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Researchers on Asian cancer
win President’s Science Award

SINGAPORE — First, they identified a
specific molecular signature of a form
of urinary tract cancer associated
with exposure to aristolochic acid, a
carcinogen found in a plant common
in supplements consumed in Taiwan.

This allowed them to determine
that this carcinogen is also the cause
of other cancers found not just in Tai-
wan, but in other parts of China, Sin-
gapore and even the United States.

Discoveries like these about Asian

cancers — of which little is yet un-
derstood — have earned Profes-
sors Patrick Tan, Teh Bin Tean and
Steven Rozen of Duke-NUS Gradu-
ate Medical School the President’s
Science Award, which is among the
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® Five top scientists
and engineers were
given awards by
President Tony Tan
yesterday. Four
young researchers
were also
recognised with the
Young Scientist
Awards, which are
organised by the
Singapore National
Academy of
Science and

supported
by A*STAR.

President’s Science and Technology
Awards given out this year in recog-
nition of achievements in science and
technology in Singapore. The World
Health Organization estimates that by
2030, 70 per cent of the world’s cancer
deaths will occur in Asia and develop-
ing countries. But Asian cancers differ
from those found in Western countries
and little is known about their under-
lying molecular genetics.

Recognising the urgency of re-
search in this area, the trio have col-
laborated over the past eight years to
find information to diagnose, treat and
possibly prevent cancers in the future.

Their findings have been published
inthe Science Translational magazine
and attracted international interest
from other publications such as the
South China Post and Cai Jing,.

Another key discovery istheiriden-
tification of mutated genes in breast
fibroepithelial tumours, the most
common benign breast tumour in
young women. They discovered the
tumour was caused by genetic muta-
tions that occurred at a specific point
of a gene known as MEDI2 they term
a “hot spot”. Working with Professor
Tan Puay Hoon of Singapore General
Hospital’s pathology department, they
hope to extend their discovery to oth-
er breast fibroepithelial tumours, and
create “customised diagnostic panels,
and (push) it towards clinical applica-
tion and commercialisation”.

The professors attributed their
success to their “team-science” ap-
proach. Prof Patrick Tan said at a
media briefing yesterday: “One of
the emerging challenges is to use the
success of awards like the (President’s
Science Award) to try to encourage
the next generation to embrace this
idea of team science ... | think the
problems we have today are the sort
that we really need team effort.”
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