
CRG(12)31 

NHS BLOOD AND TRANSPLANT 
ORGAN DONATION AND TRANSPLANTATION DIRECTORATE 

 
CLINICAL RETRIEVAL GROUP 

 
Training and Certification of Organ Donor Retrieval Surgery 

in the United Kingdom 
 
 
As a result of a concerted initiative of NHSBT ODT and UK transplant centres the 
National Organ Retrieval Service (NORS) was established to facilitate a 24/7 
expert abdominal and thoracic organ retrieval system in the United Kingdom 
involving 9 abdominal and 6 thoracic teams. To date, NORS teams have been 
operational due to the participation of experienced transplant surgeons. To obtain 
a sustainable system providing continuity with high quality and safety for donation 
and transplantation a dedicated system for training and certification is necessary. 
At the Clinical Retrieval Group meeting on Friday 22nd June 2012 in Dorridge the 
need for certified training and accreditation of organ retrieval surgery for 
transplantation was discussed. It was decided to formulate an outline as a 
starting document for the establishment of a NORS training system. 
 
More and better donor organs with an advanced training system 
A key to successful transplantation is the procurement of sufficient viable donor 
organs using standardized techniques that are accepted by transplant centres. 
Knowledge, skills and good communication are crucial instruments for high 
quality procurement of donor organs. To obtain this desired high quality it is 
necessary to provide training for those surgeons that enter the field of donation 
and transplantation. A training system that supports continuing education will 
guarantee high technical quality, reduce the discard rate of organs, improve 
organ viability and establish regional expertise in donor surgery thus diminishing 
long distance trafficking and cost. 
 
The need for standardization and increases efficiency 
As the pioneering phase has ended and transplantation is nowadays for most 
organs an accepted clinical routine mode of treatment for patients with end stage 
organ failure further standardization and professionalization of many aspects in 
this field are sought. Within the context of national and international collaboration 
between transplant centers and/or sharing organizations it has become a 
standard operative procedure that donor organ surgery is embedded in the 
regional structure, making local surgical teams responsible for adequate 
procurement and preservation. Thus, the previous routine of transplant teams 
traveling often and far in order to retrieve ‘their own organ’ to be transplanted 
back home in a local recipient has diminished significantly. To date, the retrieval 
operation of donor organs and the transplant procedure are not the responsibility 
of the same team anymore and, also, procuring donor surgeons will not always 
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be transplant surgeons who are involved in all types of transplantation. Thus, it 
has become more and more important to establish criteria and procedures that 
will guarantee high quality of retrieved donor organs to the accepting transplant 
centres on behalf of their patients. 
 
Towards an accredited donor surgery training system 
Established criteria, standards and procedures have to be communicated, taught 
and accepted by professional specialists. Therefore, it is necessary to develop a 
training system for organ donor procurement using both the expertise and tools 
that already exist in transplant centres as well as the assets and network 
structure provided by NORS. The initiative for this training system has been 
implemented and evaluated in The Netherlands and currently other European 
countries are considering its introduction. The training system is supported by the 
European Society of Organ Transplantation (ESOT) and has been recognized by 
the UEMS. 
 
The concept of the proposed retrieval training system for new NORS team 
members includes several theoretical and practical modules that will facilitate the 
training of the individual surgeon who becomes involved in donor and transplant 
surgery to procure organs as well as provide accreditation for donor surgery on a 
national basis. Surgeons who intend to practice donor surgery will be required to 
follow the training system and obtain accreditation confirming their knowledge 
and skills according to the state-of-the-art.   
 
Requirements for training leading to certification by candidates 
Candidates who desire to obtain retrieval training and certification of competence 
have to fulfill the following criteria prior to registration as trainee. Candidates are 
registered as one of the following: 
 

1. On the UK Specialist Register as a surgical specialist; 
2. As a surgical specialist registrar (SpR) or specialty trainee (ST) in the 

UK; 
3. As surgeon or surgical registrar in another country in the EU following 

an equivalent training; 
4. Permanent or temporary members of a transplant programme in the 

UK.  
 
