
Sometimes you are blessed to meet real life angels; they appear 
in your life when you least expect them but when you need them 
most. Courtney was my angel – arriving eleven days late and a 
big bouncing eight pounds and nine ounces, she changed my life 
instantly.
Courtney Faith Keast – “Courts” – was a rare human being. Nearly 
every person she met was attracted to her spirit, her joy and her 

love of laughter. Even if you only met her once, it seemed you 
remembered her. The cards I received after her passing gave 
me a little insight into how she touched the lives of so many 
people. I was privileged to read that others, children and 
adults alike, cherished the time they had spent with Courtney. 
Courtney was born on New Year’s Day 2002 – the first baby 

in Bendigo for that year which resulted with a picture in the 
paper. This article was kept and taken to Show and Tell when 

she was around seven. When attempting to read the 
article to her class she got stumped on the word 
“conceived,” which caused the teacher to wrap up 
the Show and Tell session rather quickly.
Courtney’s sister arrived not long after her second 
birthday. Madi was her little shadow for the next 
ten years. While Courts was mellow, Madi was not. 
When talking about Madi we would often refer to her 
as “The Princess” but Courtney often preferred the 
term “Drama Queen”.
Courtney started dancing when she was six and she 
loved it. She did ballet, jazz and contemporary with 
a year or two of tap and she was so committed. She 
never missed a class and was always the first to be 
involved in the troupes and then her own solos. While 
Courtney may not have been the most technical 
dancer she was one of the most passionate. She 
received many trophies in her few years of dancing 
competitively and even on the days when she didn’t 
place, she would still come off that stage with the 
biggest of smiles.
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To give you an idea of the impact Courtney 
had on people, two competitions that we 
competed at for a number of years now each 
have a section named in her memory.
School was another part of Courtney’s life that 
she valued highly; in her last year of primary 
school she vowed she would not have a sick day 
– and she didn’t. Courtney was voted School 
Captain by her peers and the teaching staff 
in that year. Academics were not Courtney’s 
strongest area but she gave everything a go. 
Her Year Six project required her to select a 
career, find a job listing, write a resume, get 
references and partake in a “job interview.” Of 
course it was Dance Teacher that was the career 
choice. I think this assignment was her highest 
ever mark. Her teacher said “She just glowed.” 
Courtney even offered to drop dancing during 
her first year at high school so she could study 
harder and get a scholarship to help me pay 
the fees. Not that that was ever really going to 
happen, it was just another moment in my life 
that I was so proud of my daughter.
When we exchanged letters at her Year Six 
Graduation I had no idea that less than a month 
later I would lose her. The three of us had a 
wonderful school holiday and Christmas and 

when Madi went off to 
her Grandpa’s for a few 
days I really got to “hang 
out” with my biggest girl. 
I really enjoyed our one 
on one time together, I 
really liked this kid!!! We 
watched movies, went for 
walks and just got to be 
with each other. I often think 
that this time in the weeks before her accident 
was given to me, to treasure as a wonderful 
memory.
The day of Courtney’s accident was hot. She 
had been texting a friend and was heading 
there that afternoon for a sleepover. I dropped 
her off. I kissed her goodbye. I told her to be 
careful. I drove out the drive. I never looked 
into her sparkling eyes again. I never felt her 
hand reach for mine again. We lost everything 
that day. Her future. My hope. 
Courtney was a passenger in a speed boat 
that turned in front of another boat. Everyone 
else was fine. Courtney was unconscious 
and bleeding from the mouth and ears. She 
was airlifted to Melbourne and I was called. I 
remember that call vividly. They would not give 
me much information, I didn’t know if she had 
lost a limb or had broken her back, they gave me 
minimal information. I hung up the phone and 
dry retched and then when I went inside and 
saw Madi playing on the mat I just screamed. 
I got to RCH before the air ambulance and I 
couldn’t even be told if she was still alive.
When I finally got to see her she looked 
absolutely perfect. I didn’t understand how 
injured she was. There were surgeries and 
conversations and the next 18 hours were 
hell. It was after the last conversation when I 
was told there was nothing more they could 
do that I said: “Can she be an organ donor?” 
Ironically it was three days before the accident 
that I received my letter confirming my Organ 
Donor status. Courtney asked me about it 
and I explained what it all meant. She said to 
me “Why wouldn’t you?” My beautiful barely 
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twelve year old daughter had the maturity in 
that moment to give; to give hope to others 
and to give me something that I could do in 
her honour.
I was told they had a perfect 
match for her liver but the 
child was over eight hours 
away and would I wait? We 
did. That final night I laid 
beside my daughter and 
held her; I held her all night.
When the time came and 
the machines were turned 
off I heard her heart beating, 
I actually had hope she was 
going to live, but it just kept 
beating faster and faster 
until it stopped. 
Courtney changed the lives 
of many people that day 
– not just the four people 
that received her organs, 
but their families and the 
children that will be born 
in the future. Her lungs, her 
liver, her pancreas and both kidneys as well 
as heart valves are living on in others. I have 
received a lovely letter from the mother of her 
lung recipient and a card from her right kidney 
recipient. 
Six words – she is able to breath now. That is 
what I focus on when days are too dark and 
nights are too long. Courts made the most 
miraculous change to a young girl’s life, a girl 
that had no quality of life until Courtney’s gift. 

