Liver patients offered new dialysis hope 
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Doctors are monitoring the effectiveness of the latest liver dialysis technology that is said to prolong the lives of patients waiting for transplants.

Queen Mary Hospital is studying 50 patients who have received the treatment, which costs US$3,000 (HK$23,400) for every six hours used, since it was introduced here in 2002.

One of the patients was able to survive an extra month on dialysis - giving her more time to find a donor. 

Dialysis filters waste and toxins out of the liver, but cannot be used for an extended period. 

"We want to maximize a patient's time through dialysis so that the chance of getting a transplant is increased," Queen Mary associate consultant Dr Alexander Chiu said.

Hong Kong, like many other places in Asia, suffers from a serious shortage of donors. 

In 2007 only 69 out of 150 people received a liver transplant in Hong Kong. The mortality rate among those on the waiting list remains high at around 40 percent, which has prompted some patients to travel to the mainland. 

"As in other Asian countries, religious, traditional and cultural beliefs often impose insurmountable barriers toward the promotion of organ donation in Hong Kong," Chiu said.

He said there is insufficient evidence at this stage to prove or disprove the effects of the new dialysis treatment and more research is needed.

Chiu warned dialysis treatment should only be received by those undergoing treatment in intensive care owing to the risks involved, which include bleeding and infection. Liver failure is the result of an accumulation of toxins in the bloodstream.

The technology called MARS, or Molecular Adsorbents Recirculating System, makes use of albumin, a protein produced naturally in the liver, as the primary agent for removing toxins. 
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