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“When you get a liver and you 
have three people who need it,  
who should get it? Because we 

have to choose.” 
- Ezekiel Emmanuel 
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Scarcity in organ donations 
requires us to make tough 
choices. Are we asking the right 
questions as we allocate this 
precious resource? 

Scarcity: Lives Worth Saving is a documentary 

in production at the University of Utah that 
confronts organ scarcity in the US and the 
ethical dilemmas that result, namely 
discrimination against  the intellectually 
disabled as transplant recipients. 

Though this discrimination is largely illegal in the 
US, the practice remains widespread. As the 
Joint Commission on the Accreditation of 
Health Organizations asserts, “the basis for 
[their] exclusion [is] often the perception of 
worthiness against the reality of scarcity – “a 
valuable organ for an unvalued life.”  

Subjective “quality of life” determinations are 
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made frequently when allocating organs, 
allowing personal biases to become a part of 
the decision-making process. Intellectually 
disabled individuals are consistent victims of 
these biases. 

With Scarcity: Lives Worth Saving, our 

production team has done extensive 
research on the subject of discrimination in 
organ donation. We feel that this is an issue 
worth investment of our time and money.  Our 
hope is that we can promote awareness, 
advocacy, and even legislation as we share 
the stories of some of the victims of 
discrimination and shed light on paths to 
equality. No person should ever have to be 
asked “why” we should save their life, only 
“how.”  

Join us as we briefly discuss how our story will 
unfold, what we hope to achieve, and finally, 
how your organization can help us make this 
film as professional, factual and powerful as 
we hope it will be. 

Scarcity: Lives Worth Saving 
(a working title) 

Production Company Merrick Films   &                                
the University of Utah  

Executive Producers / Adjunct Professors  

Bo Landin, Scandinature Films  

Sterling Van Wagenen, Sundance Film 
Festival, cofounder 

Director Spencer Merrick 

Director of Photography Mike Reese 

Sound Design Cliff King 

Editor Steven Greene, Greene MP 

Music Patrick Staples 

Format/Length HD, 1080P/24, 40 min 

Estimated Budget $16,500 

Contact spencemerrick@yahoo.com              
Phone:   (801) 783-7774 (Spencer, director) 
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How the story unfolds 
 
Maverick Higgs was born with a severe heart 
defect. After two failed heart surgeries, a 
heart transplant was discussed. His doctors 
ultimately said he didn’t qualify because 
genetic factors led to a risky transplant. But 
no existing study corroborated the doctors’ 
reasoning for refusing to put him on transplant 
waiting list, and after extensive research, 

Maverick’s mom concluded that they were 
discriminating against Maverick because of 
his intellectual disabilities. A federal 
investigation ensued. 
 
The Scarcity production team is making 
contact with Maverick’s family in hopes that 
they want to help us tell their story on film. We 
anticipate that many others that are 
experiencing similar discrimination will also 
want our help in telling their story. Our plan is 
to follow two or three such families over the 

course of six weeks. We wish to convey the 
value that intellectually disabled have. 
These are lives worth saving.  
 

Between filming these families, we will also 
perform film interviews with bioethicists, 
advocacy groups, researchers, and others 
so that we can promote the best tactics for 
realizing true equal access and minimizing 
organ scarcity. Change is on the way. 
 
But there’s work to be done. 
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What we hope to achieve 

The impact that documentaries have on 

public awareness and reform is inspiring. Bully 
helped prompt anti-bullying legislation in 
many states and is still shown yearly in many 
school districts across the nation. Waiting for 
Superman had a similar effect.  

We have high hopes for the impact of this 
film, but to have an impact we need to do 
more than just present the problems, scarcity 
and discrimination.  

We wish to emulate the non-divisive 
approach taken in films like Bully to create a 
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productive dialogue. Many approaches to 
reform will be discussed, but our focus will be 
twofold: Protections for the disabled and 
increased rates of organ donation.  

As in all good documentary films, these 
approaches are subject to change as we 
learn more from experts and advocacy 
groups. 

Protections for the disabled 

The ADA prohibits discrimination against 

disabled individuals, but as the Autistic Self 
Advocacy Network (ASAN) suggests, 
legislation is needed to explicitly clarify legal 
protections against discrimination for people  

with disabilities seeking transplants, so long as 
those disabilities are not medically relevant to 
the transplantation process. 