These communications are priceless and I will 
continue to urge all recipients to reach out and 
acknowledge their donor families.

Since Courtney’s passing I 
have tried to honour her as 
best as I can. We donated 
over 380 soft toys to the 
RCH that were given at her 
funeral in lieu of flowers.
We raised over $11,400 in 
six weeks and had a team 
of 117 runners in the 2014 
Run4Kids RCH fundraiser. 
We had a team of over 100 
this year – Courtney’s Crew 
are an amazing bunch.
We ran a campaign in the 
Bendigo Advertiser called 
Courtney’s Quest – trying 
to get as many people as 
possible to sign up as organ 
donors. It was a success.
I have created “Cuddles 
from Courtney” and I 

fundraise for gifts/games/craft materials etc 
that we donate to the RCH and these are given 
to children that are on the wards.
Courtney was a wonderful daughter, a fantastic 
big sister, a loyal friend and a ray of sunshine 
in many people’s lives. We miss her so much 
but in all honesty, knowing that she donated so 
selflessly and so willingly makes me immensely 
proud. 
My girl will be still dancing in heaven.
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CHAIRMAN’S MESSAGE
Our quarterly newsletter is a tad late as we 
wanted to wait for the Ernst and Young review 
sessions to be complete.  DFA has been very 
busy trying its best to represent Donor Families 
at the recently held sessions reviewing Organ/
Tissues Donation in Australia.  
This review can only be described as a great 
opportunity for Donor Families to at last have 
some input into how Organ/Tissue Donation 
is conducted here in Australia.  The last time 
anything was done like this was in 2008 when 
65 people sat around a table and came up 
with the National Reform Programme.  Back 
then there was 1 Donor Family person invited 
to contribute.  I am happy to say we were 
present at the sessions in Brisbane, Canberra, 
Melbourne, Adelaide and Perth.  Hopefully 
Donor Families will be listened to.  
The Review has been given the task of testing 
how the OTA has performed against the 
National Reform Programme.  This review 
makes the assumption that the National 
Reform Programme is correct.  In my opinion 
this is where the review should have started.  
The National Reform Programme is headed 
by 2 objectives and 9 key elements (actions).  
In order as they appear objective 1  increase 
the capability and capacity within the health 
system to maximise donation rates and 2 
raise community awareness and stakeholder 
engagement across Australia to promote 
organ and tissue donation.  Six of the nine key 
elements address capabilities and capacity 
and the other 3 address raising community 
awareness and essentially increasing donation 
rates.  
I would suggest that when your main concern 