To enter the training scheme candidates have to submit for registration purposes: 
 

1. Application letter with motivation; 
2. Curriculum Vitae; 
3. Support letter from Head of Department or Director of Transplant Service 

and Lead respective NORS team. 
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Procedure of registration 
Following application, completeness of required formalities is checked by a 
dedicated secretariat (NHSBT). Candidates have to name a local mentor who is 
a member of the NORS team they will be trained by and are then registered as 
‘in training’. 
  
Development of a modular training system 
The following modules will be available for candidates:  
 

1. Intake examination (on line) 
To test and evaluate basic knowledge concerning anatomy, organ retrieval 
and preservation an on-line test will be made available for all candidates as 
an entry-exam. 
 
2. E-learning modules 
To facilitate learning the entire sequence of the abdominal retrieval operation 
several modules will be available on-line for practicing and multiple testing 
with focus on donor criteria, donor management, donor operation and organ 
preservation. The technical donor operation modules for abdominal organs 
will contain a general introduction and detailed descriptions of liver, pancreas 
and kidney procurement. In the current first version of the e-modules photos, 
movie snapshots and drawings of a DBD (MOD, kidneys) and DCD operative 
procedure interrupted by educational and technical questions have been 
used. If the candidate has completed the required number of module-repeats 
successfully he can apply to attend the annual National Donor Retrieval 
Workshop in the UK or the European Donor Surgery Master class (EDSM) 
offered annually by ESOT. 

 
3. Master class 
Every year in the autumn NHSBT organizes in collaboration with a dedicated 
NORS team the National Organ Retrieval Master class course for surgeons 
and surgical fellows or registrars. This course focuses on theoretical 
knowledge about donor management, procurement, and preservation, 
followed by workshops and a hands-on skills training using specially prepared 
human corpses. ESOT (EDSM) organizes a similar course annually in spring. 
Candidates who seek certification in the UK and have entered the training 
system have to complete at least one Master class course during their 
training. Candidates can apply to the UK and/or ESOT course. 
  
4. E-learning module repetition 
After the Master class and during the training on the job candidates have full 
access to the e-learning module to continue practicing donor surgery and train 
competence. 
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5. Training on the job 
While completing part 1, 2 and 3, candidates train on the job under 
supervision of senior and accredited competent donor surgeons who 
participate in a NORS team. The goal is that candidates are allowed to take 
the lead in the retrieval operation whilst being assisted and guided by the 
supervising senior certified retrieval surgeon. After completion as lead 
surgeon of a minimum of 10 MOD procedures including liver and kidney and 
at least 6 procedures with pancreas retrieval and after agreement of his 
mentor who is one of the accredited NORS team surgeons, candidates can 
arrange the practical examination. 
 
6. Documentation 
Candidates will document every donor retrieval procedure they are engaged 
in using an on-line registration and assessment programme similar/identical to 
the Intercollegiate Surgical Curriculum Programme. Specific competencies 
will be added to the ISCP, pertaining to MOR (See Appendix) and procedure 
based assessments (PBAs) must be completed as for other operations. 
Following each retrieval procedure, candidates will ask their supervisor to 
complete his/her assessment on-line of their progress and competence. Role, 
type of procedure and number of retrieved organs will be documented in the 
surgical logbook. NHSBT will be able to view this registration and check that 
candidates have fulfilled the required numbers prior to completion of the 
training. 
 
7. Practical examination 
When the practical training is completed and agreement the named mentor 
has documented in the on-line register that the candidate is ready to practice 
donor surgery without supervision, the candidate will then perform one MOD 
procurement under supervision of a senior accredited donor surgeon of 
choice who is not a member of the same NORS team. The on-call supervisor 
of that NORS team will act as examiner and will confirm the competence and 
skills in donor surgery of the candidate. He will document this in the on-line 
register. At this point the candidate will have an Entrusted Professional 
Activity (EPA). 
 
8. Final examination 
The candidate completes the entire training after a final on-line examination 
that is identical to the intake examination, however, now a score of at least 
85% is expected to pass the test. 
 
