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‘I wouldn’t be 
alive today 
without  
my double 
transplant’

Russell Macmillan appealed to the government to make it easier for people to be a donor      Picture: Kirsty Anderson

By CAROLINE WILSON

RUS S E L L  Macm i l la n  
says he’s a “dead man 
talking” thanks to an 

 organ donor.
He wouldn’t be alive today if he 

hadn’t received a double transplant 
10 years ago.

The 52-year-old wouldn’t have 
seen the birth of his first grandchild 
Molly or helped her blow out the 
candles for her fourth birthday 
 earlier this month.

He wouldn’t have been able to 
set up a good deeds charity that has 
helped more than 1600 people.

And he wouldn’t have had the 
last decade with his childhood 
sweetheart and wife Yvonne, the 
girl he boldly invited to a school 
dance when he was just 10.

Russell says there is a very simple 
but profound reason for changing 
Scotland’s transplant system to 
deemed consent. It will make it 
easier for people to become organ 
donors.

A fear of confronting their own 
mortality, he believes is a major 
reason why the majority of Scots 
aren’t signed up to the organ donor 
register.

He said: “I’m only alive because 
someone did that for me.

“To ask people to sit and think 
about their mortality, most people 
don’t want to do.

“I would appeal to the govern-
ment to make it easy for people.

“The idea that so many organs 
are wasted... just because of the 
normal human fear.

“Why make it difficult when you 
can put in a system, where if some-
one really has an objection – then 
fine, they can pick up the phone.”

“Presumed consent to me just 
seems like a no-brainer.”

Russell, who lives in Newton 

Mearns, was diagnosed with Type 1 
Diabetes when he was eight. At the 
age of 23 he suffered complete 
blindness caused by Diabetic Retin-
opathy, where high blood sugar 
levels damage the retina.

A major adjustment for a young 
man who had always been fit and 
active, playing golf and football. He 
admits that the loss led him to 
 contemplate taking his own life.

He was sent to Moorfield Eye 
Hospital in London where doctors 
managed to restore 5% vision in his 
right eye. 

His vision is now the equivalent 
of seeing life through a very thin, 
drinking straw.

He said: “My fallback strategy 
was as a young guy out and about 
was that if I couldn’t cope, I could 
do myself in.

“You needed something to hold 

onto that if it really was that bad. 
You can’t go from school colours in 
sport to going totally blind without 
having a fall back. It’s a heck of a 
shock. But when I came round 
from the operation, I’ve never been 
so calm.

“Now, with hindsight I put it 
down to  my Chr i s t ian  f a i th  
but I wasn’t in touch with my  
faith then.
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“I can only see my grandchild 
Molly because of the skill of the 
surgeon.”

However, on top of losing most of 
his sight Russell’s diabetes gradu-
ally deteriorated until he got to the 
stage where his body did not show 
any warning signs of hypogly-
caemia ,  when blood g lucose 
 becomes too low to provide any 
energy to the body.

He said: “If you are a diabetic 
and you lost your hypo symptoms, 
you are in deep, deep trouble. Basi-
cally you could die in your sleep.

“Being diabetic, most people 
think you just can’t eat sweets but 
there are major complications like 
the ones I’ve experienced.

“Diabetes eats away at you from 
the inside.

“My kidney function was down 
to 8%. I was a ticking time bomb.”

Russell appreciates how lucky he 
was to receive a kidney and pan-
creas within a year of being on the 
transplant list, when he was 42.

He said: “It’s most unusual to get 
a pancreas transplant. I was only 

about number 78. My diabetes was 
cured instantly.  I’m very lucky I’m 
on a very low dose of anti-rejection 
medication because the match was 
very close. 

“However, I’ve been told that 
they are now having to consider 
widening the criteria, with organs 
that aren’t such a close match 
 because of the lack of organs.”

HE continued: “I’m so 
lucky that is was such a 
close match. 

“The better it is matched the less 
chance the organ will be rejected.

“So it’s not only that people are 
dying waiting for organs but if there 
being pushed to use organs which 
aren’t so good a match, then with 
an ageing population, more people 
suffering from diabetes, the pres-
sure on the NHS, we are going to be 
in trouble if they don’t increase the 
number of organs.”

Russell came up with the idea for 
a charity that raises funds for 
 random acts of kindness while he 
was recovering from his transplant 

in a high dependency ward. He 
wanted to repay his debt to society 
in  honour of the unknown donor  
who saved his life and the family 
who gave their permission.

Weeks later East Renfrewshire 
Good Causes was born, which has 
raised and given out more than 
£295,000 to groups and individuals 
in need.

He said: “My wife got a reporter’s 
notepad and for 15 minutes I scrib-
bled notes, it was like a torrent. 

“Now, that I have had time to re-
flect as a Christian, I do feel it was 
some sort of divine intervention.

“How do you say thank you to 
someone who has saved your life?

“I’m a dead man talking. I hope 
my organ donor is up in heaven 
looking down and says ‘Russell, 
you are making good use of the 
organs.”

For more information or to 
 donate to the charity, go to www.
ergoodcauses.co.uk

Please respond to the govern-
ment consultation at http://bit.
ly/2mYxkLA