is maximising 
donation rates rather 
than increasing them 
it is not surprising that 
the donation rate has 
not progressed as the 
Australian public had 
have hoped.  Twenty 
five years ago (1989) 
the rate was 13.7, 
in 2014 it was 16.1 
an increase of 2.4 or 
17.5%.   
The preferred objective of the National Reform 
Programme should have simply been “To 
increase the donation rate of Australia”, nice 
plain language, makes it clear what you hope 
to achieve and is very measurable.  The current 
number 1 objective of increasing capability and 
capacity is an action and should be included 
as a key element.  The key elements should 
be redone to show the emphasis on increasing 
the donation rate not maximising it.  
To achieve this the OTA needs to be listening to 
Donor Families at all levels.  Clearly more Donor 
Families need to be brought into the discussion 
of how the OTA goes forward.  I have no doubt 
the National Reform Programme would have 
a totally different look if the process had the 
correct representation of Donor Families.  It 
would have a far more human look rather 
than having the emphasis on capabilities and 
capacity.  
Bruce McDowell

 f  

DFA Wishes the 
Australian Transplant 
Cricket Lucky Stars 
all the best with their 
upcoming season!

https://www.facebook.com/DonorFamiliesAustralia
http://donorfamiliesaustralia.com/contact-us/
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There has been much 
comment over the past 
two months regarding 
a review into the 
implementation of the 
Australian organ donation 
reform. Discussion about 
measurable outcomes 
and statistical 
analysis of 
performance 

has featured, and the views of 
the community regarding donors, 
donation decisions and donor family 
experiences have also been sought. 
It is hoped in the process of the review, 
the reviewers will clarify:
1. If Australia has integrated organ and tissue 

donation as an intrinsic part of quality end 
of life care; and 

2. If a culture of donation has been established 
in our hospitals. A test of this achievement 
is the visibility of satisfied donor families 
within the community.

It is easy to slip into discussion about laws, 
regulatory frameworks and governance. In 
truth, best practice resides in the experience 
of the decision-making family and their 
satisfaction with the outcome. The capacity to 
make an organ donation decision is situated 
in the hope to help others, and belief that it 
is the ‘right thing to do’.  In principle, there is 
sufficient trust that most people in Australia will 
take the doctors’ word on issues relating to the 
diagnosis of death, especially if what is said 
is consistent and aligns with their knowledge.  
However, most people have insufficient 
information to understand the organ and tissue 
donation process and this can prove a barrier 
to good practice. This problem may ripple into 
the community if people believe that there has 
been insufficient care following a donation 
decision or feel bereft because they did not 
receive a ‘thank you’, or believe that their gift 
was not valued. 
The US have a National Donor Family 
memorial, donation months are set aside to 
honor donors and their families and parades 

are held. A memorial medal and letter signed 
by the governor and sent to the donor’s family 
is another example of ways the recognition of 
donation decisions. Donor family members 
are an intrinsic part of the donation team in 
some centers of excellence. For example, in 
Wisconsin, a donor mother was employed 
to lead the care of donor families. A range of 

programs for volunteer donor family 
members who are provided with 

appropriate training and support 
enable families faced with a 
donation decision to be offered 
the opportunity to talk to a donor 

family member while considering 
their options. In some areas the family 

are offered the support of a person from 
a similar cultural and religious background. 
Follow up care is often comprehensive and 
many families form a positive relationship with 
the donation organization that may continue 
for years. In the UK, family focused care means 
donor coordinators are encouraged to provide 
follow up care to donor families and if desired, 
visit them at home. 
There is little public acknowledgement of 
donors and their families in Australia. There 
are few donor memorials, and the ones that 
exist have often been organized or paid for by 
donor families. This public ‘silence’ makes it 
difficult to assure the community that making 
a decision to ‘give’ at death is the community 
norm.  Organ donation is a gift that does not 
tangibly benefit the donor, or their family; 
but if appropriately acknowledged, it has the 
capacity to grow communities and humanity. 
Efforts to recognize individual families with 
symbols and gestures of support have been 
cherished by donor families (ATCA, 2008).  An 
example is the reflection rose and rose pin 
which were replaced with the Donatelife logo. 
Recognition of the gift of donation may take many 
forms. A powerful example of the community 
working in hand with health professionals is 
the use of donor quilts. In the ACT the use of 
lovingly crafted patchwork quilts created and 
donated for the care of donors have been used 
to help soften the seemingly harsh hospital 

