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OPTN/UNOS Ad Hoc International Relations 
Committee Meeting 
 
October 11, 2007 
Teleconference and Live Meeting 

INTERIM REPORT 
 
Andreas Tzakis, MD – Chair  
Gloria Bohrer – Vice Chair 

 
 

The OPTN/UNOS Ad Hoc International Relations Committee met on October 11, 2007.  The following is a 
summary of the Committee’s discussions.  
 

1. Annual Goal:  Transplant Tourism 
 
One of the Committee’s annual goals is to tabulate the number of Americans that travel overseas 
for transplants.  The Committee had invited Dr. Francis Delmonico to discuss the global 
prevalence and characteristics of transplant tourism.  Dr. Delmonico’s affiliations are with the 
Transplantation Society, World Health Organization, Harvard Medical School, and the New 
England Organ Bank. 
 
Dr. Delmonico, citing an SRTR study, commented that in the past 20 years, there were several 
hundred Americans who left the United States to receive transplants overseas.  Some of these 
transplants may have used organs that were procured ethically, but some have not.  In China last 
year, there were 11,000 transplants performed, and a majority of these organs were from 
executed prisoners.  Also, a majority of these 11,000 recipients were tourists who had traveled to 
China for transplants.  The World Health Organization and the Transplantation Society condemns 
the transplantation of organs from executed prisoners.   
 
In India, Philippines, and Pakistan, buying and selling of organs do occur.  Americans are visiting 
these countries as well to receive transplants.  In the US, it is illegal to buy or sell organs. 
 
Arbor Research staff provided a summary of a poster delivered by the SRTR at the American 
Transplant Congress in 2007.  The study, entitled “Transplant Tourism Among Patients Removed 
from the US Kidney Transplant Waiting List,” will be a chapter in the SRTR’s Annual Report.  The 
data collection period for this study was 1986-2006.  The study used SRTR/OPTN data.  When a 
paper of this study is complete, Arbor Research will share it with the Committee.   
 
According to this SRTR study, in the past 20 years, there were 373 Americans who traveled 
overseas for a kidney transplant.  About half of the kidney recipients were Asian.  Further, many 
of these Asian-Americans traveled to China for transplants.  Americans also traveled to India, 
Philippines and other countries for transplants.   
 
The SRTR study may under-represent the actual number of Americans who traveled overseas in 
the past 20 years for a transplant.  Arbor Research commented that the current OPTN methods 
for gathering data on overseas transplants are not useful for making generalizations about the 
practice of transplant tourism by Americans.  Currently, information about an overseas transplant 
is not explicitly collected by the OPTN.  UNOS staff commented that the OPTN only collects data 
on candidates who register to be on the transplant waitlist.  As a result, these data don’t take into 
account those candidates who never register to be on the waiting list, and instead, may travel 
overseas for the transplant.     
 
The Ministry of Health of China declared recently that only Chinese citizens can receive 
transplants in China.  There are, however, several Chinese military hospitals that are not 
governed by this Ministry of Health.  It is likely that in these military hospitals, foreigners may 
continue to receive transplants.  Americans are also likely to visit Manila, Philippines for 
transplants.  There are several hospitals in Manila that cater to foreigners traveling overseas for 
transplants as well as other medical treatments.  Further, the government of the Philippines 
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approved another hospital to provide care to foreign patients traveling overseas for medical care.  
The World Health Organization is researching the demographics of transplant candidates visiting 
Manila for transplants.   
 
Dr. Delmonico commented that in the weeks following this Committee meeting, he would be 
traveling to various countries to continue exploring the global scope of transplant tourism.  The 
Committee requested that he present his findings at the next Committee meeting. 
 
Based on the SRTR’s research and Dr. Delmonico’s presentation, the Committee agreed that the 
practice of transplant tourism by Americans is likely to be far more prevalent than the 373 
occurrences identified in the past 20 years.  The Committee explored data collection methods to 
quantify the actual practice of transplant tourism by Americans.  The Committee discussed what 
information the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid (CMS) could provide to aid this quantification 
effort.  The HRSA representative reported that CMS does not pay for medications performed 
outside of the country.  The Committee will ask the CMS how often it compensated or denied 
compensation to patients for transplant medications.  Some of these denials could be due to an 
overseas transplant.  
 
The HRSA representative suggested that the Ad Hoc International Relations Committee also 
describe the public health concerns (such as disease transmission) that exist with transplant 
tourism.  The Committee agreed to describe this public health impact from transplant tourism. 
 
The Committee will also develop and implement a survey to learn how many patients who 
received transplants overseas seek medical follow-up at US transplant programs.  The 
Committee discussed distributing this survey to transplant programs, transplant physicians 
represented by medical societies, and perhaps the local health departments. The HRSA 
representative cautioned that HIPAA regulations may prevent health care providers from 
releasing this information.  The Committee will present its data collection plan to document the 
actual practice of transplant tourism, as well as some data, to the Board of Directors in February, 
2007. 
 
Actions 

 UNOS staff will develop a questionnaire to assess the number of patients who obtained 
transplants overseas now seek medical follow-up at private and public health sectors.   

 UNOS staff will research the number of CMS denials of transplant medication 
compensation requests. 

 UNOS staff will research the HIPAA regulations that may prevent requesting medical 
follow-up information. 

 UNOS staff will invite Dr. Delmonico to the next Committee meeting. 
 

2. Review of Public Comment Proposals 
 
Proposed Modification to the OPTN Bylaws, Appendix B, Transplant Hospitals; Section B. 
Survival Rates; and Section C “Inactive Membership Status”; and Attachment I, Section II, 
“Inactive Program Status”;  and to the UNOS Bylaws, Attachment I, Section II “Inactive Program 
Status” and Attachment II, Section XIII, C, (10) “Survival Rates.” (Membership and Professional 
Standards Committee) 
 
The Committee discussed this proposal, and inquired if other Committees had any concerns with 
it.  UNOS staff commented that the Thoracic Committee voted to support the proposal, but sought 
clarification about which state’s statutes governed the summary referenced in the proposal.  The 
Ad Hoc International Relations Committee sought assurance that the medical peer review laws 
protected these informal discussions, including related summaries and conclusions.   
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Since the Committee teleconference did not have quorum, the Committee could not vote on this 
proposal.  The Committee asked that UNOS staff obtain votes on this proposal electronically. 
 
Actions 

 UNOS staff will survey all Committee members to obtain their votes on this MPSC bylaw 
proposal, where quorum could be achieved. 

 UNOS staff will forward to the MPSC liaison the Committee’s comments and votes on the 
proposal. 

 
3. MPSC to Discuss Policy 6.3 

 
UNOS staff reported that the MPSC will discuss Policy 6.3 (see below) and determine whether 
this review of programs should be the MPSC’s responsibility.  The MPSC will discuss this policy 
at its next meeting (November, 2007). 
 

6.3 AUDIT.  As a condition of membership, all member transplant centers agree to allow the 
Ad Hoc International Relations Committee to review and audit, at its discretion, all center 
activities pertaining to transplantation of non-resident aliens.  The Committee will review the 
activities of each member transplant center where non-resident alien recipients constitute 
more than 5% of recipients of any particular type of deceased organ.  At centers where non-
resident alien transplant recipients constitute more than 5% of recipients of any particular 
organ type, circumstances underlying the transplants for non-resident aliens will be reviewed 
by the Committee.  Special consideration will be given to programs served by OPOs with 
non-resident alien organ donors. 

 
This review of programs, as described in the policy above, is a core effort of the Ad Hoc 
International Relations Committee.  The Committee offered that in the future, they could forward 
to the MPSC the following:  data on transplant programs exceeding the 5% rule, the Committee’s 
comments on these data, and actions resulting from a review of these data.  Currently, the 
Committee only communicates to the MPSC those programs that violate Policy 6.3 (Policy 6.5).  
These violations, however, occur infrequently.  With the current suggestion, the Committee would 
share non-resident alien transplant data with the MPSC even in the absence of any policy 
violation.     
 
The Committee will review non-resident transplant data annually.  The Committee had previously 
reviewed these data every two years.  They last reviewed these data in August, 2006.  The 
Committee will review data from 2005 and 2006 at its next meeting. 
 
Actions 

 UNOS staff will forward to the MPSC the Committee’s suggestion about sharing non-
resident alien transplant data sooner than when policy violations occur. 

 UNOS staff will present 2005 and 2006 non-resident alien transplant data at the next 
Committee meeting. 
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Ad Hoc International Relations Committee  
October 11, 2007 

Teleconference and Live Meeting 

Name Position Attendance 

Andreas G. Tzakis, MD, PhD Chair By phone 

Gloria Garcia Bohrer Vice Chair By phone 

Victor Ankoma-Sey, MD At Large 
 David R Grant, MD At Large 
 Marian A. O’Rourke, RN, CCTC At Large 
 Myron E. Schwartz, MD At Large 
 Tatiana Alvarez, RN, BSN, CCTC At Large By phone 

Francis L. Delmonico, MD Guest By phone 

Bernard Kozlovsky, MD, MS Ex Officio – HRSA By phone 

Diane Steffick SRTR Liaison By phone 

Vipra Ghimire, MPH, CHES Committee Liaison By phone 

Sarah Taranto Support Staff By phone 

Stacey Burson Support Staff By phone 

Catherine Monstello Support Staff By phone 

 


