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Dr. Gabriel Fai Pond Chan

Dr. Gabriel Chan has been practising medicine for over thirty

years. He has never taken the easy road. After graduating from
medical school in Hong Kong, he immigrated to Canada, where he
chose geriatrics, an uncommon specialty at that time. In addition

to practising medicine, he worked hard to establish and develop
medical programs and therapeutic activities to improve the quality
of life for patients. Gabriel’s tremendous effort stems from what being
a doctor means to him -- “The value of a doctor is not measured by
their specialty, or the level of income, but by how well the doctor
takes care of patients’ needs..”

For Gabriel, it has always been clear that health is not only based

on medical treatment. Prevention, education, mutual assistance
and daily care are also indispensable. For senior citizens, who form
a more socially silent and vulnerable community, this kind of overall
planning is especially important.

Ever since he was a child, Gabriel wanted to be a doctor. Perhaps
this was because his grandfather and uncle were both doctors
trained in western medicine. However, when he was in high school
in Hong Kong, Gabriel did not put the effort he later showed while
attending medical school. In grade twelve, he spent most of his time
on extracurricular activities, and was a member of several student
organizations in addition to playing a lot of sports. He simply had
no time to study and as a result his grades were only so-so. Only by
thirteenth grade did he begin to take his studies seriously. However,
he still regards this period of intense extracurricular activity as

important in his personal development: “I often organized activities,
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promoted events, made public speeches and took the role of team
leader. I cultivated social and collaborative skills without knowing
it. These team skills have been quite useful in health care and work

within a hospital environment.”

Gabriel graduated from Faculty of Medicine of the University of
Hong Kong in 1982. After graduating, he took a different path
from many classmates who wanted to work in large hospitals or
specialize in popular fields like cardiology. Because of his personal
beliefs, Gabriel worked for United Christian Hospital, even though
he would earn a lower income. This experience taught him a great
deal in medical practice. Gabriel said, “This was the turning point
in my life. The majority of doctors in the Department of Medicine
were Christians. Everyone came to the job with a mission, which
confirmed what practising medicine meant to me.” He lived very
modestly with his wife, Roselia, in a two hundred square foot
room in the hospital. There Gabriel found life-long friends and
teachers who influenced him profoundly, including some doctors
who later became widely known and well respected in Hong Kong.
“Whenever there was a problem, a group of doctors would discuss
how to help the patient. The effort was always team-oriented. I
learned how to be a doctor and care for patients this way.” Gabriel
rose to be a senior Medical Officer after five years and at the same

time held a teaching position.

In 1990, Gabriel, his pregnant wife, and their two young boys,
immigrated to Canada. Gabriel looked for work all over the country.
He met many hospital directors, but did not receive any residency
offers. Unable to work as a doctor in Canada, he felt despair. At
that time, Gabriel was looking for a job in Western Canada. He

was under great stress. Unexpectedly, two residency positions in
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Toronto opened up for applications, and Gabriel was accepted as

a resident in geriatrics. “Sometimes people try their best and fail.
Then an opportunity arises when it’s totally unexpected.” The five-
year residency was very hard and he often had to work through the
night. Gabriel recalled that this was a low point in his life, but it
gave him the opportunity to recognize the importance of the field of

geriatrics, and shape his character.

In the early 1990s geriatrics was a new specialty. The field was not
popular and paid little compared with other specialties. Doctors
could only manage to see a few patients a day. Gabriel was used

to a fast pace and initially had difficulty adapting to the unhurried
ways of caring for his older patients. But as he gradually saw

the sufferings of the elderly, Gabriel was moved. Once in the
emergency room, he saw an old man who could not speak English,
helpless and desolate. Gabriel witnessed the plight of this patient
and remembered the needs of these vulnerable people. “Many people
commercialize medicine and judge different specialties on their
abilities to make money. In fact, which specialty is not important,
it is only a means to help patients. If I value a patient, then I will
not be bored at work, nor be upset that they are slow. This kind of

thinking has helped me grow in geriatrics.”

After his residency, Gabriel served as the Director of Geriatric
Services at Yee Hong Centre for Geriatric Care and later served as
the Head of Geriatric Division at the North York General Hospital
(NYGH) from 1997 to 2015. After assuming the administrative
role, Gabriel reflected on how he could exert the greatest influence:
“If I saw patients for nineteen years, I could perhaps help a hundred
thousand people in my lifetime. But if I could design a better

medical system, it would help a million or even millions of patients.”
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So he began to promote and devise various programs in the hospital,
such as NYGH’s Fracture Prevention Program. During daily
consultations, Gabriel realized that many elderly suffered from
minor fractures before a severe fracture occurred. So he facilitated
different hospital departments to work together to automatically
refer elderly patients suffering minor fractures for followup to

prevent more serious future fractures and falls.

