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Dr. Victor Ling

In the scientific world, there can be new breakthroughs, new discoveries
everyday but it is a bigger challenge to continue development after

the breakthrough, so that its impact can change the world. To world-
renowned cancer scientist Dr. Victor Ling, his discovery of P-glycoprotein,
the first molecule identified to be responsible for drug resistance, was
only a beginning. His perseverance and commitment to continually
move forward in cancer research over the next 30 years underlie Dr.
Ling’s vision and achievement.

In the history of the fight against cancer in Canada, Terry Fox is an
iconic figure, a well-known household name and cancer-fighting

hero. Having lost a leg to bone cancer, this courageous young man ran
across Canada to raise money for cancer research. Eventually Terry
lost his battle against cancer, but he was the reason that “The Terry Fox
Foundation” was founded, and each year charity runs are held in his

honor to raise funds for cancer research around the world.

Dr. Victor Ling is another iconic figure in the field of cancer research;
he is best known for his 1976 discovery of P- glycoprotein, associated
with multiple-drug resistance in cancerous cells. A main focus of his
research is the investigation of resistance mechanisms in tumor cells to
drugs, the hypothesis being that if we could manipulate or inhibit these
resistance mechanisms, we would improve the efficacy of chemotherapy

treatment.

Although Dr. Ling and Terry Fox had never met, the two are intricately
linked. In 2005, The Terry Fox Foundation raised a lot of funds on its
25th anniversary and Darrell Fox, Terry’s brother and then the director
of the foundation, approached Dr. Ling and a panel of scientists about

how best to use these funds for cancer research. As a result, in 2007,
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'The Terry Fox Research Institute (T'FRI) was created with Dr. Ling
named as its Founding President and Scientific Director. Dr. Ling also
serves as Professor of Pathology and Professor of Biochemistry at the
University of British Columbia as well as Distinguished Scientist at the
BC Cancer Agency.

TFRI is an organization that involves more than 60 cancer research
institutions, hospitals and universities across Canada. While initially
focused on translational or applied research, TFRI's portfolio now
includes discovery or fundamental research and building capacity. Today
it invests all of the funds raised by the foundation in cancer programs
and projects covering the full spectrum of cancer research and including

supporting future leaders in cancer research.

Dr. Ling says with a laugh that his job is like that of a matchmaker,
bringing together the best scientists and researchers from different
institutions, to put in place more effective and larger-scale cancer
research studies. In addition, he has to strive to raise more funds for

this type of collaborative research.

With his evolving role at The Terry Fox Research Institute, Dr. Ling
says his vision and ideals stay the same, and this role is just another
way to reach the same goal of furthering Terry’s mission to end cancer
or to find cures to cancer. His years of accumulated scientific research
experience are now being applied differently. As in scientific research,
one must have the mindset that nothing goes as planned. On any
given day, there could be a new discovery and the most important thing
is to be always prepared for the unexpected, and one must go on even
when the findings are contrary to what one hopes for. This reflects the
harsh reality behind many legendary stories and hardships encountered
on one’s way to fame and glory, yet seldom known to others - those
long periods of darkness between bright lights, and failure between

success and results.
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Dr. Ling was born in 1943 in Shanghai. He moved with his family
when he was very young to Hong Kong for a short stay, and then the
family settled in Toronto. His father worked in the import/export
business. Growing up, Dr. Ling was used to seeing both his parents
work hard day in and day out, and could not help but flinch at this ‘hard
labour’. On the other hand, the stories of great scientists like Newton

made an indelible impression on him.

Dr. Ling’s parents did not push him to study any particular subject or
go into any specific career. Dr. Ling chose to major in Biochemistry
at the University of Toronto. Following graduation, he went to the
University of British Columbia for his PhD degree and then to the
University of Cambridge (UK) for a post-doctoral fellowship, where
he was a student of two-time Nobel Prize winner, the late Frederick
Sanger. While attending the University of Toronto, he held a summer
job at Princess Margaret Hospital (PMH) (now the Princess Margaret
Cancer Centre), which sparked his interest in research. When he
completed his post-doctoral fellowship, he learned that there was a
research position at PMH, and thus launched into a cancer research

career.

Dr. Ling says even when he was young, he loved to observe how others
did things. He liked to glean the facts from his observations, and

then find his own way. Today, he still believes that his father was a
most influential person in his life; through him, Dr. Ling learned his
way of doing business, his trust worthiness in dealing with clients or
partners, his wisdom in grasping opportunities when he could, and the
importance of working hard and having adequate resources. Whether

one wants to become a successful businessman or a scientist, the same

principles apply.

