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I welcome this opportunity to give the issue of organ donation the profile it deserves.  
I am hopeful that the result will be a positive step forward for increasing organ donation in Ontario and that there will be practical recommendations toward this end that will not only be discussed, but also implemented without delay.

Let me say at the outset that my interest in the issue of organ donation is driven from my experience with constituents and individuals whose personal circumstances I have come to know and understand.

That my constituents are forced to travel to the U.S., pay thousands of dollars to have a life-saving transplant, and then endure further frustration and trauma to find that even their post-operative care may not be looked after by Ontario’s health care system is unconscionable.

While there are a number of issues that will have to be addressed and many of those will be advocated for by the health care profession, I believe that public awareness of the importance of organ donation and the fact that every Ontarian has the potential to give the gift of life is an important step towards increasing organ donations and eliminating what is, without question, one of the most inhuman waiting lists in our own health system.

There is no doubt that some recommendations will take time to implement and that is clearly understood.
However, I would like to bring to the attention of the members of the Panel that there are also recommendations that constitute simple administrative measures that can and should be implemented without delay and that will immediately and positively impact organ donation in Ontario.

One such measure that would be effective in raising public awareness of organ donation, as well as increasing the number of potential donors, is the Mandatory Declaration measure proposed through my Private Member’s Bill 67.

That Bill, which I tabled in the Legislature in February of this year, received support by all three parties following Second Reading Debate on March 30th of this year.  Yet Bill 67 continues to sit on the Order Paper since the provincial government refuses to deal with it.  

I want to draw to the Panel’s attention that Bill 67 is supported by the medical community, the general public and was welcomed by Ontario’s Trillium Gift of Life Network.
Greg Flynn, President of the Ontario Medical Association said the following in support of the Bill, “We believe such a bill would go a long way to improving and saving the lives of so many that need organ and tissue donations in Ontario.”  

These sentiments have been echoed by Dr Frank Markel, President and CEO of the Trillium Gift of Life Network, whose mandate is to maximize organ and tissue donation in Ontario.
Dr Jeff Zaltzman, Director, Renal Transplant, St Michael’s Hospital and Associate Professor of Medicine at the University of Toronto said, in support of the Bill, “I believe that this is a great opportunity to educate the public, allow donor decisions to be registered and increase the organ donation rate.  The ability to provide education in advance and mandate a choice of yes, no or undecided is key to the success of the program.  Unlike presumed consent, everyone will be informed and have to decide.  This is non-partisan, non-threatening and, if done well, will prove to be successful.”

Dr William Wall, Director of the Multi-Organ Transplant Program at the London Health Science Centre expressed his full support for the Bill noting it’s implementation “Will be a major step forward in raising the organ donation rate in the province.  Lives will be saved as a result.”

Gary Fagan, President of the Canadian Liver Foundation said this, “We strongly support organ donation. The Foundation encourages people to sign their donor cards and discuss their wishes with family members.  We felt this bill is another step in the right direction towards getting Canadians to make a concrete decision on becoming an organ donor.”

Bill 67, when implemented, would make it mandatory for anyone applying for, or renewing, a driver’s licence in Ontario to make a declaration relating to organ donation.  Under the provisions of the proposed bill, a licence application or renewal would not be processed unless the organ donation section of the form was completed.
What is important to note is that, while it would be mandatory for people to answer the organ donation question; nevertheless, the right of every individual to make their personal decision regarding organ donation would be respected.
In fact, people would simply be required to make one of three declarations concerning organ donation on their application forms:  YES or NO or UNDECIDED.  

At the very least, however, everyone will be required to give the important issue of organ donation serious consideration.

I also want to register with the Panel that I do not support the proposed bill by NDP MPP Peter Kormos that would make organ donation mandatory unless individuals make a specific election to “opt out” under that bill’s proposed “presumed consent” framework.

Based on my consultations with constituents and the province-wide discussions in which I have had the opportunity to participate, it is my opinion that Ontarians will not support a “presumed consent” measure at this point in time.

As a former Ontario Minister of Transportation, I am particularly cognizant of the fact that the implementation of Bill 67 would be a simple administrative process for the Ministry of Transportation that could be implemented with minimal cost while potentially saving hundreds of lives.

Since introducing Private Member’s Bill 67, the Ontario Legislature has received support letters and petitions from across the province with thousands of signatures calling on the government to enact the Bill into law.
I would like to quote from one such recent support letter that I received from Jack Slater of Orangeville as recently as Thursday of last week:

“I ask you to act on our behalf.  I wish to add our names to the list of Ontarians who want to see enacted a mandatory declaration concerning organ donation, when applying for, or renewing, any driver’s licence in Ontario.  We have a good friend who recently underwent a double lung transplant, after suffering through years of hell, waiting for a suitable donor.  He was one of the fortunate who survived.  I have carried an organ donor declaration for many years, and realize that many people simply don’t think of the issue.  I have no doubt that a number of them would agree to be donors, if made to think about it.  I agree with Mr. Klees’ approach and I thank him for bringing this forward.”

I want to share this e-mail with you which was forwarded to me by Joan Fisher, a lawyer in Toronto: 
“To Whom It May Concern:

I went to get my health card renewed yesterday.
When I had nearly left the building, I noticed that the print out said I did NOT want to donate an organ. I went back and asked the clerk why that had been put on my health form when I had never been asked whether I wanted to donate and the clerk said the screen said something about me being unsure which is clearly ridiculous. I had them change the form. You can imagine how few would have bothered to go back and change it or how few would have noticed.

It also occurred to me that when I renewed my license, it had a box for organ donation at the bottom of the form where it said words to the effect of "for official use only". I therefore expected I would be asked whether I wanted to donate but I wasn't and I forgot to bring the issue up.

This is very dangerous. It appears the default position of the Ministry of Health in any event is "I don't want to donate". At least before, if one's next of kin was contacted, they could make the decision. Now that

is no longer possible. 

Please advise who I might write. It is a tragedy for willing donors and their potential recipients to be deprived of this opportunity. Yours truly, Joan Fisher.”
And finally, an e-mail I received this afternoon from Patti Marshall:

With regard to your bill, I believe that it is truly a step in the right direction.  I myself was an organ donor for my son's kidney transplant, and therefore know what a huge difference a transplant can make to the quality of life for anyone awaiting transplant.  I could go on and on about educating the public with regard to living donation for both kidney and liver patients...but instead would like to bring one other issue to your attention.

 

Most hospitals in Ontario are not equipped to harvest organs.  This is a huge issue.  In most of the smaller hospitals in Ontario they can either harvest eyes only (for cornea transplant) or nothing at all.  If someone has died, or is on life support about to die, nothing is done to try to transfer the patient to another centre that is able to harvest as many organs as possible from the potential donor.

 

Please do not stop your current efforts, but please be willing to take up this next battle once your bill is passed.  

I have got to believe with the high cost of ongoing treatments for patients awaiting transplant that this would be a very cost-effective and life-saving (quality-improving) bill to follow on the heels of your first bill.

 

Thanks for listening.”

In closing, and on behalf of the many Ontarians whose very lives depend on timely organ donations, I would encourage the Panel to ensure that Mandatory Declaration be a priority recommendation when it completes its public hearings and reports back to the government early next year.  Thank you.
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