Also, as the ASAN suggests, the HHS should 
issue guidance to the field clarifying the 
applicability of the ADA to organ 
transplantation, clarifying that non-medically 
relevant conditions should not be held 
against an individual seeking transplant.  

Families of the intellectually disabled need to 
be given the tools to recognize and fight 
against discrimination.  

Medicaid needs to cover better post-
operative care, as it is the number one reason 
for denying transplants for the disabled. 

Production Timeline 

Filming    January – March 2014 

Offline Editing    March – April 2014 

Rough Cut    April 7, 2014 

Fine Cut 1    April 14, 2014 

Fine Cut 2    April 18, 2014 

Sound Post Production    April 7-24, 2014 

Color Correction & Mastering    April 14-24 

Delivery    April 27, 2014 
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 questioned the proposal’s constitutionality. Such a system isn’t likely 
to ever take hold in the US. 

An alternative to “opt-out” policies was implemented in New York 

known as Lauren’s Law. It simply requires that people answer the 
organ donor question when they apply for or renew their driver’s 
license. Mandated choice laws have been enacted in a few other 

states, with significant results. This 
would help bridge the statistical 
gap between those who are 
willing to donate and actual 
donors.  

Other measures for increasing 
organ donation will also be briefly 
discussed, such as the expansion 
of registries and provisions to 
honor the wishes of the donor by 
minimizing familial interference. 

By minimizing scarcity, ethical 
considerations have to be made 
less often, and discrimination 

against the intellectually disabled will naturally occur less often.  

Narrowing the organ donation gap 

There is good news on the horizon. Technologies such as 3D 

printing a human kidney and growing new organs from stem cells 
are forthcoming. But 
they won’t be for at 
least a few 
decades. Until then, 
we must enact 
measures to 
increase rates of 
donation. 

The US currently uses 

an opt-in policy for organ donation, where people voluntarily 
register their willingness to be a donor. Many countries use an opt-
out system, where every citizen is registered automatically as an 
organ donor by default and must “opt-out” if they do not wish to 
donate. While the rate of organ donation in the US would be 
considerably higher under such a policy, the “opt-out” system has 
failed to garner enough public support, and many have   
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How you can help 

For Scarcity: Lives Worth Saving to become a 

reality, we need your help. We have sent this 
information to a select few organizations that 
we believe share either in our aim of ending 
discrimination against disabled individuals, 
ending organ scarcity, or both. Our hope is 
that is you can help us primarily with funding, 
but also with interviews, research, possible 
contacts, and ideas. 

Funding 

Our production plan requires numerous flights 

for our crew, equipment purchases and 
upgrades, and outside specialty assistance, all 
of which costs a great deal of money. We 
have formulated a very prudent budget and 
believe that we can conceivably make this 
film for a little over $15,000.  

We are asking your organization for a 
donation of $5,000. We understand that much 
of your organization’s efforts involve 
fundraising, so we would treat any donation, 
including those less than our requested $5,000, 
with great respect and gratitude. We strongly 
believe that this donation will further the goals 
of your organization.  

Research 

Though we have done considerable research 

thus far, we want our information to be as 
complete and factual as possible. We’d like to 
set up a short interview by phone, Skype or 
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email with a member of your 
organization so that we can get 
your thoughts and ideas on this 
important subject. 

Also, if there is anything in  this 
brochure that you find untrue or 
disagreeable, we would like to 
discuss it with you. 

Interviews 

Scarcity would benefit greatly 

from a film interview with a 
spokesman from your 
organization. This must be 
arranged between January and 
March of 2014, as filming will be 
completed by April. We would 
travel to you and need only a 
couple hours of your time. 

Contacts 

If you know a person or 

organization that we should talk 
to, please let us know.  

Also, we are actively seeking 
protagonists for our film – families 
and individuals directly affected 
by discrimination against  the 
intellectually disabled in organ 
transplantation. We hope you 
can speak with affected families 
about this opportunity to spread 
awareness and tell their story. 
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Merrick Films 

1142 Park Palisade Drive South Jordan, UT 84095 

spencemerrick@yahoo.com (801) 783-7774 


