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‘1AM A DOCTOR”

>0

Hou Fanfan always says that she is first and fore-
most a doctor. She has been the only female academi-
cian of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS) in
Guangdong Province in the past 10 years and Dean of
the Department of Nephrology of the Southern Hospi-
tal Affiliated to the Southern Medical University. Her
work is on chronic kidney failure. She wants to relieve

the pain and economic burden of the patients.



Patients’ Suffering Is Hou’s Suffering

She cannot forget a patient whom she had to silently face a dozen
years ago suffering chronic kidney failure and had to do dialysis.
When he learned that his dialysis would cost 60,000 to 70,000 yuan
annually, the patient suddenly grabbed his wife, crying desperately
and kneeling down, and begged Hou to find another treatment that he
could afford.

“Otherwise, our family will be ruined! Death means nothing to me but

I want to live three more years to see my daughter go to college.”

The eyes of desperation and helplessness touched her deeply.

“To the lifetime of a man, three to five years may be negligible, but

when it comes to a uremic patient....”

At that time, it was a common belief in the medical field that the kid-
ney function of a patient with chronic kidney disease was doomed to
fail. If he wanted to prolong his life, there were only two ways for him
to choose: either dialysis or a kidney transplant. Thus, chronic kidney
disease and renal failure was recognized not only as “a global public
health problem™ which cost substantial health resources, but also as

“the most expensive disease.”

“Hold on! Wait a moment,” Hou Fanfan shouted loudly at chronic
kidney disease. And she resolutely made a determinination — “I must

change this situation!”



Hou Fanfan noted in the course of clinical treatment that common-
ly-used drugs, angiotensin-converting-enzyme inhibitors (ACEI)
to cure hypertension have a protective effect on the kidneys of the
patient suffering from renal insufficiency at the mild to the moder-
ate level (serum creatinine level < 3.0 mg / dl). But it was a conven-
tional belief that such drugs were prohibited to be used on patients
of terminal diseases. In order to see if such drugs could be used
to slow the progression of chronic kidney disease, Hou Fanfan de-
cided to cross this forbidden territory. She led her team to conduct
randomized controlled clinical trials, which took them more than

five years.

In the end they proved, for the first time, in the international arena that
ACEI could remarkably reduce the risk of developing into terminal ure-
mia from chronic kidney disease. With the right application, this once
prohibited drug could reduce the risk by 43 percent so that patients’
dialysis could be delayed by three to five years.

“If the phase of uremic dialysis can be effectively delayed, a great deal
of medical expense will be saved for both the country and the patients.”

Hou says.

Statistics from the United States also show that a delay of one year
in dialysis for chronic kidney disease could save $ 2 billion in health

costs.

In 2006, the exciting conclusion made by Hou Fanfan and her team was



released in the New Eng-
land Journal of Medicine.
It immediately aroused
strong interest in academia
at home and abroad. That
was the first time that a
clinical research achieve-
ment by Chinese schol-
ars researching on kidney (L
disease was published in r -
the world’s most presti-

gious medical journal on

its 200th anniversary. It was as if they had plucked a

jewel from a crown.

The journal’s editorial said, “It is time to change our
treatment strategy for patients with chronic renal in-

sufficiency.”

The next year, Annals of Internal Medicine (Ann
Intern Med) of America, in concluding the devel-
opment of internal medicine, said that the research
finding of Hou Fanfan and her team was one of “the
most significant research findings in the clinical
practice of internal medicine in recent years.” It in-
troduced their paper as “one of the most important

treatises in 2006 and pointed out that their research

Hou Fanfan doing

research in the lab



achievement could be regarded as the foundation for changes in clini-

cal practice.

Overcoming Difficulties and Achieving Excellence

Through her perseverance, her efforts helped prevent patients from de-
veloping cardiovascular diseases and other complications as well. She
also achieved an unforeseen outcome. She discovered new pathogenic
molecules such as protein oxidation products that could accelerate the
progress of chronic kidney disease. Now she had an additional way to

learn how to control and delay the uremia.

Hou Fanfan also analyzed in detail the differences between Chinese
and foreign patients with chronic kidney disease. Chinese patients un-
dergoing dialysis were 50 years old on average, 10 years older than
those abroad. However, Chinese patients had a higher rate of cardiovas-

cular disease than the foreign patients.

In view of these features, she led her team to conduct an epidemio-
logical survey on the primary fatal complications of chronic kidney
disease in China. They discovered that the main cause of terminal re-
nal disease in Chinese patients was chronic glomerulonephritis. This
significantly differed from the main cause of uremia in foreign pa-
tients, diabetes. This information provided an important basis for the
prevention of cardiovascular complications of chronic kidney disease

for Chinese patients.

“Everyone acclaims that Hou Fanfan is ‘a person who bravely trespasses



into the forbidden zone in the medical field’,” says pro-
fessor Zhang Xun, Hou’s mentor and colleague who
enjoys a high reputation in this field. “How many peo-
ple realize how much pressure has been put on Hou,
as she tries to make a breakthrough in the restricted
medical zone? I have never seen among my students
anyone else like her who is so devoted to work and so

dedicated to caring patients!”

