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The first kidney transplant was done in 1952. The donor and the recipient were identical twins. Since
then, great advances have been made in transplant technology and immunosuppressant drugs that
prevent rejection of the transplanted organ. Modern success rates for the procedure are very high.

Viable kidneys for transplant can be harvested from nonliving (cadaveric) donors or from living
donors who are frequently close relatives of the patient. In Canada, more transplants involving
nonliving donors occur, but this procedure occurs only after a compatible tissue match is found, and
sometimes the wait for a suitable kidney is many years. Transplants from living donors are
advantageous in that tissue matches are easier to find.

A third source of organs for transplant is animals. For example, research is underway to perfect
techniques for harvesting heart valves from pigs for transplantation into humans. Genes for certain
human proteins are transferred into pig embryos, and the embryos are allowed to develop normally
in healthy sows. Tissues from the resulting transgenic offspring are less likely to be rejected in the
human body because of the presence of some human proteins. Transplanting animal organs or tissues
into human donors is called xenotransplantation.

Organ transplantation has always presented ethical and legal issues, but transplantation from living
donors and xenotransplantation are especially interesting.

1. Research the issue of kidney transplantation from living donors in Canada. What is the
proportion of living donor transplants compared to cadaveric transplants? What are the
relationships between donors and recipients? What are the medical risks to donors and
recipients? What are the ethical and legal issues? How do medical teams assess the feasibility of
a living donor transplant?
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2. What is the current state of research on xenotransplantation of kidneys? Is it being done
anywhere in the world? What organs or tissues are currently being researched or transplanted?
How are donor animals produced, and what is their fate after transplantation? What are the
medical risks to the recipients? What are the ethical issues?
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