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Putting S’pore on map of medical advances

Nation on the right path to nurture enough
clinician scientists for biomedical push

Lee Eng Hin

opportunity to delve deeper into
di that affect Asians, as Singa-

It has been exactly a decade since
my colleagues and 1 wrote about
the need for more clinician scien-
tists - or doctors who do research -
in our healthcare ecosystem and
the challenges faced by our young
doctors whoaspire to doso.

The national goal was to have 160
clinician scientists by 2015. We
achieved two-thirds of our goal at
theend of 2016.

Since the turn of this century, Sin-
gapore has invested heavily in
biomedical research. This hasled to
the establishment of numerous
world-class research institutes in
the Buona Vista research hub Biopo-
lis, and research centres of excel-
lence at the institutes of higher
learning, as well as the formation of
academic medical centres such as
the National University Health Sys-
tem (NUHS) and SingHealth.

We have been able to nurture a
pool of home-grown scientists, as
well as attract good scientists from
abroad.

1t is, however, not enough to do
good science. It is essential to trans-
late our research into better health
outcomes.

Clinician scientists play a pivotal
role in this. Because of their clinical
and research training, they forman
important bridge between scien-
tists and clinicians, They are able to
identify clinical problems through
their contact with patients and for-
mulate insightful scientific ques-
tions which can then be taken to
the laboratory to find appropriate
solutions,

The most obvious changes in the
past 10 years have been the cre-
ation of a distinct path to train clini-
cian scientists and the growth of a
nurturing research environment
for them. We have put in place resi-
dency training programmes specifi-
cally tailored to groom clinician sci-
entists while they are doing their
speciality training after completing
their medical degrees.

There are now scholarships, re-
search funding and salary support
available for those who choose this
career path.

The last decade has also seen the
addition of two new medical schools
here. Having three medical schools
within the public healthcare clus-
ters has provided greater opportuni-
ties to produce clinician scientists.

The explosion of biomedical
knowledge in recent years has
brought new technologies that will
take us closer to the goal of more
personalised medicine, new devel-
opments in disease biomarkers and
therapeutics, the use of biologics
such as stem cells, and even the abil-
ity to edit genes to modify the mani-
festation of rare diseases.

Coupled with these develop-
mentsis the need for new models of
care and transforming population
health behaviour, banking on inno-
vation and technology. The suscep-
tibility of Asians to certain diseases
and their response to treatments
differ from those of Caucasians.

With our current capabilities in
biomedical research, we have the

pore is a microcosm of three major
Asian ethnic groups - Chinese,
Malays and Indians - which repre-
sent the Asian characteristics or
phenotype in almost half of the
world’s population.

Pharmaceutical and biotech com-
panies have recognised this and are
coming to Asia to partner with
scientists and clinicians to look for
new solutions for Asian phenotypes.

We are living longer and the
prevalence of chronic diseases ison
the rise. More patients are surviv-
ing cancers in Singapore, but even
more have been diagnosed with
cancer, and at younger ages. Obe-
sity rates are rising fast and
diabetes has been identified as an
endemic disease. Heart disease
patients are getting younger and
tuberculosis still affects about
1,500 peopleayear.

These huge medical challenges
provide opportunities for our clini-
cian scientists, academic medical
centres and healthcare institutions
to come up with impactful solutions.

To this end, NUHS set up its Sum-
mit Research Programmes (SRPs)
in late 2016, focusing on six key ar-
eas: cancer, metabolic disease, tu-
berculosis, cardiovascular disease,
synthetic biology, and a pro-
gramme on the developmental ori-
gins of health and disease. These
were chosen as they have a critical
mass of excellent scientists and clin-
ician scientists who are performing
cutting-edge research on some of
the most pressing healthcare chal-
lenges. These programmes are fer-
tile ground for nurturing and grow-
ing our young clinician scientists.

For example, the cancer pro-
gramme's main focus is on advanc-
ing the development of im-
munotherapy treatments in Singa-
pore. Eight ongoing immunother-
apy trials target a wide variety of
cancers ranging from childhood ma-
lignancies to adult blood and solid
cancers. Two of these studies - in
breast and lymphoma cancers -
have demonstrated good safetyand
seen promising patient responses.

The metabolic disease pro-
gramme targets a key factor in bat-
tling diabetes by empowering dia-
betics to lead better lives using new
therapies and drugs, and encourag-
ingalifestyle change.

Singapore’s academic health sys-
tems are the perfect training
ground for our clinician scientists.
They provide an integrated value
chain that allows them to seam-
lessly innovate, discover and apply
their findings to patients. Apart
from state-of-the-art laboratory
equipment and facilities, clinician
scientists must continue to be pro-
vided with dedicated time and
space to be able to balance taking
care of patients with research.

Having good role models and
mentorship is equally important.
Programmes such as NUHS’ SRPs
have a strong mentorship culture
where budding clinician scientists
are given the opportunities to learn
from the best.

Finally, clinician scientists must
beappropriately recognised andre-
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warded for the important work
they do. This can come in many
forms and include promotion and
tenure, an equitable salary struc-
ture that does not discriminate un-
duly against them, as well as special
awards or bonuses for impactful re-
search work. Clinician scientists
also stand to reap rewards from the
intellectual property and technol-
ogy revenue that could follow the
discoveries that they make.

With such positive developments
since 2007, 1 firmly believe that we
are on the right trajectory to
achieve our goal of nurturing the re-
quired number of clinician scien-
tists to further our biomedical initia-
tive and put Singapore on the map
as a leader in impactful medical in-
novations and therapies.

The challenge then is for our tal-
ented young people to take on the
clinician scientist role and lead the
charge in building a healthier fu-
ture. All it takes is courage and con-
viction; results and recognition will
follow.

After all, our clinician scientists
are our healthcare leaders of the fu-
ture.
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Buona Vista research hub Biopolis houses many world-class research institutes. It is not enough to do good science - it is
essential to translate our research into better health outcomes, says the writer. ST PHOTO: ALPHONSUS CHERN
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