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Over the years, many newborns that needed heart transplants died because of the critical shortage of donor
hearts and because the hearts that were being offered were the wrong blood type. But Dr. Lori West, a cardiologist
and transplant immunologist at The Hospital for Sick Children, reasoned that because the immune systems of infants
aren't yet fully developed, and lack the antibodies that cause hyper-acute rejection, it would be safe for a baby to
receive a heart from a donor with a different blood type.

This forward thinking and ground-breaking research was a ray of hope for Rita and Harry Schroeder from
Winnipeg. In 1995, while Rita was pregnant, an ultrasound showed that her baby's heart had a malformation and was
diagnosed with hypoplastic left heart syndrome. Their baby was put on the heart transplant list while Rita was still
pregnant and in January of 1996 they gave birth to a baby boy named Caleb.

It was clear that Caleb’s best chance for survival was a heart transplant. He was also a candidate for the
Norwood procedure, a series of three open-heart surgeries that gradually improves life-threatening congenital heart
disease. Rita and Harry believed that a transplant was Caleb’s best option. Three weeks later, a heart became
available; it was the right size, but the wrong blood type, an AB heart for Caleb’s type O bodly.

Dr. West had seen too many babies die while
waiting for the “perfect” heart. Her extensive research had
proven that you could fool the immune system of a newborn
mouse. With facts and science behind her, Lori approached
the Research Ethics Board at Sick Kids and asked to apply
this theory. She believed that this could be done and she
knew that Caleb was running out of time.

“It was an enormous leap of faith and where was
the faith, it was in the science.” said Dr. Lori West, Medical
Director of the Heart Transplant Program at Sick Kids. “I can
only say this isn't magic, it's not voodoo. These are facts.
There are scientific facts there.”

Caleb received his type AB heart and the transplant
was a complete success. He was the first of over 20
newborns at Sick Kids to receive an ABO-incompatible heart
transplant, a procedure that has been dubbed the “Toronto
Protocol.” It is now common practice to offer mismatched
hearts to families and is giving newborns in Canada and
around the globe a new lease on life.

Caleb has just turned nine years old. He plays
soccer, enjoys the third grade and is ready to checkmate any
of his opponents at a game of chess. Although he remains
on immunosuppressive drugs, he is doing extremely well
and is a normal, healthy little boy.
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