Give the Gift of Life

Have you signed your organ donation card? 

If so, you are among the 40 per cent of the population who has made the commitment to donate organs and tissues. If not, you may want to give the issue some thought.

There is a chronic shortage of organs and tissue across Canada and the need in Ontario continues to exceed availability. There is a great need to increase the number of donors, so that life-saving and life-enhancing transplants can occur.

Everyone is a potential donor, regardless of age. According to the Ontario’s Trillium Gift of Life Network, the oldest Canadian organ donor to date was over 90 years old and the oldest tissue donor was 102. 

Doctors don’t look for a donor card when providing emergency assistance, so critically injured people who have signed a card are treated exactly the same way as someone who has not. 

Organs and tissues that can be donated after death include the heart, liver, kidneys, pancreas, lungs, small bowel, stomach, corneas, heart valves, bone and skin. A multiple-organ donation can result in transplants for up to 11 recipients. Transplants procedures and results continue to improve every year, with most transplant patients living enhanced and productive lives. 

But signing your donor card is often not enough, because your wishes may not be acted upon without your family’s consent. It’s very important to discuss your decision with your family, because they will be asked for final consent to donate your organs after your death. Discuss your intentions with them and give them a copy of your signed card so they can understand, support and respect your wishes.

The Almonte General Hospital’s organ donation program is carried out in conjunction with the Ottawa Hospital.

Some common questions about organ donation include the meaning of brain death and whether organ donation disfigures the body or delays funeral arrangements. Brain death and the process used to identify it is carefully explained to families by medical personnel. Retrieval of donated organs and tissue is carried out with surgical skill, respect and dignity and there is no disfigurement. The process does not interfere with funeral practices and the body is usually released to the family between 24-30 hours after consent for donation is given. Donations are confidential unless revealed by the deceased’s family. 

Most major religions support organ and tissue donation. If your religion restricts the use of a body after death, consult your religious leader, because the restrictions may not apply if the donation could save another life.

It may not be easy to talk to your loved ones about organ and tissue donation, but the experts say it’s important to keep in mind that when a sudden death occurs, a family must grapple with the decision at the worst of times. If they know your wishes in advance, the decision will be easier for them. Studies also show that donating the organs and tissue of a loved one who has died can provide immediate comfort and long-lasting consolation to family members during their time of grief.

To become an organ and tissue donor, sign a donor card and talk to your family about your wishes. Be sure to carry the card with your personal effects, and give a copy to your family. If you are 16 years of age or older, you can also register your intentions through OHIP’s donor registry, which holds the information in a central database and codes it into donor’s health cards. To get a Gift of Life Donor card or register your intentions with OHIP’s donor registry, contact the Trillium Gift of Life Network at 1-800-263-2833 or visit its Web site at www.giftoflife.on.ca.The mailing address is 155 University Avenue, Suite 1440, Toronto, ON M5H 3B7.