Holly’s 
Insight

REFLECTION ON ‘BEST’ PRACTICES
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environment. The quilts are provided to the 
family, as they leave the hospital as a means 
of offering solace to families. The benefits of 
this program have not only helped to humanize 
the tragedy for the family but have contributed 
to goodwill towards organ donation within the 
hospital community. 
There are powerful stories of healing that have 
transpired from the use of the quilts including 
international recognition following the care of a 
young Malaysian donor whose father returned 
home with the ‘quilt of love’ that wrapped his 
son, to give to the young man’s mother. The 
power of quilts inspired Transplant Australia 
to initiate the donor quilt project which was 
created with individual squares sewn by donor 
families to remember their loved one. The 
patchwork was stitched together by volunteers 
to remember donors. Another community 
recognition of a donor and their gift was the 
Matthew Reynolds quiet room. This ‘quiet’ 
room was purposefully designed with the help 
of Matthew’s family for the use of donor families 
as a ‘safe place’ in the intensive care unit at the 
Canberra Hospital. The costs associated with 
the construction were donated by community 
organisations. 
At present a number of strategies are used to 
recognize donors including the West Australian 
honor board. Services of remembrance held 
across the country are extremely important 

opportunities for donor and recipients to come 
together and for recipients to acknowledge 
the donation. Many of these events receive 
little external recognition but could be used 
to highlight to the community that donation is 
valued. The opportunities for donor families 
and recipients to intermingle or be heard 
together have been carefully moderated, 
choreographed and limited in Australia. 
Conservative policies regarding recipient and 
donor family communication may contribute 
to a community perception that donation is 
something to hide. A push by donor families 
for the for the donation to be recognized on 
their loved ones death certificates has so far 
failed to gain traction. 
Care of the dying and their family cannot be 
left to chance. Care must be underpinned by 
a transparent, compassionate and engaged 
national organization. It needs structures 
that are responsive to dynamic and complex 
situations and offers a relationship of mutual 
trust with the community who can offer much.  
Most people are forgiving if they know that 
care is given with integrity and compassion.  
The philosophy that must underpin any 
improvement process is - care, compassion 
and an ongoing public recognition that the 
gift of donation is cherished and not easily 
forgotten….

Share your experience  
with similar people to support those 

making life changing decisions. 
Help us to build a caring community 
and to shape the future of this caring 

national network.

If you would like to  
find out more about  

Donor Families Australia  
and how to become a member  

please visit our website

Individually we do great things and affect those around us.
Collectively we do great things and affect a nation!

www.donorfamiliesaustralia.com

A WARM INVITATION TO JOIN US

continued from previous page



Elizabeth Kenney, mother of liver recipient, 
Hannah talks about the gift her daughter 
received and the heartfelt letters they have 
shared
With SMS and emails these days, the art of 
writing letters is becoming a thing of the past. 
Recently I had occasion to put pen to paper 
and write what was, for me, the hardest and 
yet most important letter of my life. 
I had “rehearsed” this letter for 
just over twelve months and once 
I penned it, I gave it three drafts 
before I was happy as I could be. 
You see this was no ordinary thank 
you letter for a present, this was a 
thank you to an extraordinary family 
who gave my daughter the ultimate 
gift at a time of great pain and loss. 
My daughter received the gift of life 
from someone else’s daughter and 
sister, and having lost a son, I knew 
the pain they were feeling and knew 
that our family thank you had to 
express our gratitude fully. The letter 
duly sent off I gave it little thought – 
the family I thought of daily. 
To my surprise we received a letter from 
the donor family with something written by 
the donor as well as some snippets of her 
personality which brought her more closely to 
us. 

I have sent a card marking the anniversary of 
her loss and received a card in response to 
that as well. I aim to send a card each year so 
that the family know their daughter will never 
be forgotten. While I celebrate my daughter’s 
life, I grieve their daughter’s loss but am ever 
grateful that she waited to make a difference 
and this she has.

