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Professor Lap-Chee Tsui

This year, the University of Hong Kong celebrates its Centenary. One hundred
‘years may be insignificant in the history of time, but over this last century,

the university has borne witness to the tumultuous changes in Hong Kong

and China. Professor Lap-Chee Tsui, who has been the Vice-Chancellor and
President of the University of Hong Kong for nine years, stands on the crest

of momentous changes as the university celebrates its rich heritage during its
Centenary.

This year, the Chinese Canadian Legend Gala has chosen the Chinese motto of
the University of Hong Kong: Mingde P 48 (“to manifest virtue”) and gewu 4
7 ("to investigate things') as the theme for electing its 2011 awardees. Professor
Tsui is a Chinese-Canadian and an authority on Genomics. He has received
numerous honours and awards over the years, including the Order of Canada
(Officer), the Order of Ontario, the Killam Prize of the Canada Council for the
Arts, and honorary doctoral degrees from many universities all over the world.
Professor Tsui also holds the titles of Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada,
Fellow of the Royal Society of London, Fellow of Academia Sinica, Foreign
Associate of the National Academy of Sciences (USA), Foreign Member of the
Chinese Academy of Sciences, Honorary Fellow of Royal College of Physicians
(UK) and Honorary Fellow of the World Innovation Foundation. With all
these honours and awards to his name, it is an honour of the Chinese Canadian
Legend to have Professor Tsui as one of the award recepients.

Tsui Lap-Chee was born in Shanghai in 1950. His family moved to Hong
Kong when he was 3 years old. He received his primary education in a
public school located at Ngau Tau Kok Estate and his secondary education
at Perth Street Government Middle School (now Homantin Government
Middle School). He studied biology at New Asia College of the Chinese
University of Hong Kong and was conferred a Bachelor’s degree in 1972
and a Master’s degree from the university in 1974. He received his PhD
degree from the University of Pittsburgh in 1979. After a brief training
period at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory, he joined the Department of
Genetics at the Hospital for Sick Children.

Professor Tsui was Geneticist-in-Chief and Head of the Genetics and
Genomic Biology Program of the Research Institute at the Hospital

for Sick Children and co-founder of the Centre for Applied Genomics.
Additionally, he was the holder of the H.E. Sellers Chair in Cystic Fibrosis
and University Professor at the University of Toronto, and the President of
the Human Genome Organization (HUGO), an international organization
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of scientists involved in the Human Genome Project, from 2000 to 2002.
He received international acclaim in 1989 when he identified the defective
gene that causes cystic fibrosis, a major breakthrough in human genetics.

Life often takes unpredictable turns. Professor Tsui says that when he
was at the Hospital for Sick Children, he was pursued by many different
universities, but he always turned them down. However, when he was
approached by the University of Hong Kong, he was tempted to make a
change. He feels that he has always had a very serious attitude to work,
and communicates well with people of different views and different
backgrounds. Professor Tsui remembers that while in Canada, he often
had academic exchanges with the medical and scientific researchers in
Hong Kong, and he was familiar with the academic environment there.
Naturally, he struck a chord with the Chair of the Vice-Chancellor

search committee, Dr. Victor Fung, from the University of Hong Kong.
In September 2002, he succeeded Professor Ian Davis and became the
14th Vice-Chancellor and President of the university. Aside from his
administrative role, he also dedicates much of his time to developing the
genomic research centre at the University of Hong Kong. He pays a lot of
attention to communication, often reaching out to overseas alumni, and is
also involved in many fundraising activities. He opens up communication
channels by emailing teachers and students personally, and is perceived as
a friendly Vice-Chancellor. Under his leadership and the hard work of his
team, the university has moved past the difficult days of the 2000 Polling
Incident and has since reached new heights of academic and research
excellence.

Professor Tsui says, ‘Since I took over as Vice-Chancellor of the university,
I found quite a few areas that required changes, but both organizational
structures and human resource management are very complex issues,

and I had to go step by step.” Talking about fundraising, Tsui says, ‘I

was involved in fundraising before, but my involvement was limited to
just a conversation here and there. At HKU, I have to actually lead the
fundraising team, but it is not what people imagine — we do not ‘beg’

for funds. About 20 to 30% of the operational funds are raised by the
university. Fundraising is not just about talking to the wealthy. To find
donors willing to give, we have to get acceptance and recognition from the
community first.” Professor Tsui feels that the university must have very
good plans, a good curriculum and good results before it will get public
recognition and support.