9. Certification 
After completion, the EPA certification for abdominal donor surgery is given to 
the candidate accredited on a national level by ISCP/RCS/NHSBT? 
Candidates may also seek certification on a European level by ESOT for 
retrieval surgery that is organized by ESOT in collaboration with the Union 
Europeene des Medecins Specialistes (UEMS). 
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10. Competency and Re-Certification 
When certified as competent, surgeons or surgical registrars can participate 
as lead retrieval surgeons and supervise other surgeons and/or surgical 
registrars. NHSBT will keep a list of names of competent surgeons per NORS 
team and document the number of procedures per certified surgeon per year. 
To maintain competency and stay accredited, NORS team retrieval surgeons 
have to actively participate in at least 10 MOD procedures with liver and 
kidney and 6 pancreas retrievals per year. 
 
Task Force 
To proceed effectively and oversee the timely introduction of the training and 
certification system as well as enhance further steps to increase quality and 
safety in donor surgery a Task Force is nominated that will report to the Chair 
of the Clinical Retrieval Committee of NHSBT. The TF has the task to detail 
the proposal and prepare required modules and components liaising with the 
NORS team Leads and in collaboration with NHSBT staff. The process of 
preparation and introduction should be completed within 6 months following 
agreement about principles and financial as well as logistical aspects of the 
training and certification system. This project should underpin the 
acknowledged need by all medical professionals as well as by NHSBT ODT 
staff involved for high quality and safety in organ donor retrieval surgery as 
well as provide a sustainable system. 
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Development of Procedure Based Assessments (PBA) for Organ Retrieval 
A Donor after Brain Stem Death (DBD) – Multi organ 
 
Section I Consent 

• NHSBT authorisation form 
 
Section II Pre-operation planning  

• Confirms Brain Stem Death (BSD) paperwork 
• Reviews medical notes for contraindications to donation 

 
Section III 
 No changes to standard template 
 
Section IV 
 No changes to standard template 
 
Section V Intra operative technique: global (G) and task-specific items (T) 
 No changes to global items (G) 
 

• Performs thorough laparotomy and deals appropriately with unexpected 
findings 

• Performs sternotomy 
• Performs Cattel – Brasch safely with due regard to adjacent structures 
• Performs porta hepatis dissection and identifies arterial anatomy (and 

divides bile duct) 
• Performs dissection and effective isolation of the aorta and performs aortic 

cannulation 
• Performs cannulation of IMV for portal perfusion 
• Performs aortic cross-clamp and perfuses organs effectively with 

appropriate perfusate 
• Performs careful hepatectomy / hepatectomy/pancreatectomy (en-bloc) 

o  
• Performs careful pancreatectomy 

o  
• Performs careful nephrectomy 

o  
• Performs careful back-table examination and dissection and ensures 

organs appropriately perfused 
• Dissects and removes appropriate and adequate quality donor vessels 
• Retrieves sufficient tissue for Tissue Typing (lymph node and spleen) 

 
Section VI Post operative management 

• Completes NHSBT documentation  
• Document procedure in case notes 
• Contacts recipient centre if appropriate 
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Development of Procedure Based Assessment (PBA) for Organ Retrieval 
A Donor after Circulatory Death (DCD) – Multi organ 
 
Section I Consent 

• NHSBT authorisation form 
 
Section II Pre-operation planning  

• Reviews medical notes for contraindications to donation 
• Confirms death with anaesthetist 

 
Section III 
 No changes to standard template 
 
Section IV 
 No changes to standard template 
 
Section V Intra operative technique: global (G) and task-specific items (T) 
 No changes to global items (G) 
 

• Performs rapid laparotomy  
• Performs dissection and effective isolation of the aorta and performs aortic 

cannulation 
• Performs rapid sternotomy 
• Performs aortic cross-clamp and perfuses organs effectively with 

appropriate perfusate  
• Performs cannulation of IMV for portal perfusion  
• Performs porta hepatis dissection and identifies arterial anatomy (and 

divides bile duct) 
 
• Performs careful hepatectomy 

o  
• Performs careful pancreatectomy 

o  
• Performs careful nephrectomy 

o  
• Performs careful back-table examination and ensure organs appropriately 

perfused 
• Dissects and removes appropriate and adequate quality donor vessels 
• Retrieves sufficient tissue for Tissue Typing (lymph node and spleen) 

 
Section VI Post operative management 

• Completes NHSBT documentation  
• Document procedure in case notes 
• Contacts recipient centre if appropriate 
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