To all those that donate organs to others my 
heartfelt gratitude. This is a gift that we treasure.
Elizabeth Kenney

THE GIFT OF RECIPIENT AND DONOR 
FAMILY CORRESPONDENCE
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Verity Shugg, Donor Family Support Co-
ordinator with DonateLife Tasmania and 
Carla Van Weerdenburg, Project Officer at 
the  Organ and Tissue Authority, talk about 
the Organ and Tissue Authority (OTA) priority 
to ensure all culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities in Australia have 
access to culturally appropriate information 
about organ and tissue donation to support 
them to make an informed decision. 
Strategies include raising community 
awareness about discussing donation 
decisions with family members and supporting 
families who are faced with making a decision 
about donation after the death of a loved one.
As part of the national community awareness 
program, the OTA leads the ‘DonateLife… the 
greatest gift’ community education campaign 
for people from Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse (CALD) communities, which is aimed 
at increasing family discussion about organ 
and tissue donation decisions. A range of 
resources have been developed for people 
of Jewish, Hindu, Orthodox, Buddist, Islamic 
and Catholic faith in nine languages. These 
materials have been developed in close 
consultation with religious and cultural leaders. 
To complement the campaign, the OTA has 
produced the DonateLife-Australian Organ 
Donor Register brochure in 18 languages, 
which provides information on the importance 
of decision-making and family discussion 
about donation decisions and includes a 
registration form.
Religious rulings in support of organ donation 
have now been developed by religious leaders 
for the Greek Orthodox, Catholic, Hindu, 
Jewish, Turkish Islamic and Arabic Islamic faith 
groups – the most recent being the ruling – or 

fatwa – by the Grand Mufti of Australia and 
the Position Paper on Organ Donation issued 
by the Sydney Beth Din. The religious rulings 
(available at http://www.donatelife.gov.au/
position-statement) provide guidance to the 
clergy and community on the permissibility 
of donation. Importantly, they provide us with 
the imprimatur to engage with the respective 
clergy to provide information about the 
donation process, and through the clergy to 
their community. 
Religious and cultural leaders have also 
demonstrated their support for organ and tissue 
donation by signing more than 80 DonateLife 
Statements of Support. These statements 
are available at http://www.donatelife.gov.au/
statements-support-0 
In the hospital environment, all families of 
potential organ and/or tissue donors are 
offered support at the time of end-of-life care 
whether or not the donation proceeds. This 
support is provided by the health care team and 
DonateLife donation specialists to assist the 
family with their immediate practical, physical 
and emotional needs. Families are supported 
with factual information and answers to 
questions they may have, assistance with 
making arrangements to speak with social 
workers or religious and cultural practitioners. 
This support is respectful and tailored to the 
specific needs of each family. If available, 
families will also be offered the services of a 
translator to assist their communication with 
the health care team and DonateLife donation 
specialists.
The Understanding Death and Donation 
booklet is provided to families to assist families 
to understand the donation process, including 
information on brain and circulatory death, 
and support decision making about a loved 
one becoming an organ and tissue donor. This 

ORGAN AND TISSUE DONATION AND 
CULTURALLY & LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE 
COMMUNITIES
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resource is available in 18 languages including 
Arabic, Chinese (traditional), Greek, Hindi, 
Italian, Spanish, Turkish, Vietnamese, Chinese 
(simplified), Korean, Dinka, Somali, Dari, 
Punjabi, Indonesian (Bahasa), Macedonian, 
Serbian and Croatian.
Another resource that is available in these 18 
languages is the ‘In Reflection: For families 
who have supported organ and tissue 
donation’ booklet which is provided to families 
approximately two weeks after the donation. 
It includes information about grief, support 
services available, and information about organ 
and tissue donation for transplantation.  
After donation, families receive follow 
up contact from a Donor Family Support 
Coordinator (DFSC’s).  The DFSC’s provide 

support, information and resources, and 
reassurance to families during a difficult time.  
This includes supporting donor families who 
would like to anonymously correspond with 
recipients, providing ongoing counselling or 
referring families to a local grief counsellor who 
is well established in their cultural community, 
providing information on DonateLife Services 
of Remembrance and advising families that 
Book of Life Stories are available in a variety of 
languages.
For more information about the multicultural 
resources available from DonateLife, please 
visit http://www.donatelife.gov.au/brochures-0  
or contact your local DonateLife agency.
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