
Exceptional Distribution  
Kidneys – What you should know
Information for patients and families

Receiving a kidney transplant will always have risks. There is a very low chance that 
you might get an infectious disease or cancer from the donor. 

It is rare to get such a disease from a kidney donor. It only happens in about 2 out of 
1,000 transplants. We do everything we can to reduce the risk.

How are kidneys screened and tested for disease?

We follow Health Canada’s strict screening rules to test for any diseases that a donor 
might have. These tests are similar to what is done for blood donation. 

We always do the following:

• Carefully review the donor’s medical and life history

• Do a physical exam of the donor. We check for signs of intravenous (IV) drug 
use, infections or any other signs of risk.

• Test the donor’s blood for infection

What is an exceptional distribution kidney?

An exceptional distribution kidney is from a donor that may have a higher chance 
of passing a disease to you.  These donors may also be called Increased Risk Donors. 
This means the donor may have acted in ways that put them at higher risk of having a 
disease or infection.  The table below lists some of these things. 



Having a greater risk of infection does not affect how well the donor’s kidney will 
work. In fact, on average, increased risk donors tend to be younger with better kidney 
function.

Will you tell me if a kidney is from an exceptional distribution 
donor?

• Yes. You will be told if the kidney being offered to you is exceptional 
distribution. 

• You can decide if you will accept an exceptional distribution kidney. The 
decision is yours. If you decide not to accept the kidney, you will not lose your 
spot on the wait list.

• You will have a chance to ask questions about the risks and benefits of 
accepting the exceptional distribution kidney.

• You will only be offered an exceptional distribution kidney if your transplant 
doctor believes that the benefits of getting a transplant are greater than the risks.

How Health Canada defines an increased risk donor

• Injection drug user in the past 5 years

• A man who has had sex with another man in the past 12 months

• Person who has had sex in exchange for money or drugs in the past 5 years

• Person who has had sex in the past 12 months with a person who meets any 

of the above 3 criteria, or anyone known or suspected to have HIV, hepatitis C 

virus, or hepatitis B virus

• Exposure to these viruses in the past 12 months by inoculation through skin or 

open wound

• Prison, lock up, jail or juvenile detention for 72 hours or more in the past 12 

months

• Non-sterile tattooing or piercings in the past 12 months

• Close contact in the past 12 months with anyone with clinically active viral  

hepatitis (That is, living in the same house where kitchen and bathroom are shared)



Why would I think about accepting an exceptional distribution 
kidney? 

The longer you stay on dialysis, the more likely you are to get sick. You may get too 
sick to receive a transplant. People who stay on dialysis longer also tend to have poorer 
health after transplant compared to those who were on dialysis for a shorter time. If you 
accept an exceptional distribution kidney you can have a transplant right away.

Here are some facts for you to consider:

• Organs are scarce. There is a constant shortage of kidneys that can be used for 
a transplant.

• There are more than 1,200 people in Ontario waiting for a kidney transplant.

• The waiting time for kidney transplants can be several years.

How will I know if I get a disease from the donor?

If you accept an exceptional distribution kidney, your health care team will check 
regularly to make sure that you do not develop any diseases after your transplant. In 
the rare case that you do develop a disease, treatments are available.

St. Michael’s cares about your health.  For reliable health information, visit our 
Patient and Family Learning Centre or find us online at  
www.stmichaelshospital.com/learn

This information is not intended as a substitute for professional medical care.  
Ask your healthcare provider about this information if you have questions.
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