging
patients to think about organ donation now. Not only
can you raise awareness of the issue and provide basic
information; but as a trusted individual you can alleviate
the very real fears and dispel the myths held by many
regarding organ donation.

The Australian spirit is generous. A 2004 Newspoll
found that 90% of Australians support organ donation.
However, people need to be encouraged to register and
communicate their decision, as currently only around
45% of families in Australia will donate the organs and
tissues of their deceased loved one if unaware of the
deceased’s decision.

The how, when and who of raising
the issue of organ donation
during a consultation

We as doctors are in the best position
to advise our patients to consider
end-of-life issues, including

organ and tissue donation (
decisions.
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HOW We know that time is important in a normal consultation.
However, a 15-second enquiry could save more lives than any
register.
» Ask if your patient has considered registering for organ

and tissue donation
» Encourage them to discuss it and their decision with their family
» Tell them there are registration forms in the waiting room
» Inform them you are there to answer any questions they may have.

WHO This means nearly all adults who are reasonably healthy,
physically and mentally. Nearly all consultations would be suitable.

WHEN At least once to every patient. Perhaps a box could
be put in the hard copy file or the computer record to indicate
you have asked.

Key Message One - “Talk to your family”

In any discussion about organ and tissue donation, you should
strongly encourage your patient to talk to their family. It is known
that, regardless of a patient’s status on the Australian Organ Donor
Register, encouraging communication between your patients and
their families about organ and tissue donation is the most likely
way of helping to save the lives of those on the waiting list.

Health professionals who co-ordinate organ donation and provide
support to families of potential organ donors find that families in
that traumatic situation are often comforted by knowing what their
deceased loved one wanted.

Having the family know the loved one’s decision reduces family
stress should the situation arise where they must make a decision
regarding organ and tissue donation.

Key Message Two - “Registering is about
your decision, not your medical suitability”
Australian Organ Donor Register

The Australian Organ Donor Register is a register of a person’s
consent or refusal to donate their organs and tissues. It is

a register of their decision, not their medical
suitability. The decision regarding suitability for
donation of different organs and tissues will be
made at the time of death. Medical technology
and donor criteria are likely to change significantly
over a person’s life so you never know what organs
or tissues may be suitable to save or improve a
recipient’s life. No medical condition should prevent
an adult from registering their decision regarding
their consent or refusal.

The Australian Organ Donor Register changed on the 1st of July
2005 from a register of intent, where one registered one’s
willingness to donate, to one of consent, where one makes a
decision to donate. This consent can be a decision to donate or
a refusal to donate. The completion and signing of the registration
form is an act of consent similar to consenting to surgery.

On the previous register of intent, the “family had the final say on
whether you are considered for donation”. In the new register of
consent, the family “may be asked about your decision to be an
organ and/or tissue donor to confirm that you had not changed
your mind since you recorded your consent”. Patients who have
shared their decision with their families increase the likelihood
that their decision will be followed.

Those patients previously on the register of intent need to

re-register their consent. This can be done:

» At any Medicare branch, or

» By sending a completed registration form through the mail.
(The form can be downloaded from the Medicare Australia
website: www.medicareaustralia.gov.au. Click on the Australian
Organ Donor Register icon).

Note that only persons who are aged 18 years or more can
register their consent (or objection) on the Australian Organ
Donor Register.

For further information on the Register, doctors or patients can
call Medicare Australia on 1800 777 203 (free call).

Suggestions as to how to answer your patients’ frequently asked
questions follow overleaf.
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