Al Gore and the Living Gift of Life
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(NU) - Since Al Gore has
been skewered for his olaims to
have founded the Internet, it
scems only fair to recognize his
contributions. Did you w he
wae the member of Congress to
proposc a bone marrow trana-
plant repistry?

This year. more 1.500
Americans will receive the liv-
ing gift of life, a bone marrow
transplant, largely because Gore
ook the lead in educating the
Congrese about marrow trans-
plantation in 15983,

The Natdonal Marrow Donor
Program (NMDP) provides
Americans with leukemia, aplas-
to anemia and other life-threat-
ening blood-related diseazes
with the chance to obtain a mar-
row transplant from an unrelat-
ed donor. The program was es-
tabliched partly due to Gore®
pioneering efforts in 1983.

In 1983. while canoeing with
my young son Ivan, [ tapped him
on the shoulder. The next day, I
noted a large bruise where I had
tapped Ivan. Our doctors said
that Ivan had aplastic anemis, =
life-threatening disease that oc-
curs when the bone marrow

stofm producing blood cells, and
that he would need a bone mar-

row transplant. Since Ivan's
brother was not a marrow match,
dootors said Ivan would need an
unsrelated marrow donor.. The
odds are about 10,000 to one
against the chance of any two
people matching marrow types.

Unfortunately, there was no

bonc marrow tra lant repiatry
in the United Stant.:g in 19§, :E

though there was one in England
called the Anthony Nolan Bone
Marrow Appeal. The small reg-
istry had about 50,000 marrow

donors.
Knowing that time wae ehort

for Ivan without a tranaplant, we
did try to find a donor for Ivan
through the English registry. but
1 alooef}owod to catabl%inhu:?mg-
istry in the United States re-
gardless of the outcome for Ivan.,
My first step was to contact
Gore, who had sponscred apath-
breaking bill then moving
through the House, the National
Organ Transplant Act ‘SN OTA).
This bill established Organ
Procurement Organizatons 10
facilitato tho transplantation of
solid organs such as the heart,
lung, liver, kidney, and pancreas.
I had discussions with Jerold
R. Mande, then in charge of
health cars issues for Gore, and
Peter Bouxsein, who was the
chief staffer for Rep. Henry
Waxman’s Subcommittes on
Health and the Environment of
the House Commerce and
Enerpy Committee. I explained
that marrow is a fluid organ that
can be transfused into a vein, and
that a marrow registry could eave
thousands of lives annually.
Accompanied by Ivan § doo-
tors from Johns Hopkins, | made
the same argument to Rep.
Barbara Mikulski. who agreed to
onsor the bone marrow trans-
plant registry amendment to the
National Organ Transplant Act.
I\M‘jﬂﬁﬂ‘ Gore, Wazman, and
ilrulslki ine ortof a regpi 3
the drama bcrg%pn To my gi:gg-
lief, the Reagan Administration

opposcd catablishing a national -

bone marrow registry ealling it
“premature” and “highly exper-
imcental.” At that point, Mande
explained Gore’s dilemma,
While Gore supported the bone
marrow transplant registry, he
could notrigk a veto and the fail-
ure of the entire legislation over
this single issue. His challenge
was to keep the marrow trans-
plant registry alive and not see
the rest of the bill die.

Gore triumphed as the House
passed the National Organ

Transplant Act by a vote of 396
to 8. On the House floor, Gore
gsaid “Bone marrow transplanta-
tion is yot anothor orample of a
rapidly improving technology
that will help save thousands of
lives, “

Undaunted by the failure of
the “trlgger” mechanism estab-
lished by Gore ¥ legicslation to
launch the rogistry, Robort
Graves, whose dauphfer receivad
the world s first unrelated mar-
row tranaplant in 1975, nf-
proached Senator Paul Laxalr,
who then managed to secure a
$1.2 million appropriation as =
line item in the Navy budget to
establish the first nationwide
bone marrow registry. The ratdo-
nale used by the Navy was that
the Navy might need access to a
pool of marrow donors if there
were a serious accident at a nu-
clear power plant or aboard a nu-
clear-powered Navy ship.

I 1ater was told by Captain
Robert J. Harteman, head of the
Navy % marrow transplant reg-
istry, that the Navy line item
would nover have boon approved
had the earlier legislation effort
not been undertaken by Gore.
The carlier failure was the fer-
tilizer of future success. )

Today, there are more than 5
million voluntary of mar-
row worldwide. and over 3 mil-
lioninthe U. S. alone. Over 150
unrelated marrow transplamnts oc-
cur monthly duc to the registry.

The point is not whether Al
Gore “gtarted™ the bone marrow
transplant rogistry, any morc
than whether Al Gore was the
“father™ of the Internet. The les-
son is that it is rare for any one
person to achieve matters of

areat consequence in
Washington, D.C. Ittakes a team
of dedicated individuala.
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