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Editorial position on publishing articles  
on human organ transplantation

Organ  transplantation  in  China  has 
expanded rapidly over the past 20 years, 
particularly liver, kidney, and heart trans-
plantation  (1, 2). During this period of 
time,  transplantation,  once  relatively 
uncommon  in  China,  has  begun  to 
approach  rates  seen  in  other  developed 
nations. It is undeniable that many resi-
dents of China have benefited from trans-
plants of kidneys, livers, and other organs 
and  tissues.  Furthermore,  the  demand 
for transplants is far from satisfied, with 
the Chinese government reporting more 
than a million people in China needing a 
transplant every year (3, 4). Thus, as in the 
United States, and indeed every country, 
demand for organs far exceeds supply.

This disparity  in the supply of organs 
is a particular problem  in China, where 
rapid expansion of the capacity to perform 
transplants has not been accompanied by 
the development of a system for recover-
ing organs from those who die in hospitals 
while on life support, as is international 
practice.  There  is  almost  no  systematic 
recovery of voluntarily donated cadaver 
organs.  No  regional  or  national  system 
exists  for  soliciting  consent  to  donate 
organs in advance from those who die or 
their relatives after death (5, 6). Unfortu-
nately, the evidence is clear that some phy-
sicians in China, in an effort to perform 
more transplants, are engaged in a practice 
that violates basic standards of medical 
ethics and human rights, namely the use of 
organs from executed prisoners (2–7).

Moreover, travel to China to secure organ 
transplants has not lessened. “Transplant 
tourists” find their way to China, frustrat-
ed by the long waiting times in their own 
countries, attracted by a competitive price, 
and seduced by a guarantee of a transplant. 
The only way to guarantee transplant of a 
liver or heart during the relatively short 
time period that a transplant tourist is in 
China  is  to quickly obtain the requisite 
medical  information  from  prospective 

recipients, find matches among them, and 
then execute a person who  is a suitable 
match (7, 8).

Using organs from executed prisoners 
violates basic human rights. It violates core 
ethical precepts of transplant medicine and 
medical  ethics  (9–11). Worse  still,  some 
of those who are killed may be prisoners 
whose “crimes” involve no more than hold-
ing certain political or spiritual beliefs.

There have been commendable efforts 
to  protest  the  use  of  executed  prison-
ers  as  organ  donors.  But  presentations 
about transplantation in China continue 
to be made at international conferences, 
and publications about the experience of 
human transplantation in China appear in 
peer-reviewed journals (12).

The current and incoming editors of the 
JCI have decided to codify their opposition 
to the killing of prisoners to obtain organs 
for transplant by no longer considering for 
publication any submissions pertaining to 
or containing information about human 
organ transplantation in China unless there 
is an attestation that the organ sources are 
not executed prisoners. The prevalence of 
this practice in China is the raison d’être 
for our scrutiny of articles originating from 
there. However, we do not mean to single 
out that country alone — this policy will 
extend to any nation shown to be killing 
prisoners for their organs.

Open and free communication is a core 
value of science and medicine. There are 
many Chinese doctors and scientists who 
find  the  execution  of  prisoners  morally 
abhorrent. We applaud their sentiments, 
support  them fully,  and do not wish  to 
punish  them  with  collective  guilt.  But 
the international biomedical community, 
including especially journal editors and edi-
torial boards, must not be complicit with 
the practice of killing on demand to obtain 
organs from executed prisoners. We are not 
naive. We recognize that a boycott by this 
journal and its peers is unlikely, by itself, 

to bring an end to this practice. But we do 
hope that our actions will bring attention 
to this outrage and, in doing so, encourage 
China to develop policy options for obtain-
ing organs consistent with international 
standards, conventions, and ethics.
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The	practice	of	transplanting	organs	from	executed	prisoners	in	China	
appears	to	be	widespread.	We	vigorously	condemn	this	practice	and,	effec-
tive	immediately,	will	not	consider	manuscripts	on	human	organ	transplan-
tation	for	publication	unless	appropriate	non-coerced	consent	of	the	donor	
is	provided	and	substantiated.


