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Opinion editorial by Wendy Manuel, July 2009 

 

I know you.  Really I do.  Until two 

years ago I was just like you.  I was one of 

the 95% of Americans who according to a 

Gallup survey (1), say they favor organ 

donation.  I was also one of the 50% who 

did absolutely nothing about it.  Come on, 

admit it, have you signed your driver’s 

license saying you are willing to be an 

organ donor?  Have you signed the Texas 

online Donor Registry?  I never did 

anything about it.  Until my husband 

needed a liver transplant.   

Here’s the deal, none of us want to read 

about the need for organ donors because 

we all support it.  There’s little controversy 

about this.  But astonishingly, many people 

never register.  It’s an amazing gap.  As of 

8:14 p.m. on July 17, 2009, 102,564 people 

were waiting for organ donations (2).  Let 

me say that number again, 102,564.  That 

is a lot of people.  Just 5 days earlier, it 

was 139 fewer people.  The waiting list 

increased by about 28 people a day.    

Let’s talk just about livers.  According 

to the Center for Disease Control, an 

estimated 8,000-10,000 people die every 

year from hepatitis C related liver disease 

(3).  HepC is the leading cause of cirrhosis 

and cancer of the liver (3).  HepC is the 

most common reason for liver transplant 

(3).   HepC is a significant health issue.  

More than 5 million people in the U.S. are 

infected with it and maybe almost 200 

million in the world (4).  It will soon kill 

more people than aids according to C. 

Everett Koop, former U.S. surgeon general 

(4). 

Not only are thousands at risk of 

needing a liver transplant and thousands 

already waiting for one, waiting for a liver 

is a horrific experience.  Let’s make this 

real; here is what it is like to wait on the 

liver transplant list.  The patient’s body 

bloats with fluid, keeping food down is 

very difficult, ammonia builds up so that 

the patient is Alzheimer-like with real risks 

of portal hypertension and kidney failure.  

At times he or she may be practically 

comatose, unable to care for themselves.   

Rising to the top of the waiting list is a 

function of a MELD (Model for End-Stage 

Liver Disease) score.  The purpose of this 

score is to ensure fairness of organ 

distribution (5).  A higher MELD score 

puts the patient at the top of the list and in 

the hospital where the medical staff works 

diligently to improve the patient’s health.   

The MELD score improves, the patient 

goes home and back down on the waiting 

list.  The cycle repeats over and over - get 

deathly sick, rise to the top of the list.  Get 

better and go back to waiting.  Studies 

have found that patients who have cirrhosis 

due to HepC and who wait longer than 3 

months are disadvantaged using the current 

MELD score system (6, 7).  In Texas, the 

average waiting time for a liver is 588 days 

or 49 months (2). 

 

 

 

Figure 1 One patient’s MELD scores while waiting on a liver transplant list compared with UNOS MELD 

score characterizations (2). 
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Liver transplants are top of mind 

recently since Apple CEO Steve Jobs  

received one.  When celebrities receive 

transplants, it is easy to question the 

system.  Undoubtedly, Methodist 

University Hospital in Memphis followed 

all the regulations regarding MELD score 

when the decision was made to transplant 

Mr. Jobs.  There are however ways to 

improve one’s odds of getting an organ (8). 

With enough financial resources, a 

patient may travel to multiple transplant 

centers to complete required tests and be 

placed on more than one list, some of 

which have significantly shorter waiting 

periods.   For example – Tennessee’s 

median wait is 48 days, nationally it’s 306 

days (8).  One must also have sufficient 

finances to move near the transplant center 

regardless of location or have the ability to 

fly instantly, since the patient must be able 

to get to the transplant center within 8 

hours on a moment’s notice.  Mr. Jobs 

didn’t “cheat” the system and the hospital 

acted ethically.  But money still helped 

improve the odds. 

So what can you and I do about 

this health crisis? 

 REGISTER to be a donor.  It is 

that easy.  To borrow 

Nike’s phrase, JUST DO 

IT.  In the state of Texas, 

go online at 

www.donatelifetexas.org.   

Other state registries can 

be found at www.organdonor.gov.  

 TALK ABOUT IT.  Tell your 

family and friends you are registered.  

Many people are unaware that even if you 

are registered as a donor, next-of-kin 

permission is required for your organs to 

be donated (9). 

 HELP EDUCATE.  Teenagers 

think it’s “icky” to talk about (9).  Families 

need to discuss what they believe is right.  

In African American and Hispanic 

communities there is mistrust of the 

medical establishment (9) – will they try to 

save my life if I’m a donor?  These and 

other myths (10) can be explored at 

www.mayoclinic.com or for a non-

medical source go to 

www.organdonor.gov .  You can also 

simply google “organ donation myths” for 

a plethora of resources. 

  SUPPORT LEGISLATION.  

This year Governor Perry signed a law 

making multiple forms of donor intention 

valid (11).  Now you can design your own 

donor card and carry it in your wallet.  The 

bill removes the requirement that online 

registration be validated later in writing 

with two witnesses.  It also requires that 

donor information be made available in 

both English and Spanish at motor vehicle 

departments.  Anything to make 

registration easier!   

Right now, the great state of Texas has 

9,255 human beings waiting for an organ 

(2).  7,023 need a kidney.  1,657 need a 

liver.  48 people need a pancreas.  129 

need both a kidney and a pancreas.  374 

individuals need a heart.  167 need lungs.  

10 people need both a heart and lungs.  2 

individuals need intestines.   

You can help.  Give the gift of life.  

Don’t wait to lose someone you love like I 

did.  Become a donor now.  As the rock 

group Train so appropriately sings - “I'm 

calling all you angels, and I won't give up 

if you don't give up.” 

 

Wendy Manuel is a graduate student in 

Public Health whose husband died after 

waiting nine months on a liver transplant 

list in Texas. 

http://www.donatelifetexas.org/
http://www.organdonor.gov/
http://www.mayoclinic.com/
http://www.organdonor.gov/
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