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ORGAN DONATION 

Grievance 
MR V.A. CATANIA (North West) [9.11 am]: My grievance this morning is to the Minister for Health about 
the lack of organ donation in Western Australia. Western Australia has one of the lowest organ donation rates in 
the nation. Reform is needed to improve this state’s donation rate compared with the rates of other states in the 
country. I believe that opt-out legislation is needed and is the only way to ensure an increase in participation 
rates of the public of Western Australia; that is, people should have on their driving licences the option to opt out 
with the words “If you do not wish to be an organ donor, please tick the box”. Back in 2005, wording on licences 
stated “If you wish to be an organ donor, tick the box,” but that was removed. I suggest we do the opposite and 
have on licences “If you do not wish to be an organ donor, please tick the box”. My understanding is that the 
removal of the wording on the licences back in 2005 resulted from privacy laws preventing that information 
from being passed on from the Department of Transport to the Department of Health or other bodies. Therefore, 
those privacy laws need to be changed. For the opt-out legislation to prevail, legislation needs to be introduced to 
ensure that those privacy laws are changed and the sharing of that vital information between government 
departments is allowed. I still believe that we need those safety nets in place, where the ultimate decision lies 
with the family or the next of kin of the deceased. By having that safety net, one would hope that the next of kin 
would adhere to the vital decision of a deceased person to opt to supply their organs to save another’s life.  

The federal government, led by the former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, had a campaign called DonateLife, which 
was launched in 2010. I will read some of the activities and some of the reasons why this campaign was 
launched — 

The ongoing national DonateLife campaign is pivotal to the Reform Package’s National Community 
Awareness and Education Program, which aims to increase current family consent rates.  

As I said, the decision ultimately lies with the family to ensure that there is consent for the organs to be 
donated — 

The first phase of the campaign was launched on 22 May 2010 by the former Prime Minister, the 
Hon Kevin Rudd MP at a media event in Canberra. The theme of Phase 1 campaign activity is ‘To 
donate life, discuss it today … 

Benchmark research commissioned by the Authority prior to the Phase 1 campaign activity (May 2010) 
indicated that:  

• The majority of Australians (98%) agree that organ and tissue donation has the potential to 
save and improve lives.  

• The majority of Australians (77%) are generally willing to become organ and tissue donors.  

• 40% of Australians do not know the wishes of their loved ones but the majority of Australians 
(93%) say they would uphold their loved one’s donation wishes if they were aware of their 
wishes.  

• The majority of Australians (78%) recognise it is important to discuss their donation wishes 
with the people close to them.  

• Less than 1 in 5 Australians (17%) have had memorable discussions with their loved ones 
about their donation wishes.  

• The majority of Australians (83%) have either never discussed their donation wishes (37%), 
not really discussed their donations wishes (15%), or only had a brief discussion (31%).  

That research shows that there is a will out there in the community to have those discussions, but those 
discussions are not being had. If members look at the organ donor rates rate for 2010, they will see that — 

The number of deceased donations nationally for 2010 was 309. This is the highest result ever achieved 
in Australia. The 2010 total exceeds the totals for both 2008 (259) and 2009 (247).  

Mr P.B. Watson: Is this Australia-wide?  

Mr V.A. CATANIA: This is Australia-wide — 

In percentage terms, the national 2010 results exceed 2008 results by 19.3% — 2008 was the previous 
highest donation year in Australia. 2010 results exceed 2009 results by 25.1%.  

That seems fantastic and that is probably due to the federal government’s campaign for organ donation. 
However, Western Australia is right at the bottom of the donor rates. I believe that as a Parliament we need to 
have the debate to ensure increases in donor awareness and participation. From the conversations I have had with 
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my colleagues in this house, I know that the members for Jandakot and Bassendean are also very strong 
advocates for having a system by which we can increase donor participation. Members from the previous 
government would know that the former member for Southern River was a champion of increasing organ 
donation rates as he was a recipient of an organ many, many years ago. I would like to pay tribute to his 
advocacy to ensure that donor participation rates in Western Australia have improved. However, donations are 
still lacking.  

I understand that the Department of Health has conducted a review into the options for organ donation. One 
option is to bring back the ability to put a line on driving licences to opt out, and to share that information with 
the appropriate authorities so that when an untimely death occurs, that discussion can be had with the family. I 
ask the Minister for Health to table that report so that Parliament can have the debate on whether we go to opt-
out legislation or have a campaign to lift Western Australians’ participation in donor rates so that our donation 
rate is not at the bottom of all the other states in the nation.  