Dr. Ling says his mentor Frederick Sanger also influenced him deeply.
He recalls that in Cambridge, as Sanger’s protégé, he spent a whole
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year in the research laboratory without any results. Discouraged, he
lamented to Sanger about the long and uncertain nature of the research
work they were doing (sequencing the human genome), to which
Sanger responded: “It might take 10, 20 or 50 years to complete...but

someone has to start it!”

Those words gave him great inspiration, and made him understand that
research is not all glamour, but rather it is “hard labour”. Most of the
time researchers face obstacles, setbacks, and often failure; the success
rate is very low. The most important thing is to know how to deal with

those dark moments and have the courage to accept failure.

Dr. Ling found his calling in cancer research. For many years he has
focused on the investigation of drug resistance mechanisms in tumor
cells. This has become an integral part of him, part of his life, just as

cancer is an inevitable part of our world.

Over the years, his dedication and achievements have earned him much
recognition and many prestigious awards. In 1990 he was awarded the
Gairdner Foundation International Award; in 1991, he was awarded
the highest honors in the field of cancer research: the Dr. Josef Steiner
Award and the General Motors Kettering prize. In 1994 the National
Cancer Institute of Canada awarded Dr. Ling the Robert L. Noble
Prize. He was recognized with the Order of British Columbia in 2000,
and made an Officer of the Order of Canada in 2009. In 2006, both
York University and Trinity Western University conferred honorary
degrees of Doctor of Science on him. His research work has also

appeared in more than 200 publications.

Despite all the honours and recognition bestowed upon him, Dr. Ling
has not become complacent. His responsibilities at The Terry Fox
Research Institute have brought him new challenges. Even though he
does not have to go to a laboratory everyday, he has to keep up with
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new and emerging research results, and remain prepared to act in the
face of uncertain outcomes that could be positive or negative. His work
now, moreover, is inseparable from the difficulties and challenges faced

by the scientific community.

Dr. Ling says frankly that the academic community is a very
competitive world, with many brilliant scientists competing with one
another for the available research dollars. In his role as President of
TFRI, he has taken on a new strategic initiative, through multi-party
partnerships and personal connections, to draw together all these talents
to form a powerful, cohesive group, so that together they can generate
unprecedented influence and achieve more than they might individually
to improve the lives of cancer patients worldwide. For example, a
clinical study on 1,000 subjects would produce results that would

be much more significant than a study involving only 100 subjects.

Collaboration and team science are important TFRI goals.

Dr. Ling cites a recent project, a clinical study into the early detection
of lung cancer that involved over 2,500 patients, and how its results
have caught the attention of the scientific community all over the

world.

In Dr. Ling’s eyes, scientific research is not a lonely road. Canada

is a vast country, but with only 35 million people, equivalent to the
population size of Greater Tokyo, we do not have the scale of other
countries. We can only succeed if everyone is willing to collaborate and
work together to fight cancer. Dr. Ling stresses that collaboration is
not the same as co-operation. For him, the latter means not harming
each other, whereas the former means working together to achieve
something that each entity cannot accomplish alone. With our diverse
talents and a culture of multiculturalism, Dr. Ling feels Canada will

then be able to compete on the world stage.
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It is clear that Dr. Ling’s leadership has been recognized. The Canadian
Cancer Research Alliance recognized him last year with an award of
‘Exceptional Leadership in Cancer Research’ for his contributions

to the field, including his role as the visionary leader of The Terry

Fox Research Institute and his contribution to the development of

a Canadian strategy for cancer control which ultimately led to the

formation of the Canadian Partnership Against Cancer.

On his philosophy of life, Dr. Ling says he does not seek perfection,
only excellence. For him the difference between the two lies in one’s
attitude: a perfectionist cannot accept defeat, while one is willing to

accept failure in the pursuit of excellence.

As for his own personal goals, he says that as he grows older, he hopes
to help the next generation of scientists, encouraging them to pursue
new discoveries. He thinks that a successful scientist must have good
intuition and trust his instincts. Research is not solely about objective
data; there must be subjective observations. There could be just a little
clue in the beginning, and even though one does not know its reason
or importance, it could be the springboard for a new discovery. He also
believes that science and technology are constantly moving forward,

and no matter how far away the goal is, some day we will get there.
With a hectic work and travel schedule, Dr. Ling unwinds by enjoying
the outdoors. In fact, his great love is going camping in BC with his

wife, son and daughter.

One could imagine his enjoyment of nature’s mysteries would only be
g jOy! y y

surpassed by his wonderment at the mysteries of the universe.
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