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A Better Way to Get a Kidney 
By DANIEL ASA ROSE 

SO Steve Jobs, the chief executive of Apple, may or may not have jumped to the front of the 
transplant queue in his quest to get a new liver. What else is new? Wake up and smell the curry, 
fellow Americans. This is the way the greater world operates. 

In China, where my cousin Larry and I went to get him a kidney two summers ago (despite the 
official Chinese restriction against Westerners doing so), jumping the line is so commonplace as 
to be unworthy of comment. No one gets angry at a pretty secretary or harried businessman who 
cuts in front; everyone just takes a half step back and resumes gesticulating on their cellphones. 
If anything, there’s a grudging admiration of such blatant self-advancement. 

First come first served, that’s the American fantasy. But in fact strength and speed prevail, as 
they tend to do in other contests. Dog eat dog. Darwinism of the waiting line. Call it what you 
like, it’s not only accepted in most places around the globe, it’s expected. No wonder there’s so 
much medical tourism — up to 10 percent of the world’s transplant surgery. 

In light of this larger reality, may I suggest that we’re misdirecting our moral outrage when we 
take it out on Steve Jobs? It’s not the line-jumpers of the world who deserve our indignation — 
it’s the American system that makes us wait in line to begin with, the result of policies that 
impoverish the supply of organs available for transplant. 

Say you need a kidney, the organ most needed the world over. If you sign up today, the wait in 
most American states will be 5 to 10 years, depending on your underlying medical condition and 
how suitable a recipient you are. 

Seem like a long line ahead of you? You’re not imagining it. There are 85,000 people biding 
their time, most of them on thrice-weekly dialysis that leaves them with an enervated excuse for 
a life the rest of the time. More than 4,500 of them died last year waiting. On average, that’s 13 
people dying each day awaiting a kidney. 

* * * 
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