DR K.D. HAMES (Dawesville — Minister for Health) [9.19 am]: I thank the member for bringing this 
grievance to the Parliament and giving me the opportunity to make some comments about this very important 
issue. When I was recently at the ministers’ conference in Hobart, I was fairly embarrassed, because, as the 
member says, Western Australia’s organ donation rate is the worst of all the states and the second worst in the 
country—only the Northern Territory has a lower donation rate. It was not a good look. Tasmania was the best. 
We have an organ donation rate of 9.8 per cent; Tasmania’s rate was around 13 or 14 per cent. It is important 
that we do something, and there have been significant changes. As noted, the former member for Southern River 
has played a very strong role in that. Significant funding from the federal government has allowed us to do a lot 
more to promote organ donor rates in our hospitals. Frankly, it is not making a big difference. It is certainly not 
making a big difference in Western Australia. In fact, our rate is rising at less than our population growth. In 
effect, we are going backwards. What needs to be done?  

The issue of the opt-out system was brought to my attention by the member for North West, the member for 
Jandakot and the member for Bassendean, who, unfortunately, is not here today; however, he has expressed his 
willingness to be involved in this debate. Some proponents of the opt-out situation point to Spain, where it is 
used, and Spain has significantly higher donation rates. The question was: is this a system that we should adopt 
in Western Australia? I have to say that I was fairly disturbed by some of the emails I got back when it was 
thought that the government was going to do this and was in fact going to harvest organs by compulsorily 
removing organs from patients. That is quite clearly not the case. The government has no agenda in this space 
but is happy to debate those options that are available to us, and one of those is the opt-out option. 

Let me explain the opt-out system. If people do not register that they do not want their organs taken when they 
die, it is assumed that they do. When someone is in a position in which an organ can be donated, then it is 
assumed that they want that. That does not mean that the family has no choice, because it does. That was the 
mistake made by a lot of people who sent emails. The families have a veto; the family can say no, and that is the 
end of the story. The people who promote opt-out say that if someone has not registered because they have not 
got around to it, the family assumes that they do not want their organs taken, so donation rates are only three or 
four out of 10. However, if it is assumed that people do wish to donate their organs, then donation rates rise to 
about seven or eight out of 10. That makes a big difference to the number of available organs. It must be 
remembered that each person who is able to donate organs often donates more than one organ, so large numbers 
of people are able to benefit from a person doing that. However, there is always a requirement that the family 
agree to it. 

The other side is that people do not think that that should be an option, that the government should not be in a 
position to say, “We just assumed that you want to donate because you didn’t say that you don’t.” There is fairly 
strong opposition to that view. 

The next option is to increase advertising, but we have been doing a lot of that. In fact, we talked about drivers’ 
licences. With every driver’s licence that goes out there is a brochure about organ donation. In fact, 72 per cent 
of new registrations come from that brochure that goes out with a driver’s licence. I have to say I have never 
seen it, because I pull out my licence and all the other papers go straight into the circular file. But that is a source 
of new donations. Nevertheless, our donation rate is still going down in relation to our population growth, and 
only 40 per cent of Western Australians are registered to donate. It is one of the lowest rates in the nation.  

When we do surveys about whether people are interested in donating, 80 to 90 per cent of people say, “Yes, we 
would be willing to donate our organs.” Somehow we have to find a way to bridge the gap between the people 
who support the concept of organ donation but do not actually register and the people who actually register. With 
only 40 per cent of people registered, we have one of the lowest organ donation rates in the nation. 

We need to look at other options. There is a middle-of-the-road option and one that in opposition I was 
promoting—that is, to have it displayed on the driver’s licence as we used to do. A lot of people think we still 
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do; we do not. I would like to have it on drivers’ licences, so that when a person pulls their driver’s licence out, 
they have a big D or something to indicate that they are an organ donor. Maybe it could be compulsory, so that 
people have to tick something when they apply for a licence. If they apply for a licence without ticking the 
appropriate box, the form would be sent back to them with a letter saying, “Sorry, you forgot to tick the box.” 
Some people in the industry are worried about that. They say that if people do not know and have not had time to 
discuss it, they are more likely to say no. I am not sure whether that is the case. When 80 to 90 per cent of people 
have said that they would be happy to do it, I think we might be able to get a lot more of those people actually 
saying yes. Maybe that is a middle-of-the-road option that we should look at. 

This issue requires sensible public debate. I think it is very good that a member of the National Party, a member 
of the Liberal Party and a member of the Labor Party are all looking at this option and want to discuss it. In 
response to the member’s request, I have asked the Department of Health to prepare a paper that goes through 
these options and sets out what could and could not be done—the pros and cons of opt-out and the pros and cons 
of other concepts. That document is nearly completed and I should receive it soon. I think it is probably good to 
have that out there in the public arena so that people can look at it, read those options and be given the 
opportunity to have the debate. I want to make it quite clear, though, that in tabling the document, which I am 
willing to do, it is not a document saying, “This is what the government proposes to do.” I would expect all 
members—those three members in particular—to take that document to their relative parties, and the Greens as 
well, discuss it and form a view, because this needs to be a multipartisan direction, not one in which one party 
picks up the cudgel and gets attacked by the others. This needs to be a joint move forward, and I would very 
much appreciate us doing that. 
 