Referring to the controversy a few years ago of the naming of the Faculty
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of Medicine after Dr. Li Ka Shing for his donation of one billion Hong
Kong dollars to the university, Professor Tsui points out that the donation
was the biggest in the university’s history, and resulted in a very positive
reaction from the community. Dr. Li did not ask for anything in return for
the donation from his foundation, and it was a university initiative to name
the medical school after him in appreciation of his generosity. Professor
Tsui says that this kind of recognition for a donor in western universities

is very common. Most university teachers and students would understand
this, and the controversy was only caused by a few who disagreed with

that approach. He stresses that there is no price tag for naming a school.
It is not merely money, but the most important thing is that whether the
naming of a school has a positive impact on its academic achievements and
its contributions to the community. Professor Tsui says that the Faculty

of Medicine at the University of Hong Kong is very well known for its
research and its teaching, and even Dr. Sun Yat-Sun was a graduate of this
school. Dr. Li’s donation led to more teaching and research resources for
the Faculty of Medicine and its international ranking and influence have
continued to rise as a result.

Asked if two terms of five years each as Vice-Chancellor are enough for
him to do what he aspires to do, Tsui says the work of a Vice-Chancellor
is very complex and it takes many people to work together to succeed. It
is more complicated and much more challenging than work in a laboratory.
Scientific research is extremely focused, but as a Vice-Chancellor, he

has to pay attention to a wide spectrum of issues, such as reforming the
curriculum, elevating the level of teaching, quality assurance, collaborating
with other international institutions, and computer system upgrading.
Whatever the issue is, they all take a lot of resources, and require active
fundraising. This is what he must think about and face every day. He feels
he has learned a lot through this process.

As the University of Hong Kong celebrates its Centenary, the four-year
curriculum is now in place for 2012. University teaching staff have been
working tirelessly on the curriculum reforms, hoping to bring in a new
student-centered learning experience. Professor Tsui obviously would

like to have the opportunity to extend his term, but his most important
priority at this time is to implement the four-year curriculum, add more
school buildings, and improve research facilities. He stresses that ‘teaching’
and ‘learning’ are equally important. He is grateful to the Deputy Vice-
Chancellor and all the other staff for bringing the curriculum reforms to
fruition.
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The higher educational system in Hong Kong is quite different from that of
Mainland China. Professor Tsui hopes that through these changes, there
will be better integration with the educational system and scientific research
institutions in China. He feels that even if the systems are different, they
must move in the same direction. Graduates from the University of Hong
Kong should become the next generation of leaders, the future pillars of
China. Professor Tsui actively encourages his university students to get
some training in China, even having professors lead student teams to take
classes in China. As an example, architecture students go to Shanghai to
study, and business management and social sciences students go to well-
known universities across China for academic exchanges. They need to get
in touch with Chinese society so that they can understand how people in
China live and work.

Today, the university’s style of administration is very different from the
colonial days of the past. With globalization, students need to have
opportunities for internship in a real-life environment, in order to adapt
to the constant changes in today’s world. Professor Tsui points out that
before 1997, there was very little academic exchange between Mainland
China and Hong Kong. But after 1997, both China and Hong Kong have
opened up their academic gates. Students from the Mainland studying at
the University of Hong Kong have increased tenfold since then.

‘We have been questioned by parents as to why we take in so many
students from Mainland China. In truth, the university only allocates a
regulated 4% of resources to students from China, accepting about 200 to
300 students each year, less than 10% of local students, a very low ratio
when one considers that there are over six million high school graduates
in China each year. So the problem of skimming the cream off the top of
the students from China does not really exist.” But Professor Tsui does not
deny that he is happy that many students from China like the educational
system at HKU. However, the university admits not only local students
and students from China, but about 5 to 10% of its students are also
international students, with another 900 exchange students enrolling each
year. This student mix is beneficial to both local and foreign students.

