Organ Donation: A Moral Imperative in a World of Scarcity

"If it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing
anything of comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it."

~Peter Singer

Organ transplantation, a medical marvel capable of transforming lives, is inextricably linked to a
complex web of ethical dilemmas. The shortage of viable organs worldwide has exacerbated these
challenges, necessitating a profound exploration of the moral implications surrounding donation and
transplantation. However, as per the National Organ and Tissue Transplant Organisation (NOTTO)
annual report for the year 2023-24, India reached a significant milestone by surpassing 1,000 deceased
organ donors in a single year for the first time, breaking the record set in 2022.

This ethical debate delves into the ethical perspective that encompasses organ donation,
examining the intricate balance between the sanctity of life, individual autonomy, and societal
obligations. From the sanctity of the human body to the equitable allocation of scarce resources, the
ethical dimensions of organ donation-are profound and far-reaching.

By scrutinising the interplay between medical advancements, legal frameworks, and societal values, this
ethical debate seeks to illuminate the ethical challenges that must be navigated to ensure that organ
transplantation remains a beacon of hope, rather than a source of ethical turmoil.

What are the Ethical Concerns Related to Organ Donation and
Transplantation?

= Presumed Consent vs. Explicit Consent: It's crucial to determine whether a deceased person
had expressed consent or refusal for organ donation during their lifetime. Making decisions without
knowing their wishes presents ethical challenges.

o While this approach of presumed consent has increased donation rates in countries like
Spain, it raises ethical concerns about individual autonomy and the role of the state in
personal decisions.

= Contradiction to Medical Ethics: While kidney donors generally lead healthy lives, research
from the European Union and China reveals that a significant portion are at risk for urinary and
chest infections.

o This situation contravenes the foundational medical principle of "primum non nocere"
(first, do no harm), as one person becomes a patient to benefit another who is already ill.

= Organ Trafficking and Commercialisation: Organ donation is vulnerable to trafficking,
particularly when illegal and unethical practices are involved in the procurement, transportation, or
transplantation of organs.

o The World Health Organization's 1991 "Guiding Principles on Human Organ
Transplantation" highlights concerns over the increase in commercial trafficking of
human organs, especially from living donors who are not related to the recipients.

= Emotional Coercion: The dynamics between donor and recipient can influence the donor's
decision to give an organ. Donors who are related to the recipient often feel a sense of obligation
due to familial and emotional connections.

o Ethical issues arise regarding potential undue influence, emotional pressure, and coercion.



= Allocation and Fairness: Ensuring fair and equitable organ allocation is a persistent ethical
issue.
o Disparities in access to transplantation based on wealth, social status, or location can raise
concerns about fairness.
= Brain Death and Organ Retrieval: The concept of brain death, crucial for cadaveric organ
donation, is not universally understood or accepted.
o Ensuring informed and voluntary consent from donors or their families is critical.
Ethical issues may arise if consent is not properly obtained or if the process lacks
transparency, potentially violating the donor's or their family's autonomy.
= Xenotransplantation: As research progresses, the possibility of using animal organs for human
transplantation raises new ethical questions.
o Xenotransplantation faces ethical challenges due to a mix of societal ignorance about
science and the scientific community’s detachment from ethical considerations.
o The use of animals as organ sources raises significant ethical questions about animal rights
and the morality of treating animals as mere means to human ends.
= Transparency and Public Trust: Ethical considerations regarding the disclosure of information,
management of organ procurement and transplantation processes, and the oversight of organ
donation registries are essential to maintaining transparency and public trust.
= Allocation of Scarce Organs: Determining who receives available organs involves complex
ethical considerations. Location and financial situation of donor-and recipient determines the
access to scarce organs available for donation.

Indian Organ Donation Day (IODD)

= |t is observed annually on August 3rd since 2010, Indian Organ Donation Day aims to raise
awareness about brain stem death and organ donation, challenge myths and misconceptions, and
encourage citizens to donate organs and tissues posthumously.

= |n 2024, the "Angdaan Jan Jagrukta Abhiyaan" was launched to support various awareness
initiatives. As part of this campaign, July was designated as Organ Donation Month.

Through organ donation, one person can potentially save up to eight lives by donating vital organs
such as the kidney, liver, lungs, heart, pancreas, and intestines, and enhance the quality of life for many
more by donating tissues like corneas, skin, bones, and heart valves.

What are Various Perspectives on Organ Donation and Transplantation?

= Religious Perspectives:
o In Hinduism, the sanctity of the body is a significant aspect, but there is no outright
prohibition against organ donation.

e However, the principle of 'Daan' (selfless giving) is often cited to support organ
donation.

e The religion values selfless acts and sees organ donation as an act of compassion
and service. Many Hindu leaders advocate for donation, interpreting it as a way to
alleviate suffering and fulfil the principle of "ahimsa" (non-violence).

o In Islam, traditional views stress the body's sanctity and the belief that it should remain
intact until the Day of Judgment.

e However, many contemporary scholars and organisations support organ donation
as a permissible act under the principles of saving lives and helping others,
provided it aligns with Islamic laws and ethical guidelines.

e This act of charity fits with Islamic values, which emphasise kindness and the
sanctity of human life.

o In Christianity, with its emphasis on helping others as exemplified by Jesus Christ’s
teachings, supports organ donation as a profound act of love.

¢ Despite some concerns, organ donation is considered a noble way to extend life
and leave a lasting legacy of kindness.

o Buddhism supports organ donation as an act of compassion and selflessness, aligning



with its principles of alleviating suffering and fostering interconnectedness.
e There are no specific Buddhist prohibitions or mandates regarding organ donation;
it is considered a personal decision guided by individual conscience.
= Philosophical Perspective:

o Virtue Ethics: It emphasises the character and intentions of individuals rather than
the consequences or adherence to rules. This perspective values compassion,
generosity, and altruism.

e Thus this thought could support organ donation as a virtuous act and encourage
donors and medical professionals to act with integrity and empathy.

o Libertarianism: It prioritises individual liberty and autonomy, emphasising the right
to control one's body and decisions about organ donation. They could support voluntary
organ donation but oppose presumed consent or coercion.

Conclusion

Ethical concerns in organ donation and transplantation are multifaceted and critical to addressing the
global organ shortage. As we navigate the complex landscape of presumed versus explicit consent, the
principles of "primum non nocere" and the ethical dilemmas surrounding organ trafficking, it is clear
that a balanced approach is essential. Ethical issues such as the potential for coercion among living
donors, the fairness in organ allocation, and the transparency in procurement processes must be carefully
managed to uphold the integrity of the system.

In the words of anthropologist Margaret Mead, "Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,
committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it's the only thing that ever has". So,
confronting these ethical dilemmas with a comprehensive, transparent, and empathetic approach is
vital for fostering a more just and effective organ donation system. By aligning practices with moral
imperatives and societal needs, we can better address the critical organ shortage and enhance the lives of
many.
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