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Dr. YU Hai is a Professor in Zhejiang University School of Medicine. He also serves as the Director of
International Education Program and the Director of Center of Distance Education in Zhejiang
University School of Medicine. Dr. Yu studied at Shanghai First Medical
College (now Fudan University Shanghai Medical College) from 1962 to
1968. During 1968-1978, Dr. Yu served as a physician in Longde County
in the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region. He was enrolled in the graduate
program in Ningxia Medical College in 1978 and then studied in Leeds
University in U.K. during 1980-1983. Dr. Yu received his PhD degree in
Cancer Research from Leeds University and returned to China in 1983.
He has served as a Professor, Deputy Director of the Cancer Institute,
Zhejiang Medical University, Vice President of Zhejiang Medical
University, and Associate Dean of Zhejiang University School of
Medicine. His main areas of interest are cancer immunology, cancer
biotherapy, and cancer prevention studies. Dr. Yu has authored and
co-authored over 100 publications. He has won more than 10 times the
Award for Science and Technology Progress at the national and
provincial levels.
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This interview was conducted by Dr. Yi Pan, Emory University, through phone on June 2nd, 2012. Dr.
Zhuo Chen also joined the conversation.
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1. Personal Experience and Educational Background
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Yi: Dr. Yu, | know that you studied in Shanghai First Medical College from 1962 to 1968. What
prompted you to choose medicine as your life-long career?
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Dr. Yu: My father passed away with health issues when | was very young so that | understood early
on the importance of a healthy body to a person and to a family. My first wish was to become a
doctor and treat patients with my medical knowledge and training. Unfortunately | only
practiced for about 10 years. Although I'm not practicing anymore, | haven’t changed my goal



to improve the health of human kind through my efforts in both medical education and public
health.

TR | WHSOCRERRE - 20 T4HFE G - BRIE TRBEANS AN N AN R ENEZE X - A
DR EAHE R —2ES - HECHEFARERBE SRS - BREERTENZH AR
-+ BEEASAREL T - BRI H ST NSERE L Ty EE A — B AN -

Yi: After graduating from Shanghai First Medical College, you left Shanghai for Longde, Ningxia Hui
Autonomous Region and worked there for 10 years because of the Cultural Revolution. What do
you think of your experience in Longde?
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Dr. Yu: In 1968, | graduated from Shanghai First Medical College but my medical training was not
completed due to the Cultural Revolution. | was assigned to the poorest county, Longde, in
Mountain Liupanshan, which belongs to the Xihaigu Prefecture, Ningxia. It is one of the worst
areas for human beings to live as reported by the United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization [in 1972]. But | worked there for 10 years. | worked in Shangliang community health
center which is about 20 kilometers from the Longde county seat. There were no paved roads,
no electricity, no tap water, and the temperature was about -20 degrees Celsius during winter
time and there was no heating when | arrived. Before my arrival, there were only two local
practitioners who treated both animals and people. There was no high-pressure sterilizer so the
syringes were only boiled in a cooking pot for repeated use. The local people were very poor
and most of the times they couldn’t afford their medical bills. They would trade eggs, grain, pork,
or even house to see a doctor, and only when it was absolutely necessary.

| don't think that those 10 years were wasted -- | learnt that there were very poor people who
even struggled to survive in China during that time. | leant that medical technology alone can
solve the whole problem. Instead, economic development and social safety nets were
desperately needed. For me, it was the most profound field lesson on social medicine and
health economics that | took for ten years.
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Yi: After the Cultural Revolution, you were enrolled as a graduate student in Ningxia Medical
College with the highest score in Ningxia. So you never gave up your dream and goals?
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Dr. Yu: Before 1978, without the return of Deng Xiaoping, nobody in China had any idea about
personal dreams and the future of our country. Living in a place without electricity, tap water, TV
and not even mention internet, there was no way to know what was going on in the outside
world. The only connection | had with the outside world was a shortwave radio. Reading books
under a kerosene lamp was also a great fun. | started to study English using the radio during that
time. | still remember vividly the moment when | heard the words "VOA (Voice of America)
special English, the news" that came from thousands of miles away.
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Yi: You were among the first generation of students who were sent overseas. How did you get such
an opportunity? Did you feel a cultural shock considering the differences between China and
the western countries at that time? Did it take long for you to adapt to the new setting?
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Dr. Yu: The Cultural Revolution ended in 1978. | was enrolled as a graduate student in Ningxia
Medical College. | learnt English by myself and passed the test organized by the Ministry of
Education in China for the government-sponsored overseas study. Finally, on December 26, 1979,
the birthday of Chairman Mao, | travelled with other 12 Chinese students for 11 days by train and
over the sea from Beijing to London, passing through Erenhot of Inner Mongolia, Zamyn-Uud of
Mongolia, Ulaanbaatar, Siberia, Moscow, Warsaw, East Berlin, West Berlin, and Hague. We finally
arrived in London on January 5th, 1980. After studying English for three months at the Ealing
College in London, | started my cancer research in Leeds University in April 1980. | graduated in
May 1983 with a PhD degree from the Institute of Cancer, Leeds University. | did experience the
cultural shock coming from China to England. But fortunately | adapted to the life in England
quickly.
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2.

Back to China
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Yi: When you came back to China in 1983, did you encounter any difficulties?
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Dr. Yu: After attending the commencement at Leeds University in July 1983, | returned to China in

September the same year. It's the most natural thing for me to do because China paid for my
tuition and living expense while | studied at Leeds University. | first returned to the Ningxia
Medical College and after a year, | took a position with the Institute of Cancer Research at
Zhejiang Medical University, led by Prof. ZHENG Shu. The school is located in the city of Hangzhou,
my parents’ hometown. There was a huge gap in advanced research between China and
western countries back in the 1980s. | still remember that | received my first National Natural
Science Grant of RMB Yuan 30,000, which was considered quite a lot of money at the time. The
two pipettes | brought back from England were the only "imported equipments” in our lab. The
two packets of disposable pipette tips were washed and dried for repeated use.
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You have served as a consultant for the World Bank and also the World Health Organization.
How did you transform from a clinical and laboratory researcher to a pioneer and advocate for
health policy and systems science?
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Yu: | started with biochemistry and immunology research when | first arrived in Hangzhou. At that

time, Zhejiang Medical School was in charge of the colorectal cancer prevention project. |
threw myself into studying public health, epidemiology and statistics, and conducted field
research in Jiashan and Haining, both areas with high prevalence of colorectal cancer. This
project received the Third Class Award of the National Science and Technology Research.
Starting in 1980s, the World Bank funded health projects in China through soft loan, and | was
invited by the World Bank Loan Office to evaluate implementation of China's health projects. |
participated in the Second Health Sector Study in China conducted by the World Bank, leading
to a World Bank Report released in 1990 titled “China, Long-term Issues and Options in the Health
Transition”. This report pointed out that China was experiencing a health transition, from the end
of the first health revolution to the beginning of the second health revolution. Chronic non-
communicable diseases have replaced communicable disease as the biggest health problem
in China. The report also pointed out that cigarette use is a preventable risk factor of multiple
chronic diseases associated with heavy burden of mortalities, and proposed tobacco control
policies and measures including raising tobacco tax. Now, 20 yeaus later, the report is proven to
be correct in its assessment and the proposed solutions effective. Participating in such projects



was an enriching experience for me. It also got me involved in public policy and health
economics, which were not a familiar topic to researchers in China at that time. Through the
World Bank projects, | also met a lot of domestic and international experts, including Dr. Jeffery
Koplan (Director of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 1998-2002),
currently the Vice President for Global Health, Emory University, and the Director of the Emory
Global Health Institute. Jeff visited China more than 50 times. He loves the Chinese culture and
contributed significantly to the development of China's public health. We have maintained a
close friendship for nearly 30 years.
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Yi: How do you view the future of health policy and systems sciences (HPSS) in China?
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Dr. Yu: Here | should mention the China Medical Board (CMB). | have been in charge of the CMB
projects in Zhejiang Medical University since 1989, which has since merged into Zhejiang
University. The CMB made significant contributions to medical health services and medical
education in China. Dr. Lincoln Chen, President of the CMB, proposed that the focus of CMB in
phase IV [in CMB’s history] should be promoting HPSS among Chinese medical schools. The
medical colleges in China and China's public health system were built on the Soviet model in
the 1950s. Due to the lack of research in HPSS in China, health policies implemented in China
were not necessarily evidence-based. Of course, this situation has seen improvements in recent
years. In March 2009, “Opinions of the CPC Central Committee and the State Council on
Deepening the Reform of the Medical and Health Care System” was issued and based on
proposals from several academic institutions, WHO and the World Bank. The first CMB project
after Dr. Lincoln Chen became the president of CMB was to sponsor Zhejiang University to
organize the first Westlake Forum. The Westlake Forum became a series of meetings discussing
critical health policy issues, and provided a platform for communication between the medical
schools, health policy researchers and government officials. The first Westlake Forum was hosted
in Hangzhou in 2007, with a focus on health equity. The second Westlake Forum in 2009 focused
on the strategic plan "Healthy China 2020". In 2011, Zhejiang University School of Medicine and
Emory Global Health Institute successfully co-organized the third Westlake Forum to discuss the
similarities and differences of health care reforms in China and the United States. In November
2012, the fourth West Lake forum will be held in Shanghai to explore ways to strengthen China’s
academic health systems. The series of CMB sponsored Westlake forums and CMB’s strategies



significantly promoted and enhanced HPSS development in Chinese medical schools and made
profound impact on China's public health.
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Words to Young Students and Scholars
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Since China’s economic reform and open-up in late 1970s, more and more Chinese students
could study abroad. After graduation, some students return to China while some choose to
continue working abroad. What do you think of their career choices?
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Yu: There is a great tradition among overseas Chinese scholars. No matter what their
nationalities are, and no matter how advanced their career achievements are, they have close
ties with their home. This tradition is rooted deeply in the Chinese culture. Prominent examples
include Professors William Hsiao and Teh-wei Hu. Although they work and live overseas, they visit
China numerous times to contribute to the development of health reform and public health in
China. Personally I'm happy to see more students of the young generations have the
opportunities to study abroad. Whether they choose to return to China or not after completing
their studies, they care about China's development, just in different forms. The CMB pays close
attention and has devoted investment to the collaboration between overseas scholars and
domestic institutions. In the 2009 Westlake Forum II, 12 overseas young scholars were invited to
join the Forum and met with the Vice Chairman of National People’s Congress, Professor HAN
Qide during the meeting. More overseas scholars participated in the third Westlake Forum held
in Atlanta in 2011. For the coming Hangzhou Westlake Summer Youth Forum in August, nearly 20
oversea young students and scholars working in HPSS areas were invited to participate.
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Yi: We appreciate your strong support to CHPAMS. Do you have any words to share with CHPAMS
members and readers of the China Health Review?

A BAIFIERE BT HA] PEIABSRSEEYS OB (CHPAMS) BYRIISZRF - NEA M T7&
MSZRAAIERE) - EONERAT CHPAMS By G0 (hE TS ) Ay a (2350 ?

Dr. Yu: CHPAMS is an influential organization that made substantial contributions to public health
advocacy and provided communication channels between Chinese and international public
health researchers. CHPAMS members played a critical role in the second Westlake Forum in
2009 and the overseas scholars invited to the 2012 Westlake Summer Youth Forum were selected
with help from CHPAMS. China Health Review is a very good platform to promote public health
and HPSS in China. Dr. Lincoln Chen commented that “based on the very little amount of money
and the hard dedicated volunteers” the magazine is a success. | hope that these efforts and
communications could be continued. | recommend the magazine to strengthen outreach to
domestic readers and authors [in China], to better facilitate the communication between
scholars in China and abroad.
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