“The University of Hong Kong is particularly attractive to the top students
from China in that the university has a tradition in liberal thinking and
also because of its international outreach’, Professor Tsui says proudly.
‘Additionally, all subjects are taught only in English, while other
universities teach in both languages. This is an advantage the University
of Hong Kong has over other institutions, as the language competency
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of the students is very strong, making academic exchanges much easier.

It is possible that by the third year of university, a student can go on
academic exchange to a foreign university in England, the United States or
Europe.” HKU has also developed very good relationships with Tsing Hua
University and Beijing University.

'The University of Hong Kong has four ‘State Key Laboratories’— an
honour granted to only the top universities in China — which conducts
leading-edge research in SARS, contagious diseases, brain diseases,
chemical synthesis and liver cancer. Many scientific researchers at the
university are also staff at the top scientific research organizations in China.

Although Professor Tsui was voted ‘the best university Vice-Chancellor’
three times, he says he did not want to put much store by this. As with
university rankings, there are no judging standards and while one can use
it as a reference, one does not want to rely on it, as it might be misleading.
Before Professor Tsui took up the post, the University’s Council set a goal
to be among the top 25 universities in the world. Currently, the British
newspaper, the Times Higher Education (THE), lists the University of
Hong Kong as the 21 top university in the world. Despite achieving
this goal, Professor Tsui says that the development of a university is

never finished, and one cannot quantify success by rankings. He feels the
university’s contributions to humanity and to society are far more important
than any rankings.

The recruitment of Professor Tsui to the University of Hong Kong has
been a brain drain from Canada. Professor Tsui says he is like a bridge,
promoting academic exchanges between the two countries. Currently the
University of British Columbia and the University of Hong Kong have

a double law degree program. The University of Hong Kong also has
academic exchanges with Pennsylvania State University, King’s College
London in the UK, Beijing University, and a Swiss university. There are
also ongoing discussions with the University of Toronto and universities
in mid-western Canada. As a Canadian, he is going to promote more
academic exchanges between the University of Hong Kong and Canadian
universities.

A few years ago, there was not much difficulty for a university graduate
to find a job, especially for graduates from Tier 1 universities in China,
but things are different now, and a university degree no longer guarantees
a good job. University graduates used to account for only 1% to 2% of
the population and were viewed as the elite, but now university graduates
are everywhere. Some young people study hard to enrol at a well-known
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institution, but once they get in, they feel lost. Professor Tsui advises
young people to change their way of thinking, and to recognise that being
a university graduate does not mean that getting a job is a certainty. On
the other hand, he hopes to change the prejudiced thinking in society

that a university degree is necessary for every job. For example, it is not
reasonable that someone with an associate’s degree cannot get into the civil
service in Hong Kong.

What are the Vice-Chancellor’s plans after he finishes his second term?
Professor Tsui replies with a hearty laugh, ‘T will leave that to fate!” He
frankly says that he likes Canada very much. These years, he has been
very busy with his work as a university president, and has not really had

a chance to enjoy his life in Hong Kong. If he retires, he will choose to
return to live in Canada. The chances are low that he would return to
research work, since research must be focused and continuous. Having
been an administrator for so many years would make it difficult for him to
compete with others for a research position. However, if a research grant
is available, he would not eliminate that possibility. As to whether it is
plausible for him to teach at a university in Mainland China like Professor
Yang Chen Ning, Professor Tsui smiles and says, ‘I don’t have the same
clarity of mind as physicist Professor Yang, and I might make a poor
teacher.’

Vice-Chancellor Tsui has a lovely family. His wife, like him, grew up in
Hong Kong and worked in the Royal Bank of Canada. She accompanied
him back to Hong Kong in 2002. They have two sons, with the older
being a pharmacist in London, Ontario, and the younger one just awarded
a PhD in sports mechanics in England.

In the 2010 Convocation Newsletter issued last winter, the Vice-Chancellor
wrote: ‘For the past century, the University has lived up to its promise,
growing with Hong Kong and intertwined with its destiny, as it re-defines
its position on the global landscape of education. The University of Hong
Kong was to be for China and the World’ Vice-Chancellor Professor
Tsui, a graduate of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, obtained his
PhD in the United States, became a Canadian citizen, and is now the
Vice-Chancellor and President of the University of Hong Kong. He is

an embodiment of the values of the University of Hong Kong: freedom,

liberty, diversity.
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