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In 2020, a total of 40,744 people newly started dialysis , bringing the total number of dialysis

patients to 347,671 at the end of the same year.

As of this June, 13,589 people were registered with the Japan Organ Transplant Network

(JOT) to seek kidney transplantation from deceased donors, including brain-dead donors.

However, only 125 kidney transplants were performed through the mediation of the JOT in 2021.

To receive a transplant from a donor who has died, a patient must register with the JOT.

A transplant from a living donor requires approval from the ethics committee of the hospital that

performs it.

The average waiting period for a kidney transplant is about 14 years and nine months, far

longer than the approximately three years and four months for a heart transplant or about two

years and five months for a lung transplant.

According to a survey, which was conducted last year by the Cabinet Office on 3,000 people

age 18 or older, about 40%of respondents said they wanted to donate their organs after death or

were inclined to donate them. However, only about 10% of the respondents had declared their

intention to do so on their driver s license, insurance card or other documents.

The Health, Labor, and Welfare Ministry and the JOT are working to bridge this gap

through events and other activities to raise awareness, but the percentage of people who have

indicated their intention to donate their organs remains stagnant at around 10%.

And even if a person who has indicated their intention to donate is declared brain dead,

a transplant is not always performed because some hospitals are not prepared to handle such

cases.

According to a survey carried out by the health ministry in March, only half of about 900

institutions that provide advanced medical care, including university hospitals, can perform

operations to remove organs from brain-dead donors. The other half were sometimes unable to

perform transplants even if there were potential donors, for such reasons as not having doctors

who could determine brain death.

The number of organ transplants performed in Japan has been remarkably low compared to

other countries.

According to tallies by the World Health Organization and other entities, Japan ranked

42nd, with 17.7 organ transplants performed per 1 million people in 2020. The United States

topped the list with 120.5 transplants, followed by Spain with 94.7 and South Korea with 81.5.

In the United States, when patients die, medical professionals are legally required to explain

organ donation to their families. There is no such provision in Japanese law. Explaining organ-
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donation procedures to families shortly after their loved ones have died puts a heavy burden on

doctors, so it is believed that sufficient explanations have not been provided in many cases.

In South Korea, hospitals are obliged to provide organ donor agencies with information about

patients who could be declared brain-dead, in order to facilitate transplants. Japan also lacks this

kind of system.

 The current Japanese system doesn t sufficiently accommodate the goodwill of people who

want to donate their organs, said Takashi Kenmochi, a professor at Fujita Health University who

serves as an executive of the Japan Society for Transplantation .  It s urgent to make

improvements by referring to the systems of other countries. 

From Reality of overseas organ transplants Patients struggle amid shortage of donors

The Japan News by The Yomiuri Shimbun, August 25, 2022
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