Once, he saw for himself that Hou Fanfan, while treat-
ing an allergic patient suffering from a sudden shock
and a near cardiac arrest, lean immediately over the

patient to give mouth-to-mouth resuscitation and suck

out the patient’s phlegm.

I. Hou Fanfan and her
’ colleagues in the lab




“At that moment only one
thought flashed through
my mind — to save his

life!” Hou said.

It was only a while after
did she realize that there
was the patient’s phlegm
in her mouth. She could
not help rushing to the toi-

let and vomiting heavily.

Persistence and
Tenacity

Speaking of this outstand-
- ing student, Professor Zhang cannot help mention this,
| “She has one characteristic — once she gets something

on her mind, she will become so concentrated on it

mndicn 1 that she will neglect everything else. She'd stay awake

all night and sometimes think deeply over something
even while she is walking. She’ll get lost in this rev-
erie and fail to hear someone calling her. That’s why

she is thought to be unsociable.”

When it comes to this, Hou embarrassedly clarifies,

“I’m really not putting on airs!”



Hou, working together with her mentor, Professor Zhang, discovered
that due to immunodeficiency, the rate of tuberculosis infection for pa-
tients with chronic renal failure is six times higher than that of normal
people. Moreover, 70 percent of the causes of TB occur outside the
lungs, and the high death rate of the patients lies in the delay of treat-
ment. It was this discovery that treated over 20 percent patients with
chronic renal failure and enabled them to go back to work after their
recovery. The infection rate of patients in more than 10 medical units

decreased by 26 to 30 percent.

Thanks to the Teachers

“I am very lucky that all the teachers I have encountered are good ones.”

In 1963, Hou Fanfan was admitted to the prestigious High School Affil-
iated to Nanjing Normal University (now one of the top 10 high schools
in China).

“Looking back, it was my experience in high school that laid the solid

foundation for my career.”

Recently, Hou Fanfan has delivered a speech on behalf of her alumni at

her alma mater.

“The High School Affiliated to Nanjing Normal University then was
so all-embracing that all examinations were open-book ones. For in-
stance, in the math test, teachers encouraged students to solve the

problems in a variety of methods and students were permitted to ex-
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press their ideas freely in a writing test. We students often went to the
countryside, living there for over 10 days for the purposes of experi-

encing labor practice.”

The deepest impression left on Hou Fanfan was by a senior biology
teacher who once assigned a task for his students to draw a paramecium

(a kind of protozoa).

After meticulous observation, Hou Fanfan drew a shoe with the shape
of an insect as the model, and handed it in after leaving a few points on
it with a pencil. She did not expect that the teacher would fail her and

order her to repaint it.

“You’re not observing carefully. To draw a paramecium, you should
also draw its various organelles. How could you show respect for sci-
ence if you are so careless when observing a life?” This remark had had

significant influence on Hou.

In 1979, Hou Fanfan was admitted to the Nanjing General Hospital to
receive further academic training. She was then unwilling to go to sleep
when the lights were turned off, and she would continue to read English

till the wee hours of the next day.

“In Nanjing General Hospital it was Professor Zhang Xun who intro-

duced me into the Urology Department,” says Hou.

In 1989, she was asked by Professor Zhang to join him at the Southern



Hospital Affiliated to the Southern Medical University where there
was no Urology Department at all at the time. She was elected associ-

ate professor.

Later, she was enrolled as a doctoral candidate at Sun Yat-sen Medical
University. Without a formal undergraduate degree, the then 40-year-
old associate professor had to start off from scratch with students 20
years younger than her. She had to study almost every post-graduate

course in order to meet the credit requirement.

However three years later she ranked higher than other students. Her
four most distinctive characteristics in her school years were wide
spread — the oldest age, the highest rank, the lowest academic qualifica-

tion, and the best performance.

Her Ph.D. subject settled an international academic dispute with its
experimental results. This paper also won, in 1995, the first prize of
“Science and Technology Progress Award” by the National Board of
Education. This led to her promotion to professor and chief physician,

the highest teaching and clinic level.

Later that year, Hou earned the opportunity of a one-year study at Har-
vard Medical School. This was undoubtedly another “hurdle” for her

who had never received a systemic study of English.

In the United States, Hou Fanfan learned that there was a subsidy from

the International Society of Nephrology (ISN, its members come from

11
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about 130 countries and regions). It is the highest academic organiza-

tion in the global field of nephrology.

“If I could successfully apply for it, I would be able to study in the

United States for another two years!”

She soon received the reply of her application. “All your credentials are
superior, but unfortunately, your age exceeds the age limitation of our

subsidy.”

She was 45 years old that year.

She was so anxious that she recklessly picked up the phone and called
the Secretary-General of the International Society of Nephrology who

was then in the Netherlands.

She began without preamble in order to gain the initiative, “Do you

know why I applied for this fund at my age?”

The other side replied politely, “l am all ears....”

Then Hou began to talk about her story and her aspiration. “...I did
not have the same opportunity to receive education at the same age
as my peers, but this did not hinder me from self-study to match your

requirements.”

The only worry of the Secretary-General then was that her lack of for-



