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“Death by Donation”:
Harvesting Organs from
Still-Living Persons

Justo Aznar, MD, PhD1

An interesting and at the same time highly disturbing

article published in Intensive Care Medicine (Ely

2019) discusses the procurement of organs for trans-

plants from people who may want euthanasia or

assisted suicide, and who, instead of achieving their

goal via the usual procedure, agree to undergo

surgery in an operating theater to remove their

organs while still alive. This has been called “death

by donation,” that is, these people die when their

organs are removed. The issue arises due to the

shortage of organs for transplant in most developed

countries, resulting in long waiting lists of patients

who require a transplant.

Faced with this problem, the article in question

mentions “off the table” solutions for these patients,

such as resorting to the “black market” in underdeve-

loped countries, and asking whether we would con-

sider other options, such as obtaining them from a

living person who wishes to die and who offers to

donate their organs in the same surgical procedure

that will bring about their death.

At various international medical conferences held

in 2018–2019, many discussions centered on

“donation after death”, which it seems is already

being practiced in countries like Canada and the

Benelux countries, where euthanasia or assisted sui-

cide are legal. According to the author, the so-called

Imminent Death Donation refers to terminally-ill

patients requesting euthanasia who are willing to

donate their organs, while “by death donation” may

include volunteers who have no illness, that is,

healthy people who want to commit suicide.

The main bioethical problem is that “death by

donation” infringes upon a deeply rooted medical

standard that prohibits the harvesting of organs for

donation until the donor is declared dead. Thus,

“death by donation” would, at present, be considered

homicide for ending a human life, even if it is for a

seemingly good end, namely, procuring organs for

donation.

In addition to all this, and when attributing ethical

responsibilities to those who participate in these acts,

we must bear in mind that in euthanasia practices or

in assisted suicide, the intervention of only one phy-

sician is necessary, while “death by donation”

requires a full team of medical professionals. So, the

question is, would the entire team of medical profes-

sionals consent to participate in this clearly homici-

dal medical act? Moreover, would the organ

recipient also consent to receive organs from a living

person who offered to die, so that their organs could

be harvested?

It is certainly another step in the mad race to end

human lives because in our view, “death by

donation” is a homicidal act, as is euthanasia. This

is especially true if—as is attested to in another arti-

cle in the New England Journal of Medicine (Cham-

baere et al. 2015)—of the 3,882 deaths from

euthanasia or assisted suicide performed in the

Netherlands and Belgium in 2013, 1,047 (27 per-

cent) were carried out without being requested by the

patients and consequently without their consent.

1 Institute of Life Sciences, Catholic University of Valencia,

Spain

Corresponding Author:

Justo Aznar, MD, PhD, Institute of Life Sciences, Catholic

University of Valencia, Valencia, Spain.

Email: justo.aznar@ucv.es

The Linacre Quarterly
1-2

ª Catholic Medical Association 2020
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/0024363920944841

journals.sagepub.com/home/lqr

mailto:justo.aznar@ucv.es
https://sagepub.com/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0024363920944841
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/lqr
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0024363920944841&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-08-11


Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of inter-

est with respect to the research, authorship, and/or

publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the

research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

References

Ely, E. W. 2019. “Death by Organ Donation: Euthanizing

Patients for Their Organs Gains Frightening Traction.”

Intensive Care Medicine 45:1309–11.

Chambaere, K., R. Vander Stichele, F. Mortier, J.

Cohen, and L. Deliens. 2015. “Recent Trends in

Euthanasia and Other End-of-life Practices in

Belgium.” New England Journal of Medicine 372

(12): 1179–81.

2 The Linacre Quarterly XX(X)



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


