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Organ transplants

Psst, wanna buy a kidney?

Leaders 15

Governments should let people trade kidneys, not convict them for it

F THEY were just another pro-
¥ 1 duct, the market would work

its usual magic: supply would
respond to high prices and rise
| tomeetsurging demand. Buthu-
man kidneys are no ordinary
commodity. Trading them is
banned in most countries. So
supply depends largely on the charity of individuals: some are
willing to donate one of their healthy kidneys while they are
still alive (at very little risk to their health); others agree to let
their kidneys be used when they die. Unsurprisingly, with al-
truism the only incentive, not enough people offer,

Kidneys are the subject of a quietly growing global drama.
Aspeople in the rich world live longer and grow fatter, queues
for kidneys are lengthening fast: at a rate of 7% a year in Amer-
ica, for example, where last year 4,039 people died waiting.
Doctors are allowing older and more sluggish kidneys to be
transplanted. Ailing, rich patients are buying kidneys from the
poor and desperate in burgeoning black markets. One bigwig
broker may soon stand trial in South Africa (see page 60).
Clandestine kidney-sellers get little medical follow-up, buyers
often catch hepatitis or Hiv, and both endure the conse-
quences of slap-dash surgery.

The Iranian model

In the face of all this, most countries are sticking with the worst
of all policy options. Governments place the onus on their citi-
zens to volunteer organs. A few European countries, including
Spain, manage to push up supply a bit by presuming citizens’
consent to having their organs transplanted when they die un-
less they specify otherwise. Whether or not such presumed

consent is morally right, it does not solve the supply problem,
in Spain or elsewhere. On the other hand, if just 0.06% of
healthy Americans aged between 19 and 65 parted with one
kidney, the country would have no waiting list.

The way to encourage this is to legalise the sale of kidneys.
That's what Iran has done. An officially approved patients’
organisation oversees the transactions. Donors get $2,000-
4,000. The waiting list has been eliminated.

Many people will find the very idea of individuals selling
their organs repugnant. Yet an organ market, in body parts of
deceased people, already exists. Companies make millions
out of it. It seems perverse, then, to exclude individuals.
What's more, having a kidney removed is as safe as common
elective surgeries and even beauty treatments (it is no more
dangerous than liposuction, for example), which sets it apart
from other types of living-organ donation. America already
lets people buy babies from surrogate mothers, and the risk of
dying from renting out your womb is six times higher than
from selling your kidney.

With proper regulation, a kidney market would be a bigim-
provement on the current, sorry state of affairs. Sellers could
be checked for disease and drug use, and cared for after opera-
tions. They could, forinstance, receive health insurance as part
of their payment—which would be cheap because properly
screened donors appear to live longer than the average Jo with
two kidneys. Buyers would get better kidneys, faster. Both sell-
ers and buyers would do better than in the illegal market,
where much of the money goes to the middleman.

Instinct often trumps logic. Sometimes that's right. But in
this case, the instinct that selling bits of oneself is wrong leads
to many premature deaths and much suffering. The logical an-
swer, in this case, is the humane one. ®

Mexico

Time for the real president to stand up

The cure for Felipe Calderén’s weak mandate is boldness

N DECEMBER 1st Felipe

Calderdn, a conservative
democrat who narrowly won
an election last July, is due to be
sworn in as Mexico's next presi-
dent. He promises to strengthen
the rule of law and his country’s

' democratic institutions, pro-

mote job creation and ﬁght poverty. Unfortunately his noble
intentions risk being drowned out by much background
noise. On November 20th Mr Calderon’s defeated opponent,
Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador, plans to proclaim himself the
“legitimate” president. He has already named a “shadow gov-
ernment”. The leaders of Mr Lopez Obrador’s centre-left party
have ordered their legislators to disrupt Mr Calderén’sinaugu-

ration. So the bitter aftermath of the presidential election con-
tinues to poison what is still a young democracy. That is wor-
rying not just for Mexico itself but also for those in the United
States who wish to see fewer Mexican migrants crossing the
Rio Grande in search of the opportunities that their own coun-
try is not providing.

At first glance it would be easy to dismiss Mr Lopez Obra-
dor’s actions as the inconsequential tantrums of a sore loser
who was never able to substantiate his charge of electoral
fraud. Certainly most of his fellow countrymen seem to take
this view. But a substantial minority do not. A poll commis-
sioned recently by the independent electoral authority found
that 37% of respondents believed that fraud took place. Many
of those would doubtless prefer a constructive opposition to
constant rabble-rousing. Mr Lépez Obrador’s party has plenty »



