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Organ donor plea as city heads for lowest
number of heart transplants since 2011

Fan Chen
fan.chen@scmp.com

Hong Kongis on track to record its
lowest number of heart
transplants since 2011, prompting
doctors from the city's only
transplant team to urge residents
to sign up for organ donation.

Data from the Hospital
Authority showed only three
heartshad been donated this year
as of the end of September, with
74 patients on a waiting list.

That was well below the eight
donations recorded in 2023 and
2021, as well as the 11in 2022. The
highest levels in the past 13 years,
the oldest available data, were 17
donations in both 2012 and 2018.

Katherine Fan Yue-yan, a con-
sultant of the cardiac medicine
department at Grantham Hospital
in Wong Chuk Hang, said doctors
had originally expected to see the
decline in donations during the
Covid-19 pandemic.

“Even during Covid-19 we had
some donations. At first we
thought we wouldn't conduct
operations during the pandemic.
But instead, we have very few this
year,” she said.

Fan said cultural reasons were
partly behind the generally low
levels of organ donations.
he concept of keeping the
body intact after death remains
strong for Asians,” she said

“A successful organ donation
could not only save a patient, but
also an entire family.”

Criteria for deceased heart
donors include being under 70
years old, having normal heart
function and no history of heart
disease. Fan said organ donations
were often made by patients with
brainstem death. In such cases,
families decide whether to donate
organs.

Fanalso said individuals inter-
ested in organ donation should
discuss their intentions with fam-
ily members.

The specialist is part of the
city’s only heart transplant team,
formed by doctors at Grantham
Hospital and Queen Mary Hosp-
ital in Pok Fu Lam. Established 33
yearsago, the team has completed
260 transplants.

The team has only performed
four operations this year as of
November 29, which is on track to
be its lowest number in seven
years. [t was notimmediately clear
whether the fourth operation was
for a local transplant, as the team
also performs surgery using dona-
tions from the mainland.

One of those who has bene-
fited from the team'’s work is also
Hong Kong's second patient to
have two transplants.

The 49-year-old, surnamed
Fung, underwent surgery when
she was only three years old to
treat a heart defect, before having
a follow-up operation aged eight
to install a pacemaker.

She received her first trans-
plant in 2002 aged 27 and her
second in October last year after
showing symptoms of congestive
heart failure. Before the first sur-
gery, Fung said she was too weak
even to punch paper files,
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Cally Ho, Katherine Fan and heart
patient Ms Fung, who has had two
transplants.

“Doctors had teld my mum
she could not raise me for long
because of my disease,” she said.

But Fung now enjoys playing
table tennis and badminton, and
has no problem walking more
than 10,000 steps a day.

She said she planned to travel
to Chengdu soon.

“l am grateful for the donors
and their family, whose ideas have
allowed us, a group of patients on
the verge of death, to regain our
lives,” Fung said.

“I hope that more caring
people will be willing to donate
organs, which can help other
patients and their families.”

Organ donations have been in
focus this year, with the Hospital
Authority putting out multiple
calls for organ donations.

One case involved a three-
month-old girl who developed an
enlarged heart chamber that
affected blood pumping to the
rest of her body.

For the many patients still on
the waiting list, two other options
may provide some hnpe, accord-
ing to Cally Ho Ka-lai, chief of
service at the cardiothoracic sur-
gery department of Queen Mary
Hospital.

Oneis known as the organ care
system, a device that evaluates a
donor heart's suitability and
preserves it for a transplant.

Introduced in 2020 as Asia's
first and Hong Kong's only heart
preservation technology, the
device has been used in four
cases, with three resulting in
successful transplants.

The other is aimed at the
receiving patients and is called the
left ventricular assist device. Itacts
as "a motor for the heart”, so
patients no longer need to rely on
their own heart as the device gen-
erates blood pressure and
circulation.
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