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The starfish story and lung transplantation for COVID-19
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To The Editor:
There is a famous parable:

“The story of the boy and the starfish”
One day a man walking along the beach notices a boy
picking something carefully and throwing it gently back
into the ocean. Approaching the boy, the man asks what
he was doing. The boy replies: “throwing starfish back
into the ocean”. The surf is up and the tide is going out.
If I do not throw them back, they’ll die. The man said:
“Son, don’t you realize there are miles and miles of
beach and hundreds of starfish? You can’t make a
difference!”

Till mid of October 2020, the coronavirus disease (COVID-
19) had killed more than 100,000 patients in India. The world
estimates were approximately 10 times this number and the
number of infected individuals was approximately 40–80 times.

Acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS) coupled with
severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-
2) infection has constituted a challenge in this worldwide pan-
demic of unrivalled consequence. Despite the majority of pa-
tients with COVID-19 presenting with mild or asymptomatic
disease, 10% of cases necessitated intensive care unit (ICU)
admission owing to the development of ARDSwith a mortality
rate of up to 60%. Lung transplantation (LT) is considered a
rescue therapy for patients with severe, treatment-refractory
ARDS. Lung injury is usually present in around 30% of
COVID-19 cases. Chest computed tomography (CT) scan dem-

onstrated 97% and 75% sensitivity in diagnosing specimen-
positive and specimen-negative patients, respectively, but with
only 25% specificity. Of late, it is concluded that ground-glass
opacity, with or without consolidation, was most commonly
noted among COVID-19 patients. The COVID-19 Reporting
and Data System (CO-RADS) grants a level of conjecture for
pulmonary involvement of COVID-19, formed on the counte-
nance seen at unenhanced chest CT [1, 2].

In a case report by Lang et al. on LT for COVID-19-
linked ARDS [1], a 44-year-old woman tested positive for
SARS-CoV-2 through nasopharyngeal swab real-time po-
lymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR). Her respiratory condi-
tion worsened, requiring femoro-femoral veno-venous ex-
tracorporeal membrane oxygenation (ECMO). When not
controlled medically, after 48 days, she was considered a
possible candidate for LT. On pulmonary CT, there was
evidence of complete consolidation of the lungs coupled
with large necrotic areas and air inclusions, substantial in-
farctions of the peripheral parts of the lung parenchyma
and thrombosis of small and medium-sized pulmonary ar-
teries. Finally, a sequential bilateral LT was performed [1].
Surgeons from Chicago have also given a new set of lungs
to a young woman with severe lung damage from COVID-
19 [3]. Another case was reported from Chennai, India,
through media as a “triumphant completion of a critical
bilateral lung transplant” on a 48-year-old COVID-19-pos-
itive patient. It was the first case of “successful completion
of a critical bilateral lung transplant” on a COVID-19-
positive patient [4]. A case of double LT on a recovered
COVID-19 pat ient was repor ted by media from
Hyderabad, India [5].

A few intuitive indications and contraindications for LT
can be derived from the limited experience worldwide. The
patient should have had significant bilateral irreparable lung
damage, and the patient should have single-organ involve-
ment, preferably less than 65 years of age, with intact neuro-
logical status and sufficient muscle strength to participate in
the extensive post-surgery rehabilitation process. LT should
be performed by a team with sufficient experience in manag-
ing ECMO and high-risk LT [1].
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Well to end the story, the boy picks up another starfish and
throws it back into the surf. Thereafter, smiling at the man, the
boy says: “I made a difference for that one”. Considering the
limited number of transplant patients worldwide, LT may not
make a big difference in the overall COVID-19 outcomes.
But, for the limited few, LT teams play the role of the boy,
trying to gently throw the patient, who has been washed
ashore during the pandemic, back into the ocean of life.

LT should therefore be added to the armamentarium of
therapies for patients with COVID-19-related ARDS.
However, patient selection criteria and timing of LT demand
validation in further studies.
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