In addition, Gabriel promoted the “POWER” program:

Promoting Osteoporosis Wellness through Education, Research
and Resources among NYGH, Yee Hong Centre for Geriatrics
Care, and Baycrest Centre for Geriatric Care and Public Health.
Gabriel also advocated for the establishment of programs such as
Parkinson Wellness Program, Acute Care Unit for Elderly, Day
Hospital Program, Memory Clinic, Outreach Team and Geriatric
Consultation Services. On top of all that, he has assisted in
developing a program called “Chronic Disease Self-management”,
and helped Mount Sinai Hospital to set up a Wellness Centre to
serve Chinese patients with mental disorders. He also integrated
NYGH’s Geriatric Medicine with Geriatric Psychiatry Services and
assisted the hospital in creating the Central Intake Triage program.
Because of all these contributions, from 2007 to 2009, Gabriel was
appointed Co-chair of Specialized Geriatric Services for Local
Health Integration Network (LHIN) of the Ontario Government.
In 2015, he helped raise funds and produced video clips on Geriatric

Disorders to help educate patients and the community.

Gabriel admits that it is not easy to develop these comprehensive
care programs, especially when it comes to funding. “A lot of plans
will fail to get funding in the beginning. But with enthusiasm, even

if you have to wait a year, even two years, eventually the funding
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will come.” Gabriel has had many such experiences. He remembers
going out one day in minus 23 degrees Celsius weather to solicit
funding for a program and was turned down. But the following
year, he received funding support for that program. “Teamwork

is not easy. One must be patient and willing to compromise. The
process of compromise is very hard, but without teamwork, you can’t
achieve bigger things and can’t help more people.” Gabriel thinks if
he can win over the support of different groups, he will be able to

help more people effectively.

Gabriel believes that serving people in need is a doctor’s greatest
mission and honour, and this view sometimes even overrides his
own safety. When SARS broke out in Toronto in 2003, NYGH was
hit hard. Many medical staff were infected. Gabriel was called to
the hospital to help in the SARS outbreak. Thinking back, Gabriel
admits that he struggled hard. He spent five hours in his basement
praying and reading the Bible before finally deciding to go to the
hospital to help. “Firefighters dont put down the hose and leave
when there’s a big fire, and doctors are the same,” said Gabriel.
Later his serology was tested positive for SARS. In 2005, he was
recognized with the Dr. Morris Siu-Cheong Memorial Award for
his exemplary patient care and humanitarian work, the highest

award at North York General Hospital.

In addition to practicing medicine and administration, Gabriel also
teaches and provides guidance to many medical students, nurses,
residents and health professionals. He is an assistant professor at
the University of Toronto Department of Medicine. Students report
that Gabriel can explain complex concepts in a simple and concrete

manner. At NYGH he was selected three times as the “Teacher of
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the Year” for his clear and thoughtful lectures. “The most important
thing in teaching is to be simple and transparent. Don’t use complex

medical terminology. Make sure that students understand.”

If the elderly are an at risk community, then elderly immigrants
are even more at risk. In the field of geriatrics, Gabriel recognized
that in addition to language barriers, Chinese immigrants also
have many difficulties caused by cultural differences. For example,
questionnaires assessing the cognitive abilities of the elderly can
be confusing. Also, many immigrants have emotional problems
because they do not adapt easily to their new environment. They
tear that they will become a burden on their children. Gabriel
highly appreciates their love for their children and hopes that the
children of these elderly people will be understanding of their

parents.

Love and relief of suffering for his patients are the biggest
motivation for Dr. Gabriel Chan’s work. “These patients taught

me to have compassion, so that I have the passion to help them.
These are real motivating forces. There are many difficulties in
implementing care programs. Funding is inadequate, teams have
trouble working together, and people sometimes get discouraged.
But if you see your goal, you can persevere and ultimately help
others live better lives.” Gabriel remembers a grandmother who lost
all her teeth. The image of her bright smile is etched in his mind and
encourages him to move forward. In the future, Dr. Gabriel Chan
hopes to use different activities to promote a ‘Happy Community’,
allowing seniors with needs to get the care they need from volunteer

organizations and to overcome big hurdles in their lives.
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