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ABSTRACT

Kidney trade has been on the rise despite the domestic
and international law enforcement aiming to protect the
vulnerable population from potential exploitation. Regional
hubs are emerging in several parts of the world including
South Asia, Central America, the Middle East and East
Asia. Kidney trade networks reported in these hot spots
are often complex systems involving several players such
as buyers, sellers and surgery countries operating across
international borders so that they can bypass domestic
laws in sellers and buyers' countries. The exact patterns
of the country networks are, however, largely unknown
due to the lack of a systematic approach to collect the
data. Most of the kidney trade information is currently
available in the form of case studies, court materials and
news articles or reports, and no comprehensive database
exists at this time. The present study thus explored online
newspaper scraping to systematically collect 10419 news
articles from 24 major English newspapers in South Asia
(January 2016 to May 2019) and build transnational kidney
trade networks at the country level. Additionally, this study
applied text mining techniques to extract words from each
news article and developed machine learning algorithms to
identify kidney trade and non-kidney trade news articles.
Our findings suggest that online newspaper scraping
coupled with the machine learning method is a promising
approach to compile such data, especially in the dire
shortage of empirical data.

INTRODUCTION

International health authorities and
enforcement agencies have taken several
initiatives against organ trade in the last
decade. In 2004, the World Health Assembly
urged actions against the practice of human
organ trade.! Following this, the Declaration
of Istanbul Custodian Group has become
the principal international agency in 2008 to
combat organ trade and transplant tourism
in coordination with The Transplantation
Society.2More recently, in 2017, with the direc-
tive of Pope Francis, the Vatican arranged a
summit meeting on organ sales and transplant
tourism to combat this practice worldwide.?
These movements are partially attributable
to the recent recognition that organ trade
frequently occurs as part of transnational
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WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN ON THIS TOPIC

The operation of transnational kidney trade consists
of multiple agents, typically involving kidney sellers,
buyers and transplant service providers, but no sys-
tematic approach has been explored to identify and
investigate the pattern of such networks.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS

Collecting data from news articles via web scraping
can be a promising approach to study kidney trade
market and to study formation of transnational kid-
ney trade networks.

This study applied machine learning algorithms to
automatically classify kidney trade news articles.

HOW THIS STUDY MIGHT AFFECT RESEARCH,
PRACTICE OR POLICY

The analytical tools and process offered by this
study could be applied to examine the structure and
attributes of transnational organ trade networks.
A better understanding of transnational organ trade
networks would assist law enforcement agen-
cies around the world in making more informed
decisions.

organised crime, as evidenced in Middle
Eastern criminal organisations, which exploit
refugees who sell their kidneys to pay for their
passage to Europe.4-°

The operation of organ trade is complex.
It consists of multiple transnational agents,
typically involving organ sellers (often poor,
young and healthy), buyers (affluent but
desperate), transplant service providers
(surgeons, hospitals, labs), brokers (who often
provide similar services to other illicit trades)
and financial institutions that transfer money
from buyers to other agents. For instance,
the kidney trade network revealed in Costa
Rica in 2013 comprised Costa Rican donors
and medical service providers, Israecli and
European buyers/patients, a Greek broker
who maintained the fac;;ade of a pizzeria,
a Costa Rican nephrologist who became a
broker and a Ukrainian crime organisation.’
Also in 2011, one of the largest kidney trade
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