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The pharmacologist extraordinaire
This year, the 2018 Merdeka Award was received by six individuals including Dato’ Dr Gan 
Ee Kiang, professor of pharmacology at Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) and Pro-Chancellor 
of International Medical University (IMU) Kuala Lumpur. Gan received the award for his 
contributions in developing a successful commercial model for research and development 
in Malaysian universities, as well as extensive work and leadership in clinical pharmacology, 
pharmaceutical sciences and drug-related research. In this issue, Gan shares with MIMS 
Pharmacist some memories of his student and working days.

Saras Ramiya

MIMS Pharmacist (MP): 
What led you to choose 
��������	�
�������������
degree in University of 
Western Australia (UWA)?
Gan Ee Kiang (GEK): It was by 
chance. I met the renowned professor 
of pharmacology M.F. Lockett who had 
just relocated from London. She was 
the one who encouraged me to pursue 
pharmacology. I was one of the earlier 
batches in UWA.

MP: What is your favorite 
memory from your student 
days?
GEK: We had weekend gatherings with 

fellow Malay-
sians, where we 
really enjoyed 
the fellowship 
and the camara-
derie. We drove 
to the coun-
tryside which 
was very scenic 
and often we 
stopped by the 
roadside to buy 
fresh produce 
like fruits and 
honey. It was 
fun.

MP: What 
spurred you 
to return to 
Malaysia?
GEK: I had two 

reasons. First is parental persuasion. 
Second is the joining of a new university 
(now known as Universiti Sains Malay-
sia, USM) which can be exciting. At that 
time, it was known as University of Pen-
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University of Singapore and Universiti 
Malaya but I opted to return to Penang, 
which is my hometown.

MP: What is your favorite 
experience from your days 
in USM?
GEK: Of course, our aim was to put the 
School of Pharmacy on the world map 
and continue to pursue excellence for 
the school internationally. We organized 
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that time. Seeing my concepts and 

ideas being implemented and achieving 
results were really satisfying. I also trea-
sure the feeling of helping and inspiring 
students. Even today, I get approached 
by grateful ex-students who remember 
me.

MP: What were the key 
challenges that you faced 
when helping to set up the 
Drug Research Centre, 
National Poisons Centre, 
and National Doping Control 
Centre?
GEK: During the setting up of the Drug 
Research Centre, I was deputy dean 
and just gave my support to a group 
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ed the idea. For the National Poisons 
Centre, we saw a need in Malaysia to 
monitor adverse drug reactions and re-
port toxicological poisoning. 

In the early days, we ran a 24-hour 
call centre for reporting on adverse 
drug reactions and enquiry on toxi-
cology. For the doping control centre, 
there was only one centre in Korea at 
that time. At that time, Malaysia was to 
host the Commonwealth Games and 
we foresaw the need for such a centre. 
The Ministry of Youth and Sports also 
came forward and supported this cen-
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Subsequently this centre was ac-
credited by the Olympic Council and 
conducted doping testing during the 
Commonwealth Games. We also es-
�����	����������	����
������������	�����
centre in Malaysia, where we saw the 
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need due to the increasing use of ge-
neric drugs.

MP: What are the primary 
objectives of setting up 
the USAINS Group of 
companies and were they 
achieved?
GEK: Around 1995, the government 
announced that they wanted universi-
ties to be more involved in commercial 
activities. I was selected to look into 
the setting up of such a centre in USM. 
Having visited universities in the US and 
Europe, I decided to establish a setup 
applicable for the Malaysian setting. 
Hence, the corporate arm of USM was 
established. This was around 1998/99. 
Subsequently, almost all universities fol-
lowed suit. 

The primary objectives were to al-
low academics to solve more commer-
cially oriented problems, which bene-
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the same time, the academics received 
remuneration that helped increase their 
income and prevented them from leav-
ing academia. This symbiotic mecha-
nism is ideal for both parties, provided 
there is check and balance put in place. 
Universities also received income from 
these activities. 

In the case of USAINS Group, the 
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Some academics even earned 
[amounts] almost equivalent to their 
salaries through these consultancies. 
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the university. This centre also served 
as a catalyst for all commercialization 
activities, helping academics manage 
every part of the commercialization 
process.

MP: What was your role 
as a member of the Health 
Advisory Panel of the US 
Pharmacopeia Convention?
GEK: I helped with the policy and future 
direction of the US Pharmacopeia (one 
of the most respected pharmacopeia/
drug references in the world). I was also 

requested from time to time to 
review manuscripts that were 
subsequently printed in the 
US Pharmacopeia.

MP: What are your 
responsibilities as 
the Pro-Chancellor of 
International Medical 
University (IMU)?
GEK: As the Pro-Chancel-
lor of IMU, I preside over all 
the convocations and attend 
important university events. 
In IMU, the Pro-Chancellor 
is also the chairman of the 
Board of Governors, which is 
the highest decision-making 
body in the university. It sets 
policies and directions for the entire uni-
versity.

MP: How has your family 
contributed to your 
successful career?
GEK: The contribution from the family 
is mainly support, understanding and 
	�������	"��	������
����� ������������-
tending to various activities.

MP: What do you do to 
maintain a healthy life?
GEK: I exercise daily and am very se-
lective in eating healthy food. I also try 
to get enough sleep. On top of that, I 
keep myself busy with various work 
and non-work-related activities. 

MP: What are the current 
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that have great potential 
to improve the health of 
Malaysians?
GEK: Well, it is important that health-
care professionals practice rational 
drug use, and going down the road, 
targeted treatment will be an important 
aspect for the healthcare system. As 
we have mapped the human genome, 
personalized and highly targeted med-
icine will be important. Advances in 
cancer treatment will also immensely 
improve the health of Malaysians, es-
pecially monoclonal antibodies as well 

as immunotherapies. In fact, some of 
these advances are even capable of 
curing certain cancers.

MP: What is your advice to 
the younger generations 
of Malaysians especially 
to students who plan to 
take up pharmacology and 
research?
GEK: Be focused on what you want to 
achieve and nothing can replace hard 
work. Failure is the stepping stone to 
success. Always think out of the box.

MP: What are your favorite 
hobbies?
GEK: #
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MP: Among the books that 
you have read so far, which 
book has impressed you the 
most?
GEK: Steve Jobs by Walter Isaacson. I 
would recommend all professionals to 
read the book because it talks about 
integration, innovation and persever-
ance, besides technology.

MP: What is the favorite 
quote that comes to 
your mind when facing 
challenging moments?
GEK: The journey of a thousand miles 
begins with one step.

Dato' Dr Gan Ee Kiang with Prof James Watson, one of 

the co-discoverers of DNA structure.
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