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Overview

• A brief history of the fight against organ trafficking, transplant 
tourism and commercialism 

• Successes and failures since the introduction of the Declaration of 
Istanbul

• The role of health professionals



A brief history of organ trafficking …
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• 1990s – emergence of black markets and transplant “tourism” in 
South Asia, Latin America, the Middle East and Eastern Europe
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Naqvi SA, Ali B, Mazhar F, Zafar MN, Rizvi SA. A socioeconomic survey of kidney 
vendors in Pakistan. Transplant International. 2007 Nov;20(11):934-9.
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Mid 2000s

The World Health Organization estimated that 5-10% (~13,000) of all solid organ 
transplants performed worldwide involve organ trafficking or transplant tourism.
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2008 -2010
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New and revised laws & policies in several countries
• e.g. Updated WHO Guiding Principles in 2010 (WHA 63.22), Council of Europe 

Convention Against Trafficking in Human Organs (2014), prohibition of donation 
by/transplantation for foreigners, increased penalties for trade in organs, removal of 
insurance coverage for unauthorized transplants abroad, efforts to establish and 
expand ethical donation programs

Governance mechanisms 
• e.g. ethics committee review of foreign or genetically unrelated living donors, 

informal reporting systems of transplant tourism cases via the DICG

Deterrence of proposed laws and policies seeking to provide financial 
incentives for donation or facilitate transplant tourism

Since 2008 – Strategies and Successes
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From: Padilla B, Danovitch GM, Lavee J. Impact 
of legal measures prevent transplant tourism: 
the interrelated experience of The Philippines 
and Israel. Medicine, Health Care and 
Philosophy. 2013 Nov 1;16(4):915-9.
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Martin R, Rojas-Peña A, Montero C, Ramirez J, Martin I, Fajardo C, Castañeda D, Lopez 
F, Lozano E. transplant Tourism in Colombia: Impact of New National Legislations on 
Clinical Practice: 544. Transplantation. 2012 Nov 27;94(10S):158.
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Ahn HJ, Kim HW, Han M, Jeon HJ, Kwon OJ, Ahn C. Changing Patterns of 
Foreigner Transplants in Korea and Overseas Organ Transplants Among 
Koreans. Transplantation. 2018 Feb 1;102(2):310-7.

Transplants performed 
on Korean nationals 
overseas
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2018

5-10% of global solid organ transplant activity may involve trafficking or 
transplant tourism.

Why has organ trafficking and transplant tourism persisted?
• Factors which underpin vulnerability to organ trafficking persist: e.g., poverty, conflict, 

inequity

• Meeting transplant needs through domestic donation remains difficult in many 
countries 

• Lack of effective collaboration across jurisdictions (e.g. between “sending” and 
“receiving” countries) and within (e.g. between health professionals, civil society 
groups, and law enforcement)

• Weak governance and corruption within healthcare systems persist
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Common challenges underpinning failure 
to eliminate organ trafficking

Challenges in Examples/evidence Potential causal factors

recognizing all 
activities (and thus 
agents) of concern 
in organ trafficking

Financial incentives may not be directly 
exchanged for organs

• Lack of clarity in legislation and ethical 
guidance e.g. in definition of organ 
trafficking

• Focus on “traditional” models of trafficking 
neglects new mechanisms for 
commercialisation

Identifying & 
reporting violations 
of the law

Few reports of organ trafficking made to 
authorities; most occurring post facto 
when victims of human trafficking 
and/or unpaid organ sellers seek redress

• Ethics committees often “rubber stamping” 
applications have conflicts of interest

• Health professionals may lack training and 
tools to detect signs of potential trafficking 
and effectively manage cases

successfully 
prosecuting 
violations

Difficulty establishing evidence of crime, 
esp. in cross border setting. Organ sellers 
often most likely to incur criminal 
penalties

• Health professionals may hesitate to 
provide evidence due to concerns about 
conflicts with professional duties e.g. of 
confidentiality or personal risk of harm
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Challenges in Examples/evidence Potential causal factors

deterring and 
preventing further 
crimes

• Organ brokers and surgeons often 
reestablish business in another 
jurisdiction

• Resurgence of markets in Pakistan, 
India, the Philippines, China

• Persistence of markets in Egypt, 
Bangladesh

• Emergence of markets in Africa, Asia 
(Cambodia, Vietnam…), Middle East

• Development of markets in living liver
transplants

New methods of organ trafficking 
• Social media brokering of organ sales rather 

than websites 
• Falsification of identity and relationships to 

enable trafficking under cover of lawful 
“related living donation” or allocation of 
deceased donor organs to “citizens”

Health professionals may have strong financial 
interests in trafficking, and/or believe organ 
sales are ethically justifiable

monitoring and 
evaluating organ 
trafficking 
activities

Little research published in last decade, 
no systematic data collection at global 
level

Ethical concerns about reporting of patients 
suspected of engagement in trafficking 

Common challenges underpinning failure 
to eliminate organ trafficking
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http://www.declarationofistanbul.org/
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The definition of organ trafficking
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From the Declaration of Istanbul (2018 Edition), derived from
Council of Europe. Convention against Trafficking in Human Organs (ETS No. 216), Santiago de Compostela, 
25 March 2015, available at https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/216/.  

https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/216/
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Engaging and supporting health professionals to 
combat organ trafficking
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• Training and resources are needed to enable health professionals to 
recognize and respond to signs of potential trafficking, particularly when 
evaluating foreign and/or socioeconomically vulnerable potential living 
donors

• Mechanisms are needed to enable reporting of concerns for investigation by 
authorities, and ethical guidance to ensure potential conflicts in professional 
duties are managed effectively 

• Systems are needed to enable collection and reporting of data to organ 
trafficking and transplant tourism so as to inform strategies for prevention 
and management

• Changes to legislation may be needed to support reporting duties, protect 
vulnerable parties, and facilitate exchange of information across 
jurisdictional borders
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2019 and beyond

Continued efforts to improve legislation, regulation and implementation of 
policy are needed to address organ trafficking and transplant tourism, and 
must be tailored to address issues in the local context.

Health professionals must fulfill their ethical and legal responsibilities to help 
foster and sustain ethical practice in donation and transplantation, including 
through efforts to deter, prevent and respond to suspected cases of organ 
trafficking and transplant tourism.

• Practice ethically and lawfully

• Respond to red flags

• Advocate for and educate patients and peers

• Share information

• Collaborate across disciplines and jurisdictions on solutions



For more information:

www.declarationofistanbul.org

admin@declarationofistanbul.org

Dominique.martin@deakin.